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    I stumbled down the busy streets of Awynia, bumping between people. On rare occasions, they spared annoyed glances at a poor nine-year-old girl like me, but even those were as hard as the tall gray buildings around the streets. Better to be invisible. 
 
    Shivering against the chilly wind, I pulled the stolen shawl closer. Fall was coming to an end, and my shoes were tight and torn apart. I needed to change them, and new clothes for winter. I avoided glancing at store windows; looking at the reflection of my black, messy hair and dirty, pale skin only reminded me that Mom wouldn't like it. Holding my only satchel, I continued walking.  
 
    My stomach growled as I stopped in front of the street’s bakery. A world of beautiful loaves and cakes taunted me through the glass. The smell of fresh-baked bread made me gulp. 
 
    The owner inside frowned at me through the window and waved me away. My heart sank; no spares for me today. I turned and walked away, not willing to make him angry. I had asked to work for him before, but he never wanted me. No one wanted anything to do with a poor girl like me. I could work for only a few meals and new clothes, but to the shopkeepers, even that seemed more trouble than I was worth.  
 
    Up the street, two men bought a newspaper from the news stand and moved out of the way to read the headlines. The one who paid, a round, red-faced fellow, put the change back in his pocket. The fabric jingled and sank with the weight of more coins. The other man by his side was thin and tall, but no words came out of his mouth, nodding as his friend spoke.  
 
    I moved closer, trying to make myself invisible against the nearest wall. I slipped my hand into his pocket, grabbed a few coins as silently as I could, and ducked away with them clenched safely between my fingers. 
 
    When I was safe, I took stock. Three silver, two gold. That would get me a simple meal, and if I could save a little more, I could even get a sweater or some new shoes. 
 
    I yelped as a hand gripped my arm. The large man’s companion, a thin, skeleton-like man, opened his mouth, but I spun away and dashed down the street. Their yells echoed after me. My heart hammered like crazy, and I barely noticed when my shawl slipped away and fell to the ground. I couldn’t go back for it. I clenched the satchel with everything I had against my chest. If only I could lose them in some dark corner, I could head back to my hiding place under the bridge.  
 
    I dared to look back again. They were far enough away to lose me soon. 
 
    A hand came out of nowhere, grabbing me by my sleeve. I yelled, hoping someone would take mercy on me, straining against his grip. But the third man didn’t let go. He scowled down at me. 
 
    “Not so fast, little thief.”  
 
    I swallowed down a sob and extended my hand with the stolen coins. “Here.” The two men chasing me finally caught up, breathing heavily. “Take it back, just let me go.”  
 
    I blinked away the tears forming in my eyes, searching for the gaps between them so I could escape.  
 
    “What gang are you from?” The third one holding me said, brushing his dark bangs away from his brown, almond-shaped eyes. “They need to teach you a lesson about not messing with us. We have deals here and—” He was cut off when a hand hit the back of his neck, and a man in a red coat appeared over his shoulder.  
 
    “D-d-don’t be silly, Rowdy.” He dwarfed me as he came right ahead and I shivered. He looked down at me. “She’s not f-from a gang, yet. L-let her go.”  
 
    Rowdy finally took his hands away from my clothes. Understanding the fourth had a leader aura around him, I extended the coins to him. With the third on my left side and the previous two on the right, I was trapped between a wall and the tall leader. He knelt in front of me and I pressed my back on the cold, hard wall. With slow, gentle movements, he closed my hand and pushed it to me. I kept clenching with everything I had.  
 
    “Y-you’re new here, aren’t you?” His smart dark eyes studied me.  
 
    I was too scared to answer and my throat ached from all the yelling, so I just nodded. People behind them spared glances to see the commotion. Perhaps I should wait until more have gathered so I could scream again.  
 
    “Where are your parents?” The balloon man asked. More tears formed, and I shut my eyes, shaking my head. “No one’s looking after you?” I shook my head again, dark tangled hair tumbling around my face. He looked at his companions. “She’s alone.”  
 
    “She’s obviously faking it so that she can get away with it, Joy!” Rowdy waved a dismissing hand and crossed his arms, yelling at the man with red cheeks.  
 
    “S-shut up.” The leader shot him a warning look. “She is alone, a-and it hasn’t been long,” he said. He wasn’t exactly wrong. I’d been on these streets for a few months now, but I was too afraid to go near the gangs. I tilted my head, wondering how he could know so much about me, but the Rowdy man asked for me. The answer came in a quick stutter. “S-she’s alone, but n-not in any g-gang, yet.” Then he turned back to me. Putting a dark-colored hand over his chest, he continued. “I’m Doc. W-we’re sky pirates. W-would you like to be a part of o-our gang?” 
 
    I frowned in confusion, but before I could say anything, Rowdy snapped. “You’re crazy. No way!” 
 
    Although he said that, I haven’t even shown I wanted to accept his offer. A pirate? Me? I’d heard stories about them. They were strong and fearless, brave and bold. How could a girl like me be a sky pirate?  
 
    “Y-yes. She’s small and can get into small places.” 
 
    “We have my brother for that,” Rowdy insisted. 
 
    “T-Teeny is getting too big. And when she grows up, she can get sky sailors drunk and get the best tips. S-she’s pretty and no one w-will expect her to take care of herself. S-she can be our secret weapon.” 
 
    Rowdy grunted, shaking his head. “We have to vote. I don’t want this whiny brat on our ship!”  
 
    The balloon man—Joy—cleared his throat. “But, we promised to accept anyone.”  
 
    “Fine…” Rowdy’s shoulders fell in defeat.  
 
    Doc produced a little coin sac from his pocket.  
 
    “Y-you don’t have to come if y-you don’t want to. But you can have this, anyway.” There was compassion in his dark eyes. No sign of that little twitch of a smile of someone who wanted to do me harm. After I caught up with this detail, I avoided danger much easier. “We’ll give you everything y-you need. Shelter, food, clothes, and we’ll train you.” 
 
    I needed to think about it. I didn’t like to wake up at night with insects and rats crawling around me, but at the same time, Dad had always told me not to trust strangers. But Doc saw potential in me. He wanted me to be useful, and it had been so long since anyone had looked at me like I was worth something... 
 
    I put the five coins in a pocket and slowly grabbed the little sac. It was heavy and I could already see a few golden ones on the top. I could buy good food for a week and I’d still be able to get new clothes for winter.  
 
    I tried to ask why, but my voice failed, and I coughed. He understood, though.  
 
    “We w-were like you, o-once.” Still, no sign of him trying to deceive me. “W-what’s your name? Or how do y-you like to be called? You can pick a new name, if you like. Doc is not my real name.” 
 
    Letting myself be a little more comfortable, I unclenched my satchel to put the sac inside. Still no sign of deceit. I narrowed my eyes. Could he be telling the truth?  
 
    A small flake descended, landing on his shoulder. Bright in contrast against the red coat. White like…  
 
    “Snow.” The word came out surprisingly easy through my raspy and dry throat.  
 
    Another flake fell on my cheek, melting against my skin. I looked up. Sure enough, more of them were falling. It was too soon for snow...maybe that was a sign. When I shivered, Doc took off his red coat and put it on my shoulders. It was so big and comfortable; I hadn’t been this warm in so long that I almost forgot what it felt like.  
 
    “What do you say, Snow? Do you want to be a part of our group?” 
 
    More flakes found their way on us, more snow on my favorite color that was wrapped around me like it used to be. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She was still looking after me, after all this time. My eyes were filled with tears yet again. I missed her so much. I’d always trust her—and if she was calling me to them, then so be it.  
 
    I looked Doc in the eyes and nodded. 
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    The wooden skyship painted with two yellow lines crossed the air above us, leaving a thin trail of steamy coal behind until the engines shut down. The wind in the sails pushed the ship forward. Our skyship, the Onyx Falcon, followed, nearly brushing the treetops of the forest. The full moon cast a blue glow, providing enough light for us to see them, but at the same time, to hide us in the shadows.  
 
    It was time to go after our target. Inside the control cabin, Snotty tampered with the handles, liberating more fire into our balloon and making The Onyx Falcon ascend towards them. My heart thumped so fast, the cold wind didn’t even bother me as it whipped on my skin. A few strands of dark hair escaped my braid, flying around my face.  
 
    Doc gave me the gas-shooting gun. “B-be careful,” he stuttered, looking at the skyship.  
 
    I put the leather sling over my shoulder and stopped at the wooden taffrail. Teeny did the same over the front of the ship, seizing the ladder rope in his hands and waiting for Doc’s signal. With his free hand, Teeny ran a finger through his sleek dark hair, trying to keep his black bangs out of the way. The wind soon ruined his effort. He adjusted the goggles over his almond-shaped eyes.  
 
    “Go,” Doc said.  
 
    Teeny and I started climbing toward the balloon that held us in the air. Doc’s voice echoed between my ears. Don’t look down, Snow, or you’ll fall...The rope scratched my hands—perhaps I was clenching on them too tight. I eased up a bit, focusing on where to put my feet without looking at them. I had made this climb before, but never for a mission, and never in darkness. I kept my gaze on the dark fabric of the balloon until I was close enough to touch it.  
 
    I braced myself on the ropes, searching for a position where I could look at our target. Teeny was there on his end already, waiting for me.  
 
    We took our guns from our backs and aimed. We weren’t quite there—our skyship still needed altitude. 
 
    My trembling finger touched the trigger. I bit my lip, glancing at Teeny, his sleek form dressed in black almost invisible against the night sky. He didn’t move. Weren’t we close enough? If we got too close, someone would end up seeing us. 
 
    Finally, Teeny shot. I followed right behind.  
 
    Our gas-grenades fell onto their main deck, releasing a thick gray mist. Yelps came from their ship, but as they breathed, their bodies collapsed one-by-one on the wooden floor. 
 
    We brought our scarves up to our noses. As the target ship got closer, Teeny and I prepared to jump on the main deck. Being three years older than me, he had made that jump a thousand times, and he made a perfect landing, but I stumbled before standing up. He held in a laugh, but I ignored it. 
 
    The Onyx Falcon came up to the same level as our target. The crew set up a plank, serving as a bridge between the ships. Teeny and I secured it in place with a locking mechanism and our small crew came through, except for Lazy and Snotty, who stayed on the deck of the Falcon. Now empty, we threw our gas-shooting guns back to Snotty.  
 
    “No alarms, and no one has come up from below. They must be sleeping,” Rowdy said, holding two gas grenades. It was all we had left.  
 
    Dummy passed me an empty satchel, and I put it over my shoulder.  
 
    “Let’s go. Fast.” Doc said, leading the way to the stairs. The wooden steps creaked under his feet.  
 
    As expected, we descended right in their Mess Hall. There were three big tables and the Galley with a large stove and counter was right behind them. On the other side, toward the stern, were the cabins of the rich people who owned the vessel. Apart from the moon shining through the windows, the only source of light was from the four lamps, two on each side. We scanned the room for any perils, but thankfully, it was empty.  
 
    Beneath us, there was the berth deck, where the servants and sailors slept in their hammocks. We needed them to stay that way. It was a big ship; they outnumbered us easily. If one of them sounded the alarm, we’d be screwed. Doc pointed down—his command for the other four to continue. Rowdy nodded and tossed a gas grenade to his younger brother, Teeny. Both went to the stairs and silently descended. The soft bumps indicated the grenades hitting the floor.   
 
    Rowdy, Teeny, Joy, and Dummy covered their noses and went down towards the Hold Deck, where treasures and storage were kept. The first two grabbed a lamp on their way.  
 
    Doc tilted his head towards the Galley, his signal for I’m checking if there’s anything useful. I nodded and turned around, grabbing my picklock kit. If there was one place with valuable things, it was the Lord’s quarters. 
 
    I knelt beside the last door, and I opened the lock.  
 
    I glanced back to check on Doc; he was carrying a barrel over his shoulder up to the main deck. The door creaked as I went in. The Lord was sleeping in his bed, his skin copper-like Snotty and Lazy’s, barely visible in the darkness. I proceeded slowly. Over the stillness of the room, the soles of my boots echoed against the wooden floor.  
 
    The bluish moonlight shone over the gold and silver objects on the table and counter. A candlestick, a box, a clock, a gun, jewelry—even books. All of it went into the satchel. I wasn’t strong enough to help them carry barrels and chests, but this much I could do. I grabbed anything of value I could find, then turned on my heel and started out. I had barely passed through the door frame when two arms caught me from behind, and I stumbled back into a solid, towering body.  
 
    As the Lord locked an arm around my neck, he shuffled the first drawer on the table, searching for his gun. Silly. He should know these things should be kept under your pillow; you can’t let the enemy get a hold of your weapon. I brought my arm back, full force. My elbow dug into his ribs. A pained groan escaped his throat, and once his grip loosened, I grabbed his neck and leaned forward. He was thrown ahead of me, colliding against the floor with a loud thud. He screamed in pain but grabbed at my leg, anyway. I collapsed beside him, and he squirmed towards me.  
 
    An unsteady fist flew, aiming at my head. I grabbed it and pushed down, using his own momentum to my advantage. He stumbled, and I slammed his head against the floor with all my strength. The blow took him out; he blinked once, slow and dizzy, then fell backward on the floor. 
 
    It’s so much easier when they all sleep through the raid. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, more to myself as I did it again for good measure. He fell unmoving on the floor, but still breathing. He’d probably wake up with a terrible headache, but he’d survive.  
 
    A shadow moved over the door frame. My hand flew to my holster. The familiarity of the tall figure with wide shoulders made my tense muscles melt. I knew it was Doc even before he spoke.  
 
    “That’s my girl.” He extended a hand to me. I accepted it, and he pulled me up.  
 
    Inside the other cabins, noises called for our attention. The crew was waking up. Doc whistled, and the other four men rushed up the stairs carrying a chest and a few barrels.  
 
    As soon as we got on the main deck, the fallen man stirred, starting to wake. Rowdy grabbed Teeny by the sleeve and shoved him towards the bridge. Meanwhile, Lazy diminished the fire in the balloon, lowering the Onyx Falcon. The difference in height was enough to make it easier to push down the chests and barrels to our deck. Teeny crossed the path, pushing two chests with Snotty’s help. Dummy crossed after him, right before shots crossed the air.  
 
    I took cover behind their control center, the cabin-like structure in the middle of the ship. Ahead of me, Joy and Rowdy took cover behind the last chest at the same time Doc dodged the bullets in time, hiding with me. He took his gun and got ready, but Rowdy was already shooting them. As I peeked around the control center, the captain and high-ranking officers rushed out of the sterncastle, shooting at us while dressed in pajamas and hastily-donned coats. 
 
    Distracted with us on the deck, the five officers didn’t see Snotty shooting nets on them until it was too late. Dummy and Teeny followed his lead fast enough. The nets wouldn’t harm them, just delay them to give us time to escape. They wrapped around each of them, capturing their arms against their chests. They screamed, trying to get rid of their rope prison. They’d end up waking the entire ship, but that wasn’t a problem anymore. We were heading out.  
 
    Rowdy rolled the last barrel through the bridge, then helped Joy grab the last chest. They raced back to the Onyx Falcon. I ran across the deck, unlocking the mechanisms binding our bridge to their ship. As I was about to jump on it to cross, Doc swung by my side. A loud shot crossed the air almost at the same time Doc’s blood drizzled down his arm.  
 
    I gasped, trying to catch the man that was twice my weight. I glanced over at him. The Lord stood on the stairs holding a gun. 
 
    Another shot echoed in the night. This time, it was Rowdy. His bullet met the Lord’s hand, clipping its side. He reached for the gun again, but the nets enveloped him, and he fell down the stairs.   
 
    Doc’s hand flew to his wounded shoulder as he steadied himself. I helped him over the bridge and followed him off the ship. Joy and Snotty stretched their arms, ready to help Doc in. Lazy gently stirred the Onyx Falcon away. I was still midway and lost my balance. I slipped, trying to grab the taffrail of our ship. I yelped down, my fingers grazing at the wood, not close enough to catch it.  
 
    My heart stopped for a fraction of a second before two pairs of hands grabbed me. Teeny and Dummy flung me over the taffrail and back to our main deck. As soon as the three of us fell, Lazy turned the vessel until we were heading away from our target. 
 
    Laying on the floor, I looked up at their ship. It wasn’t following us; people were still too tied up for it. Our engines turned on, and the helices at the back helped us put more distance between the vessels.  
 
    I was still trying to put my heart back in place after nearly falling to my certain death when Teeny turned to me.  
 
    “You okay?” He panted on the floor next to me.  
 
    “Yes, thanks,” I answered, my voice trembling. I looked at Joy, who was dragging Doc by his arms to the infirmary at the forecastle.  
 
    I left the satchel on the floor and followed them. Lazy came right behind me. As Joy helped Doc to a chair, Lazy grabbed the medkit, and I lit some lamps. Teeny rushed in a minute later with a bottle of rum for Doc to dull the pain. I held a lamp closer and Lazy inspected it. For a man of seventy-seven, he worked with incredibly steady hands to clean the wound. Doc seized the bottle and gulped it down between curses.  
 
    “Work isn’t done, yet!” Rowdy yelled, already assuming his duties as second in command. He clapped to call our attention, but Lazy continued washing the wound. Doc’s blood stained everything it touched, from his shirts and vest to the fabric of the chair and the wooden floor. “Snotty, keep Falcon steady away. Teeny, on the lookout for that ship! Joy, Dummy and Snow, inventory.” Rowdy entered the infirmary, heading out to help Lazy. 
 
    With a heavy and guilty heart, I forced myself to walk away from Doc. I was used to doing an inventory of the stolen goods, but it was nearly impossible to concentrate. I pushed through as best as I could, but I knew I would check everything again later, anyway. As soon as we were done, I changed clothes and rushed to the infirmary. I grabbed bread and cheese from the Galley on my way there, as well as a new cozy shirt for Doc.  
 
    Rowdy sat next to Doc, who slept peacefully in bed. The chair and floor were already clean.  
 
    I put the things on the table, then sank into a nearby chair. “How is he?”  
 
    “He’s gonna be fine. He’s been through worse.” Rowdy crossed his arms. His almond-shaped eyes weren’t narrowed in worry, which was a good sign. “The shot crossed his shoulder; it was lucky it didn’t hit you, too. It broke his collarbone, but we closed it before he lost too much blood. He just needs a few nights off and a few weeks with his arm in a sling.” I nodded in response. “And how did we do?” 
 
    “I’ll check the numbers again tomorrow, but I think with tonight’s addition, we have enough to spend the rest of winter off. I mean, if we don’t spend too much. Where do we go now?”  
 
    I knew his answer before he could speak because of the way he smiled. He couldn’t wait to see Ellie again. “We’re going to Awynia.”  
 
    I was right, but it only made a chill run down my spine. I was happy for Rowdy. Ellie never failed to bring a smile to his face—but getting back to that place was always hard for me. Despite my clenched jaw, I nodded.  
 
    He stretched, then stood. “I’m gonna check on everyone. Keep an eye on him for me.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    He stood up, putting his chair back under the central table. His tired steps dragged a little on the way out. 
 
    When he was gone, I leaned over the table, letting my shoulders fall. Dawn would come in less than an hour. Although my eyelids were heavy, I didn’t want to go to sleep until I was sure Doc would be okay.  
 
    Shivering, I embraced myself. Doc’s boots were left on the ground, but beneath the blanket, he only had his pants on and a sling to hold his arm in place. I stood up, walking to the drawer by the nearest wall. I opened one up and grabbed another blanket, putting it over Doc’s sleeping form. I gently adjusted it on him when a big dark hand escaped from underneath and seized mine.  
 
    He stirred, frowning. “You okay, girl?”  
 
    “I’m not the one who got shot,” I mumbled. “I should have hit him harder. He’d have stayed out long enough.”  
 
    “I get it…” His slurred speech was undeniably drunk. “Y-you don wanna harm p-people. None of us d-do. But sometimes, y-you care too much.”  
 
    “I know…I’m sorry. I won’t let it happen again.” I ran my hand over his bald head in an attempt to soothe him.  
 
    “It’s okay. I d-do too.” He groaned as he searched for a better position. “I’m g-getting too old for it.” 
 
    “You’re not even forty!” I scoffed, even if he was the oldest, apart from the crew’s ‘grandpa’. “Try saying that to Lazy.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight is close enough. He stays on the ship during raids for a reason.” He laughed, looking around until he found the bottle on the table. “Gimme more rum.”  
 
    “Are you sure you should drink more? It’s nearly empty already.”  
 
    “Rowdy helped. And no p-problem. Just a little more.”  
 
    Choking out a laugh, I did what I was asked. I grabbed the bottle with a hand and held his head high with the other. He gulped down the rest of the rum. 
 
    “Thanks,” he mumbled, closing his eyes.  
 
    “No problem, Da…” I stopped myself in time to correct my word. “Doc.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice, though. Shutting his eyes, his head tilted away on the soft pillow.  
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    Tossing my covers to the side, I stood up. The rain fell relentlessly against my bedroom window and the loud thunder wouldn’t let me sleep. Well, it wasn't only that...my dream was too sad.  
 
    I rubbed my tired eyes and exited the room. The castle’s corridors were empty, so I let my small eight-year-old legs carry me to Dad’s office. As I expected, the lights there were still on; it wasn’t that late, yet. The door creaked open, making Dad jump in his chair. He calmed down when he saw me.  
 
    I didn’t know if he could see my wet cheeks, but he gestured for me to come closer with a reassuring smile. I ran to him, pressing my body against his legs.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Blake?” he asked, pulling me into his lap. His strong arms wrapped around me, and the warmth made my heart light as if it could soar. I looked down at the ground.  
 
    “I miss her.”  
 
    He sighed. “It’s been months, son.” 
 
    “I dreamed of her again.”  
 
    In my dreams, I played running in the garden, following the girl in the bright red dress. The neighbor I only got to see on special occasions, but whose company had always made my days brighter.  
 
    “It’s natural to dream of those who we’ve lost but are still in our hearts. Eventually, you’ll dream of new things.” He caressed the top of my head, messing with my hair the color of caramel, as Mom likes to say. With the other hand, he shifted the papers on his desk to the side. “I need to check the ink in my pen. Would you like to do it for me?”  
 
    I managed a smile and nodded slowly. He put it in my waiting hands and I opened it, just like he taught me. It might be silly, but I loved this black and silver pen. Dad had crafted it himself. 
 
    As always, it was full of ink. I closed it again. Under the candle’s dim light, I checked the nib to see if it was aligned and clean. Dad always kept it perfect. It took the fun out of it for me.  
 
    My eyes fell on the engraving. The tip of my thumb smoothed over the writing, traveling over all the ups and downs of the metal. Justice is a Decision. 
 
    I looked at Dad. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “It’s the most important lesson I learned at Starlight Academy. For example, they accept anyone, if they’re dedicated to their studies. Justice is up to us. I made this pen to always remind me of that.” 
 
    “If I get into the Academy, will I understand it, too?” 
 
    “Perhaps even before—though, I think you’re too young to understand it right now.”  
 
    “Can I study there, too?”  
 
    “Of course. If you keep taking your lessons seriously.” 
 
    “But I do!”  
 
    “I know, Blake. And you do more than Aiden did at your age. But it’s not only that. It’s the desire to keep learning. You have to let this flame light in your heart.” His confident smile made me feel like I could do anything. He believed in me, and it was all I needed.  
 
    “I will. I promise. I want to study there like you did.”  
 
    “If it’s your wish, then you shall go.” He laughed, caressing my hair. “You know, your brother may look like me more, but I was just like you when I was a child.”  
 
    This time, my smile reached my eyes, and I handed him back his treasured pen. He took it and twirled it between his long fingers.  
 
    “Blake, do you remember the secret within?” He raised his hand a little.  
 
    “Yes! It’s so cool!”  
 
    His golden eyebrows creased. “It’s not supposed to be cool.” 
 
    I stiffed my shoulders. “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “When should you use the secret?” 
 
    “Never. ‘The ink should do the job,’ right?”  
 
    “Exactly. Unless you absolutely have no other choice.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Then, I want you to have this.” He put the pen forward in my direction. My eyes widened.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Of course. Use it in your studies.” His usually deep and serious voice had turned a bit more joyful.  
 
    I jumped to the ground, clutching it with my little hands. “I will. I promise to take good care of it.” 
 
    “You already do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dad.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled affectionately. “Now go to bed. You need to sleep, and I have work to do before my trip tomorrow.” As I headed for the door, his voice called out again. “And remember, knowledge is always better than violence.”  
 
    “Right!” I stopped and turned around. “Does that mean I don’t need fencing lessons anymore?” 
 
    “To bed, Blake.” He laughed, messing with his papers again and reaching for a new pen. With his free hand, he waved me to go.  
 
    Back in my room, I put my new treasure in a table drawer and went back to bed. The thunder had subsided now, and soft raindrops collided with the glass in soothing tip-taps. I closed my eyes and let myself drift off to sleep.  
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    I dreamt of a girl I used to know—one with pale skin and ebony hair, dressed in red. We played in the gardens, and I was a kid again, running away from everyone and everything. At least when I slept, life was simpler.  
 
    I jolted awake when something hit my shin. My eyes darted down, only catching Aiden drawing his foot back. My brother narrowed his eyes at me from the opposite side of the auto-carriage. I straightened my back and looked out the window, ignoring his distaste for my lack of good posture. We were still moving, but we were getting close to our destination. The same forest from my dreams passed in a swirl of green, brown, and specks of white. Most of the snow had melted, but there were still spots of white on the wet ground. The auto-carriage let out a soft, rhythmic hiss of steam.  
 
    Mom sat by my side. The tension between us three could be cut with a sword.  
 
    “I…” Taking a heavy breath, my hand ran through my short, wavy hair. “I just want to know why.” 
 
    “That doesn’t concern you.” Aiden looked out the window, not even sparing me a glance.  
 
    “I think it does. My life is being used as currency, and I think I deserve to know why.” 
 
    Aiden scoffed. “You’re speaking as though I'm sending you to slaughter. It’s just marriage.”  
 
    I forced my words out through gritted teeth. “I’d like to understand.” 
 
    “The business concerns me and your future wife. But, of course, the union between our families shall remain. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Enough.” His glare chilled me to the bone. 
 
    With no other choice, I looked away. My shoulders fell.  
 
    “That’s not fair,” I muttered.  
 
    “And what are you gonna do about it?” Aiden taunted.  
 
    ”Enough,” Mom said. Her hand found mine and squeezed, giving me support. The answer was obvious, nothing. There was nothing I could do.  
 
    What was I expecting? He hadn’t said a word to any of us since he delivered the news, including Mom. He wouldn’t change his mind a day before the official announcement. Mom also wasn’t happy with the secret, but like me, she couldn’t do anything. Aiden was the lord of our house now. With Dad gone, we were at his mercy. 
 
    Soon, we crossed the gates at the Myrlle property. Right before the auto-carriage stopped at the castle's door, the mausoleum came into view. The house-like construction made of stone doubled as a shrine, meant to bless the souls of everyone that died nearby, sending their souls along to their next lives. Even the servants had a holy right to use it, either to pray or as a place to say goodbye to dead relatives before they were buried.  
 
    My heart twisted more, remembering my last trip to this castle, which had included a visit to that same mausoleum. It was the first funeral I had ever attended. Months later, the Gods claimed my dad with a heart attack on one of his trips.  
 
    The auto-carriage finally stopped, and we exited. Behind us, a simpler vehicle carried David and Finnian Jaagel. Their family had served and protected our family, the Orsins, for generations. Aiden wanted them around for the wedding arrangements, and that was all I knew about it. Well, Aiden had wanted David, but his son Finnian came with him to offer me moral support.  
 
    At the entrance hall, there was a customary banner with the family’s crest: a raven holding a white rose in its beak against a red background. 
 
    The servants welcomed us, getting our things and taking them to our guest rooms. The lady of the house wasn’t ready to see us yet, so we were left to do as we pleased.  
 
    I walked down the corridor. They were the same white walls and silver-lined ebony ceilings as I remembered, but the decoration around them was new. There were more paintings, statues, and vases on display than I remembered. Memories of my trips weaved through my mind. How was I supposed to live here like this? Although, I might have spent more time outside than in. But would the lingering nostalgia cease in time?  
 
    I turned, arriving at a big living room I’d been to a hundred times. It had the best view of the gardens. Light green couches replaced the red ones from before. The curtains also changed from red to dark green, but the rest of the furniture remained in beautiful and expensive white wood.  
 
    I stepped closer to the window. A thirteen-year-old boy and an eleven-year-old girl were strolling down a stone path between the rose trees. 
 
    My throat closed, as if a knot had found its way inside. I was too young to have step-children.  
 
    Backing away, I exited the room and turned back to admire the art. Low laughter echoed in the corridor, coming from a partially opened door.  
 
    “Mirror, mirror on the wall, show me the fairest of them all.”  
 
    My curiosity led me to the sound. It was hard not to peek inside; this part of the castle wasn’t private quarters, anyway. The room used to be the lord’s office. I remembered wandering in there once in a while.  
 
    The new golden baseboard surrounded the room, and from where I stood, I could see a dark-wooden drawer. There was a mirror above it, framed by shining gold. I took a step closer. 
 
    A woman was standing in the reflection. Her green and yellow dress hugged her silhouette with perfection, and her dark brown hair was up in a bun with a golden tiara. She had a gold and emerald necklace, bracelets, and rings. She wore more accessories on her than a jewelry box.  
 
    Katharina, Elisabeth Brandt Myrlle, the lady of the house. I remembered her well.  
 
    “There you are, the fairest of them all,” she told her reflection, applying more red lipstick.  
 
    She was standing in front of a mirror. What the hell did she expect? 
 
    Adjusting her hair, which was already in place, she spun towards the door.  
 
    Startled, I backed away to distance myself from it but ended up backing into a pillar with a vase on it. The porcelain vase shuffled, and I turned, extending my hand. It slipped from my fingers, colliding on the floor with a loud thud. My jaw dropped, and I froze in place, screaming terrible curses in my mind.  
 
    “What’s happening here?” A furious voice came from behind. She was standing by the now fully open door.  
 
    “I beg your pardon…I didn’t mean to. I was passing by and—” 
 
    “And you were peeking. Not only that, but you broke a beautiful and expensive vase. One of the favorites in my collection.” She crossed her arms, scanning me from head to toe with disdain. “You’re my fiancé, aren’t you?”  
 
    “That would be correct…” I looked down.  
 
    Somebody, please kill me now. 
 
    "A prince charming, indeed." She raised an eyebrow. Thank you for your sarcasm, as I didn't need that to know you're not thrilled to marry a boy. A boy that she used to take care of and make sure I had enough food and drinks when I visited. She had always been nice to me, but I knew she was only being a good host. When she visited my family, she never even looked at me.  
 
    Her long-nailed fingers found their way beneath my chin to raise it. Up close, I could see her eyes clearly—the most mesmerizing green eyes I’ve ever seen. On the other hand, I could also see some gray strands of hair between the strands of dark brown, a reminder of our age difference. My stomach churned for the hundredth time over the past week since I got the news.  
 
    “Not bad…but so naughty. If you weren’t peeking, you wouldn’t have broken my vase. This better not repeat.”  
 
    “Yes, my lady.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes, trying not to be even ruder. With a better view of the office, I could see what was inside. Paintings, a big working table with chairs, dark green curtains, and a terrarium with earth and sticks inside…and some red things moving. They were small, with long tails.  
 
    I looked back at her. “Do you have pets?” 
 
    “So much for ‘better not repeat,’” she mumbled, resting her hands on her hips. “Yes, if you must keep prying. Those are my red salamanders. I brought a piece of home with me when I married my last husband.” 
 
    “A piece of home?” 
 
    “The red salamanders are in the sigil of the family I was born into.” She stepped further into the corridor, closing the door behind her. Indeed, I’d had classes about the nearby houses. The Brandt’s sigil was a red salamander in a green field. “Pretty little creatures, but strong and fierce, like me. Now, if you excuse me, I have business with your brother to attend to. Please be a dear and fetch a servant to clean up the mess you made.”  
 
    I nodded as she walked down the corridor. I immediately did as she asked, fearing she’d be angrier if I hadn’t. That wasn't a good way to start an engagement already far from ideal.  
 
    Soon, she locked herself in the office with my brother and Finnian’s dad, David. How they could treat me as a child and force me to marry a woman nearly twice my age was beyond me.  
 
    With nothing better to do, I roamed around the castle, letting good memories accompany me. It was a surprise to see that the library hadn’t changed at all. Curious about what she mentioned, I looked for a book about salamanders. They were mysterious creatures, not like the bear of my crest. 
 
    I picked up the heaviest book about animals and started reading, and the hours slipped away. I spent the whole afternoon there, but when I was about to leave, Finnian entered the library.  
 
    “There you are! I’ve been searching for you for hours!” His blond bangs tousled above blue eyes as he shook his head.  
 
    “And I thought you knew me enough to start your search here.” I closed the book and glanced at the window. “Or the gardens.” I stood up with the book in hand, returning it to the shelf. “I was trying to find a way to impress my fiancée, I guess.”  
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow, the shadow of a smile right at his lips.  
 
    “You don’t need a book for that. You need a miracle.” His laugh broke when I playfully glared at him. He tapped on my shoulder, and we started walking to the library’s exit. He sighed, then his tone changed. Not trying to make me laugh anymore. “You’re not fooling anyone. I know why you’re trying to impress her. You want her to let you go to the Academy.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ve wanted it since I was a kid. But I also want this wedding thing to start off in a positive light if we’re gonna spend the rest of our lives together. My first impression as a fiancé wasn’t that good when she caught me spying and I broke her vase.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe she can benefit from having you away for a few years.” He shrugged.  
 
    As we crossed the exit, Finn laid a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “I hope so. Still, I’ll need her money to go.”  
 
    “She does earn a lot with the apple shipment,” he said. The Myrlle’s had a vast territory with hundreds of apple trees behind the castle. Finn sighed. “Look, just because it’s not exactly ideal doesn’t mean it can’t be good.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure. I mean, she’s beautiful, but we have nothing in common. And for heaven’s sake, she’s thirty-seven. I’m not even eighteen.”  
 
    “Yet. You will be, tomorrow.”  
 
    “Whatever.” Now, in the corridors, I wasn’t sure if my voice rose or if the empty space made it echo. Either way, it was hard to hold myself. My chest was tight and burning. “The point is, I wanted someone I could grow old with. She’s old enough to be my mother. That’s just…weird!” As I let it out, I looked at Finn. His blue eyes widened, and he looked somewhere behind me.  
 
    Gulping, I turned my head in time to see Katharina passing by the other side of the corridor. Of course, she had to be right behind me. Her green glare suggested she has heard enough of the conversation and didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
    She continued walking down her path, and I chose the opposite way. Finn followed me.  
 
    “I can’t seem to get one thing right in this damn situation.” I lowered my voice to be on the safe side, but inside, I was burning in anger and despair. “To make things worse, it bothers me that they're not telling anything. Why this union, and why did your dad need to be here?”  
 
    “Maybe Lord Aiden wanted someone to assist him. He has no experience in this kind of contract, and my dad has assisted yours in the past.” 
 
    “No, that’s not like Aiden. It’s easier to believe Katharina wants something in return. Payment on both sides. This marriage is but a business transaction.” I eyed him up and down. As an idea formed in my mind, I pointed at him. “Maybe she wants your family to do something for her.” 
 
    “Why would she need hunters? I’m sure she has many to work for her.” 
 
    “But the Jaagel are the best on the job. You’ve specialized in protecting our family.”  
 
    “I’m flattered, but I’m sure there are mercenaries out there more skilled than us, and she has enough guards to protect her.” 
 
    “Maybe the best with the easiest access.”  
 
    “You may want to think about this later. Right now, we have an official dinner to attend.”  
 
    I agreed and headed to my guest room. I put on proper attire—navy pants and jacket, with silver embroidery—and walked down with Finnian to the second dining hall. The first was bigger and meant for big parties, the one we’d do later for the engagement celebration. Tonight, it was just dinner with both families, the local high priest, and a few close friends.  
 
    While Katharina sat at the head of the table, my place was at her right. In front of me sat the high priest, an old man with a warming smile. Next to him sat Katharina’s children, followed by one of her friends from the nearby district. On my right, my brother, our mom, then Finnian, and his dad. We were served.  
 
    “Such a union is unusual,” the priest said during the meal, eyeing Katharina and me. “But I have high hopes and will pray to our Gods to bless you. May you two find your path.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Was this optimism part of his belief, or was he drunk already? Everyone else knew it was bound to be disastrous on some level. He hid a pitiful smile behind the chalice as he drank and gave me a wink. Maybe he was only being a little optimistic, for my sake.  
 
    I held my chalice high and said, “thank you, Priest Nolan.” I gulped down the wine. The beverage burned my throat on the way down, and I did my best not to grimace.  
 
    Katharina’s smile stretched her upper lip as if she didn’t even care to fake properly. Her effort, however, had been wasted on her looks. Different jewelry this time and even more than earlier. She had also changed her dress, still green, but now with a snow-white layer underneath. I took a bite of the delicious baked potatoes on my porcelain plate.  
 
    The priest nodded towards Katharina. “The Countess has been all alone for far too long in this castle.” The opposite head of the table, where the host should be, had been empty for almost eleven years now. He died soon after her daughter was born. “We’re sorry for your loss. And it’s about time your kids had someone to call a father.”  
 
    The boy and girl frowned but continued eating in silence.  
 
    They’re hardly kids anymore…and I’m not father material.  
 
    “Speaking of the Count…” My voice lingered as everyone’s attention turned to me. The sweat on my hands made my grip on the fork and knife slippery. I cleared my throat to continue. “I was a kid when he passed away. What happened to him?” 
 
    “A heart failure was what the doctors told me,” Katharina said, raising a piece of lamb and carrots to her mouth.  
 
    “I see…but he was still young.” I turned to the priest. I waved my hand towards him. It was hard to avoid the movements, but my restless heart wouldn’t give me a break. “Do you recall it being hereditary?”  
 
    “Enough, boy,” Katharina said sharply, her voice like the knives cutting against the plates. As she shut her eyes, putting a dramatic hand above her chest, all we could hear was the tilling noises of silver cutlery. “It’s painful to talk about the people I lost in this household. You have no idea how much it hurts.”  
 
    I frowned, resisting the urge to scoff. Instead, my voice remained calm. After all, I had screwed up quite a lot. I didn’t need to dig myself deeper into this shit.  
 
    “I’ve lost my father, Katharina, as you are aware. I didn’t mean to cause you pain, but I enjoy talking about him. It makes me feel as if he’s still around somehow.”  
 
    “This is nonsense.” She rolled her eyes as if she was talking to a child who believed in fairies.  
 
    Under the table, Aiden kicked me. 
 
    Mom tried to rescue me. “I’m sure you two will find a common interest or hobby. What matters is for you two to have a good life.” 
 
    Good time to put my newly acquired knowledge into action! Thanks, Mom!  
 
    “We do seem to share an admiration towards animals of our crests, though she can put hers in her office. I don’t believe it’d be wise to fit a bear in mine.” The little joke worked, getting a few laughs around the table.  
 
    Priest Nolan smiled, but frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Katharina has red salamanders in her office.” I glanced at her as I gathered more food on my fork. “It’s from the Brandt’s crest. They are amazing little creatures.”  
 
    At least stroking her ego worked. This time, her smile reached her eyes. “Yes, boy, and you’ll learn to admire them.” 
 
    “Could I care for them?” I asked, still playing on her good side.  
 
    “Certainly. It’d be one less task for me.” 
 
    Maybe there was hope for me, yet. I nodded, smiling.  
 
    “Will I have to use gloves, though?” 
 
    “Why would you, darling?” Mom asked.  
 
    “They’re poisonous,” I explained.  
 
    Katharina choked on her wine. Her cheerful demeanor was washed away, it was like a shadow had covered her heart.  
 
    “You’re mistaken, boy.” Her voice had been light and flowy only a minute ago. Now, it was rigid and sharp.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure they are. I read it in a book today.” I could have gone on about it, but the way she frowned made my words stuck.  
 
    “They are not the kind that is poisonous.” She shrugged, dismissing the topic.  
 
    She couldn’t be right—the descriptions in the book I read matched the ones I had seen in her office perfectly. Behind her emerald green eyes, her mind assessed me. I felt like no more than a tool analyzed to be purchased or not. She put down her chalice near the edge of the table.  
 
    I knew what I read, but could I have been mistaken? I needed to get back to that book and see them up close.  
 
    “I apologize. I’ll study about them more later.”  
 
    Her jaw clenched. What did I do wrong now? My already stiff muscles tensed even more.  
 
    One way or another, she was fond of them, so I kept showing interest. I shifted in my chair; my emotional stability had been taken by a tornado.  
 
    “Anyway, tell me more about them. How long have you had them?” I was waving my hands around again; I couldn’t help it. Unfortunately, though, my fingers grazed in her chalice, and it tumbled over on her. The dark liquid poured on her beautiful dress.  
 
    She gasped. The chair nearly fell as she stood up in a blink of an eye.  
 
    “Enough!” She screamed, claiming everyone’s full attention. “You are only a misbehaved little boy. I thought I could make this work, but it’s just impossible. You pried into my office, damaged my property, meddled into my private matters, and are not even able to finish a meal without a hazard. I don’t think my temper can stand the rest of the year with you by my side. The wedding is off!” 
 
    As she stormed out of the hall, I faced my brother. If he could glare at me any more intensely, he’d drill a hole in my head.  
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    The days were getting shorter and with colder winds. Winter was just beginning when we found a place to dock the Onyx Falcon in Awynia’s harbor. The skyship descended into the sea; the hot-air balloon was stretched into a sail over the mainmast above the control cabin. We had a special spot in Awynia; the crew used to come here long before they took me in. They had deals with the owners of the best taverns sailors went to.  
 
    That was how Rowdy met Ellie and the reason why we stayed in Awynia for over the three months of winter. She was the daughter of a tavern owner.  
 
    But as time passed, and the season ended, so did our money and our time here. In fairness, we only spent that long in the same place because Ellie’s dad helped us. Not for nothing, though. We did everything, from helping out with the customers, cleaning, and even picking up ingredients in the street for them. However, we were careful not to do everything together. Doc didn’t want to tempt fate with any chances against us. We were a small crew, but we were known everywhere, though the people —among enemy pirate crews and the guards of every country— who were after us didn’t know what we looked like. Doc wanted it to stay this way.  
 
    On my last free day in Awynia, I decided to stroll around the city, taking a tram to the center. In ten years, it hadn’t changed much, though I had the feeling there were a few more auto-carriages than before. The sidewalks were busy, as always, full of shops with colored tents at the entrance.  
 
    There were still spots of wet, half-melted snow scattered across the ground. My boots clicked on the stone path; the sweet smell of fresh-baked bread drew me into a bakery. My stomach growled. I’d wanted to taste the fresh ones for so long when I was a street kid.  
 
    The baker behind the counter asked me what I wanted. I don’t think he recognized me—after all, the last time I was here, I was just a begging kid who came in once in a while. I didn’t blame him, though. He was usually nice and had tried to help me the way he could without stepping into my problems. Behind the glass, he had displayed dozens of options. Different kinds of cakes, bread, and pies.  
 
    “I’d like a sandwich with whatever is smelling so good,” I said. He started working right away with the ingredients I pointed at. “And something sweet, too.”  
 
    “Our best dessert is our apple pie. It comes straight from the best apple provider in the land.”  
 
    I gulped. “No, not that. Something smaller?” I looked around the other wall, with tons of sweets displayed. He finished my cheese sandwich and wrapped it in a paper napkin before putting it into a paper bag. “Caramel.” 
 
    “Certainly! How many?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    He smiled, grabbing the caramels. “Big family?”  
 
    “You could say that.”  
 
    He slipped eight treats in another paper bag and handed it all to me. I paid and left the shop. As I exited, I shivered under the cold breeze and pulled my red cape tighter around my body. Walking down the same path I had run from Joy and Dummy when we met, I made a turn, bumping into a couple of men. I let my paper bags fall and so did they. The three of us ducked to pick up our things.  
 
    I glanced up at them as we collected our bags. They were wearing red coats I knew all too well, with a symbol of a black bird snatching a snow-white rose in its beak. My eyes widened for a second at the opportunity. Mumbling apologies, we stood up, and they continued walking.  
 
    I followed them at a distance, listening, into their conversation.  
 
    “She wants more security,” the one who seemed to be in charge told the other. “The apple shipment is ready; we’ll bring it just in time for when the skyship arrives tomorrow.” 
 
    I smiled and skidded away before they could notice me. I ate my still warm sandwich at the plaza, looking at the people passing by.  
 
    At dusk, it was time to end my little tour. I headed back to the taverns near the harbor, passing by Snotty and his grandfather, Lazy. They were getting ready to spy for information. Lazy would pretend to, well, sleep by the docks near the gossiping sailors. Snotty, on the other hand, was ready at his post between taverns in a dark alley overlooking his grandfather and our targets. Doc helped him from time to time.  
 
    I entered the tavern where Rowdy was waiting for me. Joy and Dummy were there, too, sitting at a table far from the other crewmen. As they drank, pretending to talk, Dummy’s eyes were at some sailors a few tables away, reading their lips for any scheduling detail. They’d leave for another tavern as soon as they were satisfied with what they’d heard.  
 
    When Rowdy saw me, he gestured at four sailors drinking in the corner. I took off my red cape and the brown coat, leaving them at the hooks by the door. Underneath, I wore a white shirt, a tight corset, and a scarlet skirt.  
 
    I got a bottle from the counter where Rowdy and Ellie stood, then approached the group of sailors. Putting the bottle on their table, I smiled.  
 
    “Hey, guys. Can I join you?” I leaned forward so they could get a good view of my cleavage. With that, they agreed in mid-laughter. I sat on the bench between two of them. “What brings you here?”  
 
    “Just work.” The one with crooked teeth smiled.  
 
    “From where?”  
 
    “Everywhere,” one answered, his blue eyes locked on me.  
 
    I bit my lip and I smiled at him. “Exciting.” I handed him a glass, which he was quick to drink.  
 
    “But we’re here, now.” The blond one on my other side said. I turned to face him.  
 
    “For how long?” I filled his glass and like the other, he downed it quickly.  
 
    “A couple of days more.”  
 
    “So soon?” I moaned, pretending to drink and quickly working on refilling their glasses again.  
 
    “We go when our bosses tell us to, unfortunately.” He winked a bright blue eye.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see places beyond this town,” I said, moving a hand over his arm. “But since I live here, my only way of knowing the world is through stories people tell me. Where are you going next?” 
 
    From then on, all I had to do was distract them and make sure they were drunk enough to spill all their schedules and what they knew about the cargo. That came right after a few more glasses. By then, they were loud and laughing at nothing, but I stayed. Leaving too soon would only make them suspicious on the next day.  
 
    I glanced at Rowdy in a dark corner with Ellie. He was supposed to be keeping an eye on me, even though I didn’t need it. Instead, they were making out. I didn’t blame him. I knew how much the departure hurt them both. I also knew what they were talking about—they had the same discussion every time we had to leave. She wanted to come with us, but Rowdy wanted her to stay. It was too dangerous, and she deserved a better life. She’d ask him to stay, to which he’d answer that he couldn’t abandon his family, and if we stopped, we couldn’t continue helping out in places like these. It was partially an excuse, though. It was our life, and we liked it.  
 
    Sometimes she argued about me, but it was different. I never had somewhere else to go, and they had trained me since I was a kid. Even so, I might have died on the last raid, if it weren’t for Teeny and Dummy. And Doc got hurt. Being a pirate had its perks, but we were risking our lives. Rowdy wouldn’t ask that from Ellie.  
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    It was nearly dawn when all the crew joined in the Onyx Falcon. We were exhausted, but we still had something to sort out, which would be our next target.  
 
    Sitting at the table, we began. We laid down all the information we gathered in different places. While Snotty and Doc ran through them, debating the best options, I took the caramels from my purse and laid them on the table. 
 
    “I’ve got something for you all.”  
 
    Their eyes sparkled at the little sweets, laughing as they snatched one each and  thanked me. Dummy took a bite and hummed in approval, making a thumbs-up sign. I bit half of mine, drawing out a long string of gummy caramel. The soft texture melted on my tongue. I should have bought more.  
 
    “I fancy these fancy candies!” Teeny opened his noisy wrapper, immediately throwing the caramel in his mouth.  
 
    With his mouth full, Rowdy looked at Doc and Snotty. “Do we have a target?”  
 
    Doc scratched his beard and opened his mouth full of caramel, but before he spoke, I swallowed and said, “oh, and I heard tomorrow an apple shipment will depart. That means the ship coming will have tons of money from their last delivery.”  
 
    “Apple shipment? That’s familiar…” Joy mumbled, looking up, his blue eyes lost in thought.  
 
    “That’s because we’ve done it before.” Rowdy shrugged.  
 
    Doc raised an eyebrow and locked his eyes on me. “Is that from the Myrlle again?” 
 
    “Yes. So what?” 
 
    Snotty opened his logbook of our raids. “No can do.” His copper colored finger traced the information on the pages. “We raided them five out of the seven times we came to this country last year. Twice leaving Awynia.” 
 
    “That’s too many at once,” Doc said. “It’s not a good idea to keep raiding them.” 
 
    “Come on, it’s not like they can put anything against us if they don’t see us coming.” My stomach churned, and I played with my hair to distract myself. “Besides, it’s one of the wealthiest families in the realm. This money is like change for her. She won’t even notice.” 
 
    “I agree, Snow.” Doc sighed. “But we’re a small crew. Let’s play it safe; that's how we’ve kept ourselves alive this long. We can raid them at another opportunity.” 
 
    “I know—but it’s only fair to raid them. Even with all this money, they leave their district with barely the necessities.”  
 
    “There is no justice in this world, girl,” Doc said. Not unless you take it, I thought. “And we’re not here for that, anyway.”  
 
    I pressed my lips thin, but nodded anyway. “So, what’s the best option, Snotty?” 
 
    He looked at his annotations. “Grandpa heard some sailors complaining that a lord will depart tomorrow. Apparently, he has a business trip to the capital with a heavy load, which means he’s probably taking money with him.”  
 
    He continued giving more details of what Lazy heard, but amid my disappointment, it was hard to pay attention. I knew what I had to do, as always—prepare, and keep an eye out for the ship to follow it soon after.  
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    We remained in total silence on the road home. This time was even worse. I could feel the anger bursting from my brother on the other side of the auto-carriage, though he didn’t spare me a single glance. When we arrived, Aiden went straight to his office. 
 
    I wanted to go to my room and wallow in self-pity, but Mom grabbed my shoulder, forcing me to look at her. Even after the long trip, her chestnut hair was still in place, half up in a simple but elegant bun. Dad had always said I was more like her out of the two of us, but the main physical feature I inherited from Mom was her darker and wavier hair. I wonder if he’d change his mind if he had seen Claire growing up. Despite also inheriting a blond hair like Aiden, our little sister was looking like our mother at each passing day.  
 
    She smiled with a warmth that almost made me believe everything was okay. “We should celebrate.” 
 
    I laughed humorlessly, and my shoulders crumbled. “What? My disastrous humiliation?”  
 
    “Disaster or not, you’re turning eighteen today.” She put her hands on my shoulders and adjusted the tall collar of my shirt and then smoothed her palms over my vest. “I ordered the cooks to make your favorites today. Including apple pie for dessert.” 
 
    That made me smile, even if just a little. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, and nodded to the nearest servants. “Let’s have a small celebration at the tearoom.” She locked her arm around mine, pushing me to the stairs so we could leave the entrance hall to the corridors. “Finnian went home to rest after the trip, but I’m sure he can make it for dinner.”  
 
    “Mom! Blake!” Claire shouted, running toward us from her room. Her small ten-year-old arms wrapped around my torso. “Happy birthday!” A big smile stretched her round face. Then, she hugged mom, and we went to the tearoom.  
 
    The servants brought the food soon after we sat at the small round table. I barely ate anything else—I jumped straight to dessert. I don’t know how I was able to fit five slices of pie into my stomach.  
 
    Afterward, I went back to my room to continue studying my favorite topic, history. I spent a good two hours leaning on the table with open books in front of me and my favorite pen between my teeth before going to take a needed bath. 
 
    I walked to the bathroom door and turned on the hot water. Sinking into the bathtub, I let myself finally relax. I’d been so tense that my back had felt like a stiff wood board during the entire trip. With the water gently shifting around me, my worries eased. 
 
    I dipped below the water, and when I emerged, I heard a couple hard knocks on my room door. I rushed out of the tub, almost slipping on the floor. Wrapping my winter robe around me, I ran to open it. 
 
    Aiden barged in, his usual frown carved deeper into his forehead. There were two guards at the door, and with all the noise, Mom left her room to see what was happening.  
 
    His voice came cold. “Out.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I want you out.”  
 
    I blinked. “Of my room?” 
 
    “Of my castle.” He crossed his arms. “I put up with you here for long enough, but after what happened yesterday, I can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. Mom spoke for me. “What do you think you’re doing, Aiden?” 
 
    “What needs to be done.” He raised his chin.  
 
    “You’re not insane, Aiden.” She scoffed. “You can’t be serious; you know very well what the nobles think of this.”  
 
    “Exactly!” I tried to defend myself. “Those who abandon family are not trustworthy in business.” My voice broke as I quoted the common saying.  
 
    “Which is why our uncle will accept you.” His calm and cold speech made me even more nervous and angry.  
 
    I balled my fists at my sides. “You can’t kick me out like that!” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. You’re the one who is leaving—or, that’s what everyone will know, at least.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You humiliated this family and its name. I’ve heard Lady Katharina has already sent letters to her friends, undoubtedly about this embarrassment. It won’t be long until all of court knows about this.” 
 
    “It’s not fair. I did everything I could to make it right!” 
 
    “And you failed, miserably.” He took a step closer and I backed away, clenching my robe around me. He narrowed his eyes. “So miserably that I wonder if it was on purpose.” 
 
    I frowned, but I wasn’t able to raise my voice against him. I never was. “Just because I didn’t want it doesn’t mean I sabotaged it.” 
 
    He ignored me. “You’re going, now. You have ten minutes. A servant will accompany you on horseback to the city. You can get a train there.” 
 
    Uncle wouldn’t let me go to the Academy. He’d think it was ridiculous to spend money on a piece of paper of the degree. Besides, he didn’t like to receive guests. It was a waste of money. Having me there for an unknown amount of time would be far too much.  
 
    “Wait,” I said, grabbing his arm. His cold glare made me retreat my hand, but he listened. “If you want me gone, then I can go to the Academy. Four years—and by then, people will have forgotten about all of this, and I could work for you. I can study whatever you want. Laws, administration—anything.”  
 
    He laughed bitterly. “So you can get a reward out of it? Not in this life.”  
 
    “No!” With firm steps, Mom came in between us. “I’m still the lady of this house and you are not expelling a member of our family as long as I live.” 
 
    “You may be, but I’m the commander now, Dad’s title passed to me, and I must do what’s best for this family.” 
 
    “The best for this family?” Mom laughed. “Please, you’re indulging yourself. You don't like Blake.”  
 
    Aiden turned to her. “One does not exclude the other. This house may be yours until the day you die, Mother, but if you’re so unhappy, you can go back to your brother’s house with your son. Whether you want it or not, everyone in this house must obey me.” Then, directing his attention to one of the guards, he barked out a new command. “Accompany my mom to her chambers. She’s not feeling well.” 
 
    Mom clenched her jaw. The guard looked regretful, but had no other choice; he gently held her arm to lead her away. 
 
    “No!” I hadn’t noticed Claire lingering in the hall until she screamed, “You can’t do that to my brother! You du—”  
 
    “Don’t, Claire.” I cut her, not wanting to make the situation even worse. She shut her mouth, aiming her confused eyes at me.  
 
    Mom grabbed her to take her to her room. I looked back at Aiden.  
 
    “Everything Dad owned belongs to me, now.” Aiden walked across the room. I knew what it meant—personal belongings, only. “Everything.” 
 
    His hand seized the black and silver fountain pen from the desk. My heart faltered.  
 
    I swallowed. “Dad gave that to me.” 
 
    “And I’ll take it to my business trip tomorrow. Maybe it’ll bring me some luck like it did to our father.”  
 
    “It’s worthless to you.” Tears filled my eyes, and I fought to keep them from sliding down my cheeks.  
 
    “It belongs to me all the same.” He slipped it into the inner pocket of his vest. “But if you want it, you’re welcome to take it from me by force.” 
 
    I clenched my fists. Part of me was tempted, but I was smarter than that. Not only would he have the advantage of training much more than I ever cared for, but it’d be an act of treason, one that would allow him to kick me out for good.  
 
    Aiden smiled. He’d won, and he knew it.  
 
    “That’s what I thought. Don’t come back until you’re invited, brother.” He turned from me, stopping in front of the other guard. “Give him ten minutes, then escort him to the gates.” 
 
    The guard nodded, and my brother walked away. 
 
    My legs were still shaking when I reached the doorframe. I watched my brother’s back as he continued down the corridor. 
 
    What did I do to deserve this? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the guard whispered. “I swore an oath to serve the Marquis of Orsin, but I’d have preferred it to be you.”  
 
    Aiden halted for a moment, then continued walking. Could he hear it from that far? With a tingling chest, I closed the door.  
 
    I changed clothes and stuffed extras in a satchel, putting all the basics I needed for a few days. Mom could send me more later. When my time was up, the guard tapped on my door and I let him escort me out. He handed me a small bag of money, saying it was to buy my train ticket. Then he followed me out.  
 
    “Blake!” Mom came with quick steps after us. “Claire and I’ll go with you.”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, mom. This house is yours and it won’t be good for Claire. Besides, I’d like to come back once in a while and I’m not sure I’ll be able to if you’re not here.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be fine.” I smiled the best way I could to make her sure of it. I could tell she didn’t buy it, but she accepted it nonetheless. She planted a soft kiss on my forehead.  
 
    She asked me to wait, then disappeared back into the castle for a few moments. She reappeared with more money and a pot holding the rest of our lunch and the apple pie. I thanked her and put on my winter cape, sliding the hood over my head.  
 
    The servant took me to the nearest city. I walked to the train station. The narrow streets had a good amount of people coming in and out of stores. Colored banners and tents made up an interesting view. Since it was a small city, there weren’t a lot of auto-carriages around, and most vehicles were pulled by horses.  
 
    I climbed three steps to the train station, the economic center of the city. Wide and big, the ticket office was on the right. There were two platforms, and the rest was reachable going through the mezzanine. Clouds of soot rose from the trains as they passed by.  
 
    Clenching a train schedule pamphlet, I sat on a bench, people went from one side to another. They knew where they wanted to go, making me feel mocked by their confidence. I was a sole stranger amid a sea of people.  
 
    Totally defeated, I ran my eyes through the list, searching for the earliest train to uncle’s house. Instead, my eyes ended on another name. 
 
    Awynia. 
 
    I bit my lip, bringing the paper closer. There was still time to catch the last one to Awynia.  
 
    If Aiden was traveling, it was likely he’d use his skyship, not a train. More private and faster. And his skyship was there, the nearest big city with the best harbor.  
 
    I was torn.  
 
    Going to my uncle’s house would be easier. The sooner I got there, the sooner I could start figuring out how to convince him to fund my studies. On the other hand, Aiden was so close, which meant my pen was close, too.  
 
    It was the last thing Dad gave me, the one thing that made me feel as if he was still here somehow—as if he was still looking over me. It was one of his most treasured possessions, and he chose to give it to me. I couldn’t let it go that easily. I could lose my room and my house, but not this.  
 
    I stood up, and I bought a ticket to Awynia.  
 
    The train arrived at night. I went to the nearest inn to sleep. Early in the morning, I went to the harbor. It was huge, extending all over the city’s coastline. Hundreds of sky and sea ships of all sizes lay in their spots at the harbor over the shaking waters.  
 
    It was a long way, and since I couldn’t remember the spot for our skyship, I had to search it the hard way. I’ve only sky-sailed a few times, but I knew it was the one with the bear painted on the mainsail.  
 
    I waited by the ship the entire day until our carriages arrived. I had no idea what to do, but an idea formed when I saw the servants unloading my brother’s chests. Biting my lip, I hid behind boxes and barrels, hunching, approaching as quietly as I could. As the servants discussed between them, I used this moment of distraction and ran to my brother’s favorite chest, the one he kept in his private room. Most servants wouldn’t go with him to the ship, the sailors would be the ones to take care of the luggage. This change of staff gave me enough time to get even closer. 
 
    I opened the chest. He had some clothes inside, but not enough to fill it entirely. I quickly made room for myself and slipped inside. Being a twig actually came in handy now.  
 
    Before the sensible part of me screamed in my mind, I kept thinking I could escape later. It was time to move; the stuffy voices outside seemed further. The servants lifted the chest. I held a surprised yelp. They complained of how heavy it was, but weren’t crazy enough to look inside—Aiden wouldn’t like it. I was thrown from one side to the other as they walked until they bumped it in what was probably Aiden’s quarters.  
 
    It was dark, cramped and hard to breathe. I shut my eyes, even if it made no difference at all. My heart was racing so fast it could burst. This wasn’t a good idea. Aiden could lift the lid any moment and see me, then he’d be truly angry.  
 
    Inhale. Exhale. I concentrated on breathing to try to keep me sane. Cramped and hot, I began to sweat. My head was light and I got dizzy. Was I breathing too fast? Too much? Too little?  
 
    Dad, help me out of it…I prayed just before my consciousness slipped away.  
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    Something shuffled outside. Even from the stuffiness inside the chest, I could hear steps hurrying around. I was nauseated and still couldn’t breathe properly, but at least I haven’t been found yet. My chest tingled in a terrible way. 
 
    I dared to peek, lifting the chest’s lid a little. The fresh air in my lungs was a relief, however, my jaw dropped at the sight. A girl fussed around the room, her back facing me as she leaned over the drawer. She grabbed everything valuable on sight and stuffed the items into her satchel.  
 
    Aiden’s favorite silver cup disappeared inside, then she opened the first drawer. His golden box where he kept his rings went down, followed by his pocket watch. From the shelf, she took a few books without even looking at them. She turned to the table. Her ebony hair was in a braid, yet a few loose strands framed her pale face. Her eyes landed on the table in the dim candlelight, a hand flying over the papers my brother had been working on. Her fingers bumped into something and she lifted it up. A black and silver fountain pen. My pen, which I knew every detail from inside out.  
 
    She threw it inside her bag. I widened my eyes and before I could stop myself, I pushed the lid and rose to my feet.  
 
    “Give me back that pen!” I yelled as my legs failed, and I held onto the chest for support.  
 
    In a blink of an eye, she was pointing her gun at me. As she assessed the situation, blue eyes scanning me up and down, she laughed. I slowly lifted my hands in defeat. A despicable part of my mind pointed out the beauty of her soft traces on her heart-shaped face. Innocent looking. If I hadn’t seen her robbing, I’d doubt she could ever be a criminal.  
 
    “I see you’re not the courageous type, noble boy. Stay out of my way and you’ll live another day.”  
 
    I gulped. I didn’t want her to pull that trigger, but I’d been through too much to stop here. I stepped out.  
 
    “Please, just give me the pen. It means nothing to you.”  
 
    “If you wanted it so much, you should have grabbed it before you hid.” She quirked an eyebrow.  
 
    Yells outside reached my ears and she glanced at the door. I took this little moment of distraction to my advantage and charged against her. It couldn’t be so hard; she was so small and frail. I grabbed her wrist with the gun and pushed up. Loud shots nearly deafened my left ear. I kept going, making her back collide against the shelf, making books and a vase fall to the floor. A low groan escaped her throat and I grimaced, hoping I hadn’t seriously hurt her. I didn’t lose time, shoving my hand into the bag, frantically searching for my pen.  
 
    I shouldn’t have underestimated her, though. She was faster than I thought. Grabbing a book from the shelf, she banged the hardcover against my head. It disoriented me long enough for her to use her body to push me away while hooking a foot behind my heel. I crashed against the wooden floor.  
 
    She hurried out the door and I pulled myself to my feet, stumbling after her through the narrow corridor.  
 
    My brother and the crew were on the floor. My heart sank for a moment until I noticed they were all still breathing. No time for it, I searched again for the thief girl. She turned back, shooting, but she either had a terrible aim or wasn’t even trying to hit me—the bullet missed, lodging itself into the wood wall behind me. She exited to the main deck, and when I made it to the surface, she was already up the taffrail. A wooden bridge connected us to another ship in mid-air against the night sky.  
 
    “Wait, please!” I yelled as my hands seized her bag. The sudden shift made her lose her balance, and I held her so she wouldn’t fall.  
 
    She twisted away from me and crossed it. Desperation crawled in my heart. With a grunt, I watched as the only thing I had left from my dad and my family slipped away from my fingers.  
 
    Their ship started to move in the opposite direction. I wasn’t thinking straight—perhaps the side effect of being confined in a chest for so many hours—because the next thing I did surprised even myself. I climbed on the taffrail and jumped on the bridge before they had time to get far enough. My body collided with hardwood, and I rolled on the main deck. I sat up, reaching for her bag again, but had to stop when the blade of a sword came in front of me, grazing my neck. I froze.  
 
    “Our little girl is getting so beautiful she can lure silly noble boys into a pirate skyship!” The one with dark blond hair and a plump belly laughed.  
 
    I glanced at where I came from. Even if I could get away from them, my brother’s ship was far behind us—too far for me to jump back at it.  
 
    Fuck. What the hell did I do? 
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    Joy’s silly remark made everyone laugh, but the boy’s desperation that led him to board relied on something in my purse. Not that it mattered.  
 
    The boy tried to stand up, but Rowdy shoved him down, narrowing his deep brown eyes at him. “I vote for letting him walk down the plank.” His smile twisted in a wicked way.  
 
    The boy widened his eyes and his muscles tensed, but he didn’t say anything. My mind tingled, the boy reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t put my finger on whom. Snotty worked at the helm, adjusting the Onyx Falcon’s route.  
 
    “Don’t be like that, Rowdy.” Joy countered, entering the game. He gestured at the boy. “We can’t just throw him out like that.”  
 
    “Agreed. I’m sure we can make good use of him.” Teeny brushed his bangs from his dark eyes, tilting his head as if he was analyzing the possibilities.  
 
    Rowdy crossed his arms. “Not worth the trouble.” Dummy and Lazy nodded in agreement.  
 
    I shook my head, entering the game, too. For a coward, the boy was handling it better than I thought he would. He hadn’t even started begging for his life, yet. Maybe we needed to scare him more.  
 
    “Enough.” Doc’s deep voice cut the discussion. He spoke slowly so he wouldn’t stutter, practicing the tactic for years, but sometimes, words still slipped from his tongue. “Lock him up. We’ll deal with him later.”  
 
    Rowdy and Teeny grabbed him by each side and lifted him up. They dragged him down to the empty room.  
 
    Snotty locked the helm into a new path and came to us, bringing papers to make the inventory of what we got.  
 
    “Y-you can go rest for now,” Doc told everyone as he grabbed a pencil and the papers.  
 
    As usual, I stayed to help him out, and we started counting everything we got. When we got to the goods in my satchel, I grabbed the pretty black and silver pen. The desperation in the boy’s face had appeared because of this tiny, simple object.  
 
    “The boy—what happened?” Doc glanced at me over the papers.  
 
    “He was after this.”  
 
    “That’s interesting.” He raised an eyebrow. “W-we need to know who he is.”  
 
    I scoffed. “No need. He’s just a cowardly noble boy. He was hiding in a chest before he attacked me.”  
 
    “He was b-brave enough to jump to our ship. And we heard gun shooting—I bet you two fought. That doesn’t look like a coward to me. S-stupid and reckless, perhaps. Coward? No.” He shook his head.  
 
    “So, can I keep it, then? I liked it.”  
 
    It was against the rules—we did what was fair, and everybody participated in the sorting of our robbery. However, Doc shrugged.  
 
    “It’s just a pen.” He scratched his short-bearded chin. “Use it if ne-necessary.” 
 
    “Necessary for what?” 
 
    “Get information about him. We need to know who he is in order t-to ask for ransom.” He continued making notes of the things in my satchel, though he didn’t put anything about that pen. “As I remember, t-the only lord aboard was the one on the deck.” 
 
    “Look up the lords who those ships belong to. Maybe he’s a family member. Or he could be a friend that came on at the last moment. We get information from sailors and they don’t know everything.”  
 
    “I don’t know. S-something is off. We’re not used to doing ransoms, so we need to do it right. I’ll look up the family notes tomorrow, you t-take him breakfast and see what you can learn from him.”  
 
    I nodded and put away the pen in my pocket.  
 
    We counted everything, he made notes of it all, then we went to the navigation room. He grabbed the expenses book from the shelf and opened it on the table. Doc sat, heaving a tired sigh. I brought the lamp closer to him as I sat by his side. We worked on what we needed to cover basic expenses and what could be divided between us later.  
 
    When we finished, I only had energy to change clothes and wrap myself in cozy blankets before I drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    , 
 
    Morning came with warm sunlight streaming through the dirty window. As I got ready for the day, cheers from the outside got louder. With a smile, I left my cabin. I ate my breakfast and put bread, cheese and a cup of water on a tray and left to do my job. Of course, my crew wouldn’t let me go alone. Rowdy volunteered to accompany me as he stood up, checking his gun and knife.  
 
    Leading the way down the corridor, he stopped in front of the door, holding the key. Before he could open it, I shoved the tray in his hand so I could adjust myself one more time.  
 
    I took the tray back and nodded. Rowdy opened the door.  
 
    The boy was asleep sitting up on the mattress. When he heard the door swing against the wall, he jumped awake.  
 
    “Try anything and you’ll find it hard to walk.” Rowdy stood tall and intimidating, then stepped to the side, opening up space for me.  
 
    I walked in. The boy moved slowly, muscles stiff from sitting against the wall the whole night. He leaned away, clenching his jaw. I smiled, holding up the tray.  
 
    “Breakfast?”  
 
    I put the tray by his side on the bed. My long hair was in a half ponytail, messy enough so he wouldn’t think I was trying too hard. The corset hugged my frame in all the right places and the neckline was down just about my cleavage. Too much would be vulgar—what I was aiming for was the perfect balance to distract him. As I leaned, my neckline fell, just enough to show a glimpse of what lies behind the red shirt. The tiniest glance he spared me was enough to show some interest. 
 
    It was too easy.  
 
    I straightened my spine, waving at the food. He licked his dry lips when he noticed the cup of water. Of course—he hadn’t had anything since we got him. But he made no move to it. He remained quiet, pressing his body further into the wall. If he were any stiffer, he’d turn into wood.  
 
    “It’s not poisoned.”  
 
    His hair was lighter than I thought. It seemed brown in the dark, but it was actually a color between honey and caramel, like his eyes. In the back of my mind, he resembled someone I once knew, but I couldn’t grasp whom.  
 
    We couldn’t let him die yet, so I sat on the bed, behind the tray. I took the cup and sipped.  
 
    “See? No problem here.”  
 
    Still no response. His eyes were lost in the sky through the window. I frowned. Hey, clouds aren’t more interesting than me. 
 
    “I don’t have all day, so you better eat before I take it away.” I smoothed my skirt. “And who are you?” 
 
    Still nothing. Did I sound natural enough?  
 
    I needed a new approach. With a sigh, I searched for a more comfortable position. Raising a leg to rest on the bed frame around the mattress.  
 
    “I guess I should introduce myself, right? I’m Snow.” I extended my hand.  
 
    Something changed as I finished speaking, he turned so fast I thought he’d snap his neck.  
 
    “Snow?” His raspy voice failed in need of hydration.  
 
    “Well, it’s not my real name, of course. We’re not stupid to use those like that. Did you really think the man who brought you here is named Rowdy? All aliases.”  
 
    “Why Snow?”  
 
    I shrugged. “My skin is the color of snow. And I was found by the crew on the first snowy day of that year.”  
 
    His shoulders crumbled.  
 
    “Of course…” He turned away again, shutting himself.  
 
    Okay, I’ve had enough. My hand grasped the pen in my pocket.  
 
    “You were after this, weren’t you?” 
 
    A grimace twisted his face and he nearly jumped to it, but stopped once I moved it away from him.  
 
    “I wonder why this little thing made you jump onto our ship.” 
 
    His mouth opened, but he hesitated a few times before he finally spoke. 
 
    “It’s my dad’s.” His piercing gaze was not one of a coward.  
 
    “Doesn’t he have a box full of those in his fancy office?”  
 
    “Not like this one. He made it himself.”  
 
    “Can’t he make another one for you?” 
 
    “I’m not stupid.” He moved away again, crossing his arms. “You just want to know who I am to get a ransom for me.” 
 
    I tilted my head, analyzing him. He was smarter than I gave him credit for.  
 
    “Then all you have to do is tell us who to go to, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “But if you don’t get it, you’ll kill me, right?”  
 
    “No. We don’t kill unless we have to.” I twirled the pen between my fingers. “Not that you’d have to worry about that. You’re clearly noble, or at the very least from a rich family by your clothes.”  
 
    He scoffed. “He won’t pay you.”  
 
    “Your Daddy?” I sing-songed in a mocking tone.  
 
    “My brother.” His eyes aimed down, strong eyebrows meeting in a frown.  
 
    The pen spun. It was pretty, but there was nothing special about it. No reason for his desperation.  
 
    An engraving came into sight. Justice is a Decision. 
 
    My jaw dropped as memories of a boy rushed in my head. The remembrances had been buried so deep their return made me dizzy.  
 
    “Blake?” My voice broke. I hadn’t even realized I had spoken until he turned to me with wide eyes.  
 
     “How do you know my name?”  
 
    Air was stuck in my lungs. It was hard to push the surprise away from my face with a smile and a shrug.  
 
    “It was a wild guess. It was the Orsin ship, after all. We know more than you’d thought about the lords we raid.”  
 
    It used to be so good to have him around, my chest tingled, but it soon became cold. It was over now and we could never have it back. I could never be that naïve and carefree girl again. 
 
    How could I have not seen it earlier? Awynia was the closest harbor from Orsin lands, of course the ship of the lord would be his family’s!  
 
    He had changed a lot in these ten years. For starters, he wasn’t taller than me before. And his face wasn’t round and chubby anymore.  
 
    “Then you should know my brother likes money more than…well, anything, really.” He looked down. “And he won’t pay you because he kicked me out.”  
 
    “Kicked you out? Why?”  
 
    His humorless laugh made my heart twist and sink to the stomach. Yet, I couldn’t let it show, it was better and simpler if he didn’t know anything. That had kept me alive for so long. I let my years of acting to full sailors kick in and continue with a careless façade. 
 
    “Because I messed up,” he groaned. “I ruined a profitable engagement and he was furious. I was nervous; he was making me marry a woman old enough to be my mother and I didn’t even know why. I would have a stepson just a few years younger than me.” He sighed, bringing his legs up to rest on the bed frame, curling up as if looking for safety. His voice became calmer. “As soon as we got back home, he kicked me out. So don’t waste your time—he won’t waste another penny on me.”  
 
    “And your dad?” 
 
    “He died a long time ago.” He glanced at the pen. “This is the last thing I have from him. That was why I was in that chest. I knew my brother was travelling, so I hid in his things. I was waiting for the perfect time to sneak out, grab it, and rush to an emergency balloon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” He rolled his eyes.  
 
    I extended the pen to him. He stared at it with intensity, but didn’t dare move.  
 
    “You can have it.” 
 
    He didn’t blink. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. He hesitated, but slowly lifted a hand to seize it. “I wish I could have kept something from my dad. You fought bravely for it; you deserve it back. And we won’t kill you.”  
 
    “You’re not getting any money from me.” He put away his pen in his breast pocket. “I don’t serve you any purpose.”  
 
    “That’s not how we work.” I shoved the cup into his hands. “But I need to go in a minute, so you better eat.”  
 
    He took it to his lips, shut his eyes and gulped, as if expecting something bad. I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “No need to worry, Blake. Poison is the weapon of the weak.” I left him the bread and the cheese. “I have to go now.”  
 
    That much was a lie. I had all the time I needed, but I couldn’t stay any longer. I was about to crumble; it was hard to keep my eyes dry. I missed Blake, and I thought I’d never see him again. I snatched the tray and hurried out the door.  
 
    Rowdy locked him, then glanced at the tears threatening to roll down my cheeks.  
 
    “Did he hurt you?”  
 
    I shook my head. “I’m fine.”  
 
    Unable to say anything else, I turned back to the Galley. I left the tray there and went up the staircase to the navigation room. Breathing deeply a few times, I gathered enough courage to turn the doorknob and step inside.  
 
    “Did you get anything from him?” Doc asked.  
 
    “He’s Blake Orsin.” 
 
    “Isn’t t-that a noble family?”  
 
    “Yes, but they’re not gonna pay for him.” 
 
    “Girl, he was lying.” He lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “I know him, Doc.”  
 
    He frowned. “I-is he f-from the family your parents worked for? T-the ones who left you on the s-street when they died?” The chair almost fell as he rose to his feet like lightning.  
 
    “No. They were neighbors; I saw him once in a while. He was gentle, sweet, and brave. I didn’t even recognize him at first, it’s been so long. He was a boy when I last met him, now he’s a man.”  
 
    He flopped back to his chair.  
 
    “He’s hardly a man, Snow. He’s still just a boy. And brave? Didn’t y-you say he was a c-coward, hiding away?” 
 
    “I was mistaken.”  
 
    His dark eyes shot me a disbelieving look. “Are you sure you’re not letting yourself be misguided by his memory?” 
 
    “I’m not that naive, Doc,” I said. “But yes, my memories of him are rather good. Most of his family, too. I even thought about going to them for help, but I didn’t know how to get there, it was too far for a kid. And I was afraid.” The pile of half-truths were piling in my throat, almost choking me.  
 
    “Of what?” He tilted his head. 
 
    I ignored his question. “The point is we won’t get a ransom from him.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t his f-family pay for him?” 
 
    “His brother is the lord now and they had a disagreement. I'm not so sure, but Blake believes he won’t pay at all because of this. Better not risk something like that if we don't do ransoms often.”  
 
    He rubbed his short beard. “If he w-won’t provide us with any profit, then we might as well p-put him to work.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” I said in a small voice.  
 
    “You know the rules. If he behaves, no harm will come to him.” He glanced over his glasses at me. He only needed the lenses to read the papers, but I always thought it was kind of funny how he left them nearly falling off the tip of his nose. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “D-do…” He trailed off, clearing his throat to get rid of the trampled words. It was rare nowadays, but sometimes they slipped when he was worried or anxious. “Do you t-think he recognized you?”  
 
    “No. I was just the daughter of a neighbor’s servant.” I couldn’t look him in the eye. “He must have forgotten me—but even if he didn’t, he probably thinks I’m dead.”  
 
    “Alright, then.” I knew what he actually meant: keep it that way. Good thing he didn’t know. Knowledge could be dangerous. But I knew Blake wouldn’t do anything against us, knowing who I was or not. That was not in his nature. “We’ll talk to him later and I don’t want you interrupting.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” I turned to leave, but his voice caught me.  
 
    “And Snow…” He called slowly. “Did you need to use the pen?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is it now?” 
 
    I bit my lower lip, unwilling to answer. Doc knew exactly what it meant. 
 
    “You’re too good for your own good.” He lowered his head to hide a smile and waved me to leave. I stepped out, closing the door behind me.  
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    Being that beautiful should be against the law. Deep blue eyes like the ocean, wavy ebony hair in contrast with her snow-white face. Delicate features. So innocent and sweet, but a wolf in lamb’s skin. But that wasn’t what bothered me. The thing that made my heart shudder was how she reminded me of the girl in my dreams.  
 
    Not only that, but her name—or, rather, her alias. Snow…that couldn’t be a coincidence, yet she answered with such casualty it didn’t seem like she was lying.  
 
    After Snow left, it wasn’t long until two of them barged in. The one with black hair and almond eyes that wanted to throw me overboard—Rowdy, I think—and another who looked like a younger version of him. They grabbed my lanky arms and snatched me out of the room. They dragged me through the corridor and up the stairs.  
 
    They threw me on the floor and I’d have fallen face first if my hands hadn’t moved in time. Straightening my back, I looked up. Their leader stood in front of me. His open red vest flapped with the wind under his crossed arms. His skin dark like coffee glinted in the sun.  
 
    The small crew was all present, scattered around the main deck. Snow leaned on the taffrail, holding the hard wood. Her weight was on one leg while the other crossed in front of it. She wore pants this time and a black coat to shelter her from the cold wind. Her hair flew around her, whipping softly. She looked like one of Mom’s favorite paintings on our castle’s walls. However, those were of noble ladies and sometimes common people. Never pirates.  
 
    The leader kicked my knee and my attention snapped back to him.  
 
    “Hey, noble boy.” He crossed his arms, looking down on me. A mocking smile pricking the edge of his lips. “Did you like your room?” 
 
    Well, my bed at home was bigger than that, but sure. 
 
    “It was good.”  
 
    His dirty white sleeves were pulled up to his elbows, showing the strength in his large, muscled arms as if he was trying to scare me.  
 
    “And the food?” 
 
    What did he expect me to say? I wasn’t suicidal enough to complain about it in his face. “Delicious.”  
 
    “Good. But you’re not getting anything else,” he said, and my stomach churned heavily. “Not if you don’t work for it.”  
 
    The chubby one with pink cheeks approached, letting a bucket of water fall. It shuddered against the wooden floor, splashing some of it on me.  
 
    “This deck needs to be clean by noon if you want to have lunch,” he said with a smile.  
 
    “But we value choice,” the leader cut in, looking down on me. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. However, we can’t waste resources on an outsider we won’t get anything from, right? If you don’t want it, we’ll lock you up in the basement. You’ll have a cup of water a day and that’s it.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. The second option is so tempting that I can’t wait to starve in confinement. 
 
    “I can work.” I kept my voice steady.  
 
    “Good choice.” He smiled. It’s not like I had options…“All you have to do is behave. Do not attempt to do anything against us and we won’t touch you. If you try to do anything stupid, you’ll have to work with an empty stomach after we kick your noble ass.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    “Great. I like smart people, even rich ones. If everything goes well, we’ll drop you at our next destination with everything you had on you when you landed on our ship. Now, start working.” He turned and began to walk away.  
 
    With one more question luring in my mind, I lifted up on my knees.  
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    Rowdy shoved me back to sit on the floor, glaring at me. I hadn’t noticed the scar near his right eye before.  
 
    Their leader’s attention flung back at me.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    He paused before answering. “To New Lattor, in Niali.”  
 
    I could feel the blood draining from my face. “What? But…how can I get back to Awynia, then?”  
 
    “Not my problem.” He shrugged and pointed at the deck. “Now, clean.”  
 
    “It’ll take weeks to get there.” 
 
    “Are you in a rush?”  
 
    “Can’t you just give me an emergency escape balloon?” 
 
    “Do you have a death wish, boy? We’re too far from the shore, you’ll never make it back now.”  
 
    You could have let me go last night, then. 
 
    My shoulders fell as they walked away, leaving me on the floor. The only way to cross the Deep Sea was through flying. I’d have to find a place to work to save enough money for a passage. If I weren’t so skinny, I could offer services in a skyship, but I doubt they’d accept me. It’d take me days to get this amount, maybe weeks. I’d need new clothes, too; people would see my expensive vest and boots and charge more on the spot. Maybe months just to start the journey back. Mom would go crazy with no news from me. I’d have to find a way to send her a letter…  
 
    “I almost forgot,” he said, coming back with pieces of clothing in hand. “We wouldn’t want you to dirty your pretty clothes. You can put these old ones from Teeny.”  
 
    He threw them on my lap. I looked down, then at his waiting face.  
 
    “Do I need to change it here?”  
 
    “Of course not. No one wants to see that. Well, maybe just three people on board would want it. You go back to the room you’re using and change there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I stood up and walked away. As I started to descend the stairs, the leader turned to Rowdy.  
 
    Their voices were hushed, but I could hear nonetheless.  
 
    “When he comes back, you go try it on.”  
 
    I moved slower, holding the urge to look up at them. With the corner of my eyes, I saw Rowdy pointing at me.  
 
    “You’re kidding? He’s too scrawny. It won’t even fit Teeny.”  
 
    What did he say? I could leave with everything I brought, right…I can see that. 
 
    I came back to my temporary room and changed quickly. I didn’t need a reason for them to be mad at me. If they’d come to this room, they’d probably look in my satchel, not to mention my clothes pockets. I grabbed my handkerchief and wrapped it around my pen, leaving it safely hidden under the mattress. With everything ready, I left to work.  
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    When I finished scrubbing the entire upper deck, I was more tired than a week of fencing practice. My back ached from hunching down over the floor all morning. The sun was making me hot, but at the same time, the wintry wind was freezing. Uncomfortable to say the least. Finally, I was allowed to have a lunch break.  
 
    I staggered downstairs. The immediate room was the Galley. The kitchen part was at the bow, the common room only had one table with eight seats and there were two cannons at each side. There were cannons in the upper deck, but triple. A hammock stood on each side, near the entrance to the corridor leading to the rooms. 
 
    Rowdy was lying on a hammock. His eyes were closed, but his dangling foot was still awake. The chubby man and the tall skinny one sat at the table.  
 
    Snow wasn’t anywhere to be found.  
 
    “Come eat!” the chubby one said. Perhaps the friendliest of them. I agreed and sat in front of him. “Today we have meatloaf, potatoes, carrots and collard green.” He pointed at the plate in front of me. As he spoke, the tall one looked at him with attention. The sweet scent of baked potatoes filled my nose.  
 
    “The smell is wonderful. Is it for me?” 
 
    “Of course! I figured you’d eat as much as Teeny, so I prepared a plate. We divide the food when it’s ready so I can put away any leftovers, though that’s rare because I measure up everything perfectly. No waste here, so please eat all of it.”  
 
    This won’t be a problem. I’m so hungry I could eat this wooden plate.  
 
    With a fork and a knife in hand, I started eating. The potatoes melted on my tongue, salty, but not too much. “This is wonderful!” 
 
    He laughed. “I know! I’m really good.” 
 
    “I guess you’re the ship’s cook?”  
 
    “I’m the one who takes care of all the food on the ship.” Pointing up, he made circular movements. The other one elbowed him, pointing at himself as he playfully rolled his eyes. “With his help, of course. Yeah, you could say I’m the cook. I was one for a while before my pirate days.” He jerked his head as if pointing to the with his chin. “We’re the last ones eating, so after we’re done, you can go clean.”  
 
    Then, he widened as if remembering something important. “I didn’t get to introduce myself. I’m Joy,” he said. Then he gestured at his side to the one with auburn hair. “You can call him Dummy.” 
 
    I frowned as I gulped another bite. “Why would I do that? I don’t want to upset him.” I looked between the two who burst into laughter.  
 
    “That isn’t a problem, boy. It’s his chosen alias.” Joy waved a dismissive hand. As if to approve of it, Dummy nodded and held his thumbs up at me.  
 
    “But why?” I asked him. He playfully rolled his eyes and tapped on Joy, who nodded and answered for him. 
 
    “That was what his family used to call him because he couldn’t understand them.” Joy put his arm around his scrawny shoulder and Dummy intertwined their fingers in a natural motion.  
 
    I could feel my forehead creasing as the information started to sink in. “Why doesn’t he speak?” 
 
    “He can speak, he just won’t. Dummy’s deaf, he doesn’t like the way he sounds.”  
 
    “How can he understand me, then?”  
 
    Dummy pointed at his smiley lips. Joy elaborated. “He reads lips. Very well, by the way. Even in side profile.” That made a lot of sense. They were sitting side-by-side, yet he seemed to be following the conversation. “In fact, he’s from Aradam, too. Doc met him at a library. Dummy was learning to read lips and hand gestures while Doc wanted to learn better ways to heal us whenever we got hurt.”  
 
    Dummy made some hand gestures, then pointed at me, and circled around.  
 
    “You’re right,” Joy said. “We didn’t introduce anyone to him, yet. Isn’t that right?” As an answer, I nodded while chewing. “I guess you know Snow. That one over there is Rowdy.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me,” he barked. 
 
    Well, this one certainly owns his alias. 
 
    “If you think he’s bad, you should’ve seen him as a teenager. He used to pick fights with anyone who looked at him wrong or the ones who dared come into his alley. A rowdy boy with a tiny brother.”  
 
    “Will you shut up?”  
 
    Joy ignored him. “The less nasty version of him is his brother Teeny, but he’s in his room.”  
 
    I choked in laughter at the comment, breathing deeply to compose myself. They didn’t seem that bad now. I still wasn’t stupid enough to try anything, though. Even with twelve years of fencing classes, they outnumbered me and I knew I couldn’t hold any of them long enough until we got back. 
 
    Joy continued. “The one who spends his free time either at the helm or at the engine is Snotty. If you find the one with all-white hair, that’s Lazy. By the way, he’s probably sleeping now.” He shrugged. “And then we have our leader, Doc.”  
 
    “Got it.” I swallowed the last bite.  
 
    “Great. Now go do the dishes.” 
 
    “Wait—are there any fruits?”  
 
    “Sure, we still have some. Look at the counter near the door.” He said. I nodded and took our dishes to the kitchen, leaving them at the counter before I looked in the stock room. Joy called after me. “While you’re at it, bring me some grapes, too.”  
 
    I found what I was looking for. Perfect red apples behind oranges and pears. Grabbing the pot of green grapes and a few apples, I returned to the table. I took a bite of one just in time to see Snow coming downstairs to the Galley.  
 
    “Would you like some?” Joy extended her the open pot.  
 
    Her half-parted lips were the color of the fruit in my hand. I tried looking away before I was caught staring again.  
 
    “I’d suggest an apple. They’re very sweet.”  
 
    Her smile didn’t reach the eyes as she shook her head. Was it me, or did she look paler than usual?  
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t eat apples.” She walked toward Joy, taking a handful of the little green treats. “I’ll stick with the grapes.” Snow turned and walked down the corridor to her room. 
 
    After my break, I continued my forced labor, doing everything they wanted me to do until it was dinner time. I went to bed with pain in places I didn’t know I had and blacked out. I barely acknowledged the fact that my clothes had been moved but were still there.  
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    I kept my distance even though I was dying to get closer to Blake. He used to be the closest person that wasn’t family, the one who never failed to make me feel like I could do anything. The only one who supported me and never judged me for not being a perfect lady. He was a piece of my childhood that, like everything else, I thought I’d never see again. Yet, he was in the same skyship. Fate was a funny, mischievous thing, as Lazy would say.  
 
    My stomach churned every time I saw him and sank every time I didn’t. I was getting crazy, but I couldn’t. We had a mission ahead of us. I couldn’t let him cloud my mind. We needed to focus on the problem at hand.  
 
    Leaning against the Galley wall at the corridor entrance, I crossed my arms and waited. Teeny came out of Blake’s temporary room, shaking his head. It didn’t fit him either. There went Doc’s idea to negotiate for the fancy clothes.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Doc insisted, nearly stuttering on the last word.  
 
    “It’s a bit too short and it’s quite tight when it closes.” Teeny sighed. “I could use it, but…”  
 
    He didn’t need to finish the sentence; Doc waved dismissively. A rich man would have perfectly fitting clothes. Something like this would attract negative attention.  
 
    “I can sew something with Lazy,” Teeny suggested.  
 
    I shook my head. “We don’t have the right kind of textiles on board.” 
 
    “We must have something useful from one of our raids.” Rowdy tried not to yell, but his voice was already rising.  
 
    “We s-sold everything in Awynia before we knew of this opportunity,” Doc said. “But be my guest and check the Hold Deck downstairs again.”  
 
    With a groan, Rowdy stomped out of the corridor and grabbed a lamp. He lit it and went downstairs.  
 
    The smell of Joy’s meatloaf was already filling the Galley. He exited the kitchen door, hands on his hips.  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find somewhere that sells clothes like this. Besides, Blake’s clothing style doesn’t match Rowdy or Teeny that much.”  
 
    “He’s got a point there,” I said. “If they’re gonna pretend to be ‘new foreign riches,’ they’ll need to wear clothes that look like they’re from wealth. And if I’m gonna be the fake-wife of one of them, that means I’ll have to get a new dress, too.”  
 
    “That’s m-money I didn’t really want t-to spend in the f-first place.” Doc used his thumb and forefinger to pinch his chin as he thought. His stuttering attacked with full force as frustration rose.  
 
    “The letter said it would be worth it,” Teeny shrugged.  
 
    “It better be.” With a sigh, he walked out of the corridor. “I’ll talk to Snotty later. We need to arrive faster if we still have to search for clothes for our mission.”  
 
    This conversation came at dinner and it went as expected.  
 
    “No, no, no.” Snotty waved his finger to the sides and he gulped down the meal. “I can’t do that. The engines are working as fast as they can. What do you want me to do? Extend blankets on the main deck? We’re not gonna arrive sooner just because you want to.”  
 
    Doc looked away. 
 
    The greedy part of me wanted the winds to go against us. The logical part was with Doc, rooting for the journey to be shorter.  
 
    The fact didn’t change; we’d arrive eventually. Once we docked, Blake would go on his way, and I’d never see him again. My soul shattered every time the thought came into mind. One more time, I’d lost the last piece of my old life. It was impossibly conflicting. Although it was good to have him back, the reminder of what I lost devastated me. In my pirate life, I’d learned to forget about my past so it’d hurt less. Having him so close only reminded me of how I wanted to go back to the gardens, running or laying around as nothing could ever get to me. 
 
    Until it did. 
 
    Sleep came hard, but in the morning, Doc woke us up early. It wasn’t anything new; he liked us to be up with the sun, except for those who were on night-watch duty, which meant Joy and Dummy were still asleep. 
 
    Even Blake had to roll out of bed early. My heart ached at his tired face and slumped shoulders. He probably had never worked that much, but not a single complaint left his mouth. I quickly looked away when his eyes trailed down to me. 
 
    Right after breakfast, Doc gave Blake his first chore, washing everyone’s clothes. Meanwhile, we headed to the main deck to do the usual morning practice. Because we were a small crew, we couldn’t afford to slouch away. We gave our all on it, but for a few years now, Lazy couldn’t seem to keep up like he used to. He’d do everything slower and stop in the middle of an exercise to catch his breath. Most pirate crews would have ditched him already if he ever got to live this long, but we cared too much about him to leave him behind.  
 
    It was hard to concentrate on running around the deck, push-ups, and stretching when I could feel Blake’s gaze on me. I had no idea if that was because he was checking me out—which was possible—or if he was figuring out who I was. I doubted the latter; it had been so long that I was sure I was considered dead. At least that should have been the only outcome, even though I didn’t stay to find out.  
 
    Two days went by like this. How was I supposed to stand this until we arrived in New Lattor, I had no idea.  
 
    “Alright, everyone,” Doc said slowly and imposingly. “It’s been a while, so get your swords.”  
 
    Besides the sharp weapons, we needed to grab the linen coat and gloves. It helped to protect the skin, but the one with more layers was the best one, it was hard to cut through all of them. Doc rarely let us wear the more protective one, though. He said pain reminded us to take training as seriously as if we were in real combat. The thin coat was only to avoid hurting much, but bruises were rather common. 
 
    Lazy sat on a barrel to watch. Snotty paired with Teeny and Rowdy came in front of me while Doc surveyed us.  
 
    The clinking of blades to my right indicated the other pair had started. Rowdy waited for me to attack, swirling his sword. I advanced and his arm crossed in front of him, blade colliding with mine as he blocked me. I jumped back as he came forward. I dodged, swinging my sword towards him. The blade came in contact with him, barely scratching his coat.  
 
    The dance of blades kept going in circles. Blake was up on the sterncastle deck, kneeling in front of a washing vat. He observed us as he scrubbed the clothes in the water. Rowdy charged at me, but I blocked in time and I counterattacked; he stopped me.  
 
    Backing away, I glanced up again. Blake twisted the shirt, getting rid of the water, then stood up. Putting it on the portable clothes liner, his eyes found mine. 
 
    God, I missed him.  
 
    Rowdy’s sword came towards me in a blink of an eye, but I lunged to block too late. The blade ripped through the single layer of linen, reaching underneath. Blood flowed from the broken skin.  
 
    “Fuck! You were supposed to stop it on time!” he yelled. His anger wasn’t enough to mask his worry.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured him while assessing the wound on my right arm. “It’s just a scratch.” We’d all been through worse, anyway. “Let’s continue.”  
 
    With a frown, Rowdy returned to a ready position, flexing his knees and holding up his weapon. I moved in the circle so the sterncastle would be behind me and charged against him. Doc let us continue giving comments of what to improve here and there for a few more minutes until he called the practice off.  
 
    We put away the swords, gloves, and linen coats. Snotty and Lazy went to the central cabin to check on the helm and gas levels. I walked to the stairs, but Doc stopped me and gestured to follow him to the infirmary at the bow.  
 
    “I don’t need it, Doc.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m cleaning it anyway. I don’t want it to get i-infected over something so si-silly.”  
 
    “Fine,” I mumbled, following him into his favorite part of the ship.  
 
    Entering the infirmary, I sat on the bed and slipped the sleeve all the way up to my shoulder. Doc opened a cabinet in the corner. He looked over dozens of glass containers filled with colored liquids, picked up a bottle of some kind of anesthetic, and closed it again. Grabbing a clean cloth and a bowl with water, he came closer to me.  
 
    “You can’t let yourself g-get distracted like that.”  
 
    I winced as he started cleaning it. It wasn’t deep, but if it weren’t for the linen coat, it could have been halfway to the bone.  
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just...annoying how he keeps staring. Maybe he knows something is up.” I looked through the door. I could see him all the way across the main deck, still washing clothes. Bathed in sunlight, his caramel hair almost seemed blond and his skin took on a beautiful golden tan.  
 
    Doc laughed as he applied his ointments on my arm.  
 
    “From where I stand,” he spoke slowly, avoiding the stutter, “there are only two options for you, unless you want me to lock him up until we get to New Lattor.”  
 
    “That’s not an option, Doc. Everyone likes the time off from chores.” And I couldn’t do that to Blake. No one deserved to spend weeks in a place that was so small he could barely take three steps. I was pretty sure his bed back home was bigger than his temporary room.  
 
    “Then you can either act as you despise him, which I don’t think you have in you. Or just go talk to him already so you can stop staring. He only does that because you do, too.”  
 
    “What? I don’t stare!”  
 
    He raised both eyebrows at me and I could almost hear him say ‘oh, really?’ though no sound came from his mouth. He took gauze and wrapped it around my wound.  
 
    “Okay. Maybe I do. I just...” I gulped. “I don’t want to talk to him only to lose him later. It hurts too much as it is.”  
 
    “You can’t keep up like that. Act normal and he won’t suspect anything. After a while, your heart will mend again.”  
 
    “Easier said—” 
 
    “All done.” He gently tapped me on my back and I jumped to the ground. “And today is the last day of the season.” 
 
    “Oh—I forgot.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your notes for tonight.”  
 
    “Right. I’ll get to it as soon as I change.” I gestured to the torn sleeve. I’d have to get it washed, then sew it back. Not one of my best clothes, but it could still be worn for a while before I’d throw it away.  
 
    Hurrying down to my room, I changed my shirt and took it upstairs. Crossing the main deck, I grabbed my linen coat on the way as well. My heart hammered like it’d burst. Blake kept his head down to the washing vat, but his eyes came to me again as I approached the stairs to the sterncastle deck. He only faced up when I stopped by his side. He raised an arm to shelter his eyes from the sunlight. His confused look was innocent, completely oblivious. Deep down, I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone who I was if I told him, but I knew I couldn’t do this.  
 
    I extended my clothes. “Sorry to bring you more work.” 
 
    “Better than overboard, I guess.”  
 
    I chuckled and he took the pieces from me.  
 
    “I wouldn’t advise going overboard if you wanna keep living,” I said. He smiled, soaking my shirt in the vat. I glanced at his work; the clothes were neatly extended on the liner. “You’re pretty good at this. Better than expected for a noble boy like you.”  
 
    “Thanks. I wouldn’t be alive otherwise.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. If you didn’t know, we’d show you what to do.” I shrugged. 
 
    “You’re pretty good, too.” 
 
    “For a girl?” 
 
    “Pardon me, but it’s not every day I see a girl who is good at fighting.” 
 
    “Thanks. I wouldn’t be alive otherwise.”  
 
    “I guess so. I’m sorry if I distracted you. I was curious—you see, I’ve practiced fencing since I was a kid.” 
 
    And he hated it, mostly because he was beaten a lot by his brother. I remembered him complaining about it.  
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a pain, but I like to see how other people do it. Your techniques are rough and maybe unusual, but good.”  
 
    “If you want to give us any tips with your twelve years of experience, be my guest. We accept all the help we can get, you know.” 
 
    “Twelve?” His eyes narrowed and my blood froze. “Good guess. Almost twelve, actually. But sure, I’ll see if I can spare any tips.”  
 
    “I should go now and let you finish your tasks.”  
 
    Turning away, I jumped down the steps and hurried back. 
 
    How could I have been so stupid? I needed to stop being so comfortable around him and hold my tongue… 
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    I loved the feasts for the end of the seasons, Joy always excelled himself. Instead of the usual rum, we had a bottle of good wine and he even made buttermilk pie for dessert. Even Blake got a thin slice of it because, as Lazy would say, “feasts are to be shared.”  
 
    After the meal, Blake took everything to the counter for washing. Lazy went to his room to grab the candles and the ashtray. Meanwhile, we stood up and prepared the Galley by shoving the chairs behind the table, freeing space in the narrow corridor.  
 
    Lazy soon came back. With everything on the table, he lit the thick candle and closed his eyes. After his silent prayers and thanks, he retrieved a thin piece of paper from his pocket. The small flame touched it, turning it into scorched black as it grew on the surface. He held it on fire for a few seconds before throwing it into the ashtray.  
 
    Snotty grabbed a candlestick, this one thinner than Lazy’s. The already lit candle lit the second, and it was time for Snotty to close his eyes for a few moments. He got his own piece of paper and burnt it like his grandfather, leaving the remains in the ashtray. After that, he blew the candle and passed it on to Doc, then he moved out of the way, nearing the portside stair’s handrail.  
 
    Doc repeated the procedure, passing the candle on to Joy, Dummy, and Rowdy. By then, Blake finished with the dishes. He hadn’t eaten his slice of pie before, so he grabbed his plate and sat on the stairs near Snotty and me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” His curious eyes trailed the room.  
 
    “It’s a ritual from my people,” Snotty answered. “Technically, my parents’, since I was born in Niali, not Samajin.”  
 
    “But what is this for?” Blake asked before he put another forkful of pie in his mouth.  
 
    On the other side of the Galley, Teeny started his turn.  
 
    “It’s the ending season celebration. On the night of the last day of each season, we have a family dinner and this candlelight ceremony. We write three things we’re thankful for during the season and on the other side, three things we want to happen, goals or wishes.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Why three?” Blake leaned forward, free hand grabbing the wooden handrail.  
 
    “Each season has three months,” Snotty answered softly. Seeing Blake’s interest, he elaborated. “It started many years ago. People burnt prayers for the God of Light, but especially before and after winter, thanking for good harvests to last the season. Priests noticed that and incentivized the practice throughout the year. When we joined the crew, I continued doing that with my grandson, but everyone soon got fond of the tradition, too.” 
 
    Teeny gave me the thin candle; I was the last one. Lazy came and lit it for me. I burned my paper and threw it in the ashtray with the others, then blew out the candle. Lazy took it from me and extended it to Blake. 
 
    “Would you like to try it out, boy?”  
 
    He hesitated, then nodded. “Why not? I know exactly what I want and don’t even need three wishes.” He stuck his hand between the vertical grid of the handrail to grab the candle. Lazy lit it.  
 
    “What would that be?” Snotty asked. “Go back home?”  
 
    “Not exactly. I want to study at the Academy, like my father before me.” 
 
    “I thought you’d want to be accepted back home,” I said. “Don’t you want to see your family again or is your brother the only one left?” 
 
    “I still have people there, like my mom, but I don’t fear not seeing them again. Once I get back to my country, I know I can meet them. I’m not sure if I’ll get to study there, though.” He sucked air to blow, but Lazy held a bony finger up.  
 
    “Not so fast, boy,” he said. “You can’t blow it out before you’re thankful for three things that happened in the winter. Gods don’t like it when we’re ungrateful.”  
 
    Blake nodded. “And shouldn’t I write it down?”  
 
    Teeny laughed and quickly went back to his room. He came back a moment later with a piece of paper and a pencil. Blake rose from the stairs and wrote what he wanted. He placed it on the fire and let it fall on the scorched mount. 
 
    He watched it burn, then he blew out the flame.  
 
    I wanted his only wish to come true—I had many goals, but only one wish, and unfortunately, mine would never come true. There was no way to bring someone back to life. But I could keep fighting. I wanted to make my crew proud, to get stronger, and one day, maybe I could get my revenge.  
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    It was hard to breathe. The thin air up in the skies was dizzying. I was washing clothes and blankets for the second day. Between this and doing dishes, I couldn’t keep warm. I shivered despite the sunlight falling on my skin. My back was positively killing me, making me move slowly.  
 
    I extended a blanket neatly over the clothes liner, like I’d seen my servants doing all my life. Sniffing, I sat back down again, leaning on the vertical grid of the handrail. I rubbed my hands together and blew on them. The wind embraced the sails and I crossed my arms, keeping my hands between them and my torso. The sound of firm footsteps made me stiff, and I looked at the stairs to my right. Holding a mug in his big hand, Doc walked on the upper deck, inspecting my work.  
 
    “Not bad.” He looked at the nearly empty basket. That was the closest thing to a compliment I got from him, so it was hard to hold a smile. Maybe he would make it a little easier on me if I pleased him.  
 
    He extended his mug to me.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Ginger tea,” he said, and I reached for it. Its warmth spread onto my numb fingers. “Drink it all up, it’s good for the body.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. “I…thank you.”  
 
    “We can’t let our personal servant get sick so soon. There’s much to be done.”  
 
    My shoulders fell. Great. Should’ve known it wasn’t about me. I sipped it anyway. Whatever his intentions were, I was grateful for the hot beverage; it warmed me from the inside out. The taste was bitter, leaving my mouth sour as it went down, but the smell was pleasant.  
 
    “You’ve done enough for now. You can take a break before lunch and continue with the laundry tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I stood up, clenching the hot mug. Tapping on the handrail with his brown fingers, he took a few steps down. I swallowed a little more of the tea, then followed him. “Sir…can I ask you something?” My voice was soft, but he heard it over the wind.  
 
    “You can ask.” He shrugged. “If you’ll like the answer, that’s something else.” 
 
    “I was wondering—most of you have negative aliases. Why would anyone choose to be degraded with such names?” 
 
    He smiled.  
 
    “All of them are n-negative. We didn’t pick them up, people p-picked them up for us.” He paused, clearing his throat before he continued a bit slower. “Well, except for Snow, but I think hers is meant to represent her life change.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Had he stuttered before?  
 
    “But…how can ‘Doc’ and ‘Joy’ be bad?” My wavy bangs flung around and one of my hands had to leave the mug to wipe them out of my sight.  
 
    “Context is everything, boy. Words are meaningless without them.” He straightened his spine to look taller. Even with two steps down, he was still imposing and at the same eye-level as me. “They can have a good or a bad meaning depending on the intention behind them. T-that was what happened to us. These aliases were meant to mock us in the past. Now, we use it as armor. We turned our weakness into strength.”  
 
    I squinted. “How can being a doctor or being happy mock anyone?” 
 
    “In so many ways. Wanting to be a doctor, but being t-taken as stupid, for example. Or when ‘happy’ means silly and unmanly.” 
 
    Shaking my head, the words were hard to escape my throat. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “That’s life. It’s tough and unfair, but we can either deal with it or crumble.” His eyes trailed me up and down. “And I can always tell which kind a person is.”  
 
    My jaw clenched. What did he mean by this? I opened my mouth to continue, but he was faster.  
 
    “D-drink it up and rest. Your break won’t be long.”  
 
    I nodded and took a long sip then followed him downstairs. At the Galley, Snow, Teeny, and Rowdy were sitting at the table and other people were around them. I headed to the kitchen, leaving the mug at the counter so I could wash it later.  
 
    During the few minutes for a break before lunch, I laid down on a hammock at the Galley. I was so exhausted I could sleep for a week. Or a month, whatever came first. Hugging myself, I let my body sink as I closed my eyes.  
 
    “No, Rowdy.” Snow’s voice reached my ears. “The salad fork is the one outward.”  
 
    “It’s small like the one for dessert. What’s the difference?”  
 
    “The difference is where it will be.” 
 
    “This is fucking annoying!” Rowdy banged on the table. “Why are there so many forks and knives, anyway? Only to make people wash more later?” 
 
    Curiosity got the best of me and I peeked. The three sitting at the table had a full set of dishes and cutlery in front of them, even though they were all empty. I frowned. Were they mocking the rich? Or me?  
 
    “I’m not the one making the rules.” Snow shrugged. They didn’t even acknowledge my presence; it didn’t seem like they were doing it to mock anyone. 
 
    “I can go, then.” Teeny had his elbow on the table and leaned even further to speak to his brother with Snow between them. “I think I’m getting the hang of it.”  
 
    “No way, I’m a better fighter,” Rowdy said.  
 
    “Then stop whining and learn this thing. It’s not that hard.” Doc said as he approached the table, waving his hand at Rowdy.  
 
    No, they weren’t fooling around.  
 
    “We don’t even know if we’ll have to do this. We can just leave earlier or something,” Rowdy argued.  
 
    “We might not have a choice in the matter,” Snow said.  
 
    Something inside me clicked like an electrical lamp. That was a job for them, but I wondered why pirates would have to learn table manners.  
 
    “It’s not going to work…” I mumbled, maybe more to myself than them, but Doc turned to me, crossing his arms.  
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    I shrank in the hammock even further. “Nothing.” 
 
    “If you have something to say, say it out loud or be quiet.” Doc glanced at Dummy in the kitchen. “Or do hand gestures.”  
 
    I bit my lip and buried my head between my shoulders. Upon my silence, he ignored me and his attention swung back to the table. Without his judging glare on me, I forced myself to sit up. The opportunity unfolded right in front of my eyes and I couldn’t resist it. When I spoke again, my voice was loud and clear. 
 
    “I said it’s not going to work—if you’re trying to pass for lords, that is.”  
 
    Rowdy rolled his eyes. “We’ll be wearing appropriate clothes, you dumbhead!”   
 
    Gathering every ounce of courage I could muster, I stood up. My situation was already at the bottom of the well; it wasn’t as if I could make it worse. I took my chance to go up.  
 
    “That’s not the problem. You could be dressed in gold and you wouldn’t seem like a lord. It’s more than clothing or jewelry. Being at a ball is like being around mannered puppets. They all move alike in a set of rules.” 
 
    “We’re gonna be ‘new riches.’”  
 
    “Initially, they don’t have the manners as we do, but that doesn’t mean they don’t learn fast. If they can’t fit in, they’re not welcome anymore. Until then, they only attract negative attention.”  
 
    “And who said we can’t do that? I’m doing perfectly fine with all these forks.” Teeny gestured at the cutlery.  
 
    “It’s not about the utensils.”  
 
    “He’s right…” Snow mumbled, looking at Doc.  
 
    “Well, then, noble boy. If you know so much, why don’t you tell us what we’re doing wrong?” Rowdy lifted an eyebrow, gesturing to the table.  
 
    I fought the urge to smile. Yes! That’s what I wanted to get to! 
 
    I didn’t know much about them, but one thing was for sure: they weren’t as mean as I had expected at first. Egotistical, selfish thieves, sure, but not the kind of people to go out of their way to hurt anyone. They could have treated me so much worse. I had never expected pirates to treat me like a human being. So even though I couldn’t really trust them, it didn’t mean I couldn’t use them.  
 
    “I can do better than that. I can teach you exactly what to do and how to behave.”  
 
    Earning enough money to get back home would demand a lot of time and effort. At least this way, I could ensure safe passage home.  
 
    Doc raised an eyebrow. “What do you want in exchange?” 
 
    “For starters, it’ll take time. I can’t do everything.”  
 
    “You may have fewer chores, but you’re still doing some of them.”  
 
    “And I want to go back home,” I said. 
 
    “We might stay in the city of New Lattor for a while.” Doc warned. 
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “Maybe a month.” 
 
    Just about the same amount of time it’d take me to get enough money if I were lucky. “That’s okay.” 
 
    “And we’re not returning to Awynia so soon.” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be Awynia. Any city nearby is good enough. You don’t even have to stop at it, just pass by close enough so I can jump from the ship. Or if you don’t want to land the ship, I can just get a spare balloon and go.”  
 
    Doc rubbed his bearded chin, looking at Snow. Her jaw tightened as her eyes met mine, then she turned away and gave a gentle nod.  
 
    “Alright, boy. You got yourself a deal.” He gestured to the table. I took it as an invitation and stepped forward.  
 
    “These are displayed quite nicely, though there’s usually a teaspoon here.” I pointed between the dinner knife and soup spoon. “Who set it?” 
 
    “I did,” Snow said.  
 
    “How do you know where each thing goes?” 
 
    “I…” She started, a hand gently putting some of her black hair behind her ear. “My parents worked for a rich family. Servants are the ones to set the table and I’ve helped them before.”  
 
    The discomfort in her voice made me gulp. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “Mom died and years later Dad followed, but that’s not relevant, is it?” She frowned. “Now, what do we have to do?” 
 
    “First, posture.” I gently put my hand on her shoulders and pulled back. Teeny and Rowdy straightened their spines, too. “Take your elbows off the table.” They responded immediately. I smiled. “Great.”  
 
    I continued giving them instructions and Doc walked around us, observing. I guided them throughout lunch. Snow imitated a perfect lady and I imagined if she had pretended to be one when her parents worked for a rich family. 
 
    Later, I ended up with way more cutlery to wash. Rowdy was right about that.  
 
    Doc kept his end of the deal and apart from doing the dishes of lunch and dinner, I had the afternoon free.  
 
    The following days, I chose to have the mornings to teach them to walk, talk, and move like nobility. I’ve always hated the conventions, even knowing how important they were in my environment. I never imagined they could be useful for me outside balls and meetings.  
 
    I still had to guide and show them what to do throughout the meals, but thankfully, my workload diminished and I began feeling better. The week passed by fast and soon, we were only days away from New Lattor. 
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    “What do you think?” Joy asked, finishing buttoning my dress. I put on most of the under layers myself, but I still needed help with the corset laces and the dress fastenings at the back. 
 
    We were in Doc’s quarters, the only room big enough to test it out. I smoothed the soft textile, lifting up the skirt and taking a few steps on my bare feet. I admitted the dress was so pretty I enjoyed having excuses to wear it. A simpler ivory layer underneath a scarlet one covered in dark red damask textile. White embroidery adorned the sleeves.  
 
    Such dresses made me think of a life I could never have. A past and a future that were taken from me. I’d have loathed wearing something like that, but she’d laugh and love it. We’d be happy and together, like it had always been. When tears started rising, I pushed the thoughts down, burying them again. 
 
    “I think it’s a little tighter than the last time I wore it and it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Of course. You keep making delicious food!” I chuckled.  
 
    “It’s just been put away for a long time. In a few minutes, it’ll get used to your body again.” 
 
    He handed me a mirror so I could take a look. With some jewelry and my messy hair fixed, I’d be perfect for our ruse. Supporting myself on the wall, I slipped onto the red high heels.  
 
    “The problem is these shoes. I just can’t get used to them.” 
 
    He opened the door and I followed him down the narrow corridor leading to the Galley. Blake was still in the kitchen, doing the dishes, his back at me. Teeny and Doc were playing cards at the table while Rowdy was playing the piano in the right corner.  
 
    “It still fits and I think it’s appropriate for the occasion,” I announced. Teeny smiled fondly as he rose, leaving his cards down.  
 
    “You look wonderful as always,” he said, taking my hand, “my future wife.” He kissed my knuckles in all the flair we’d practiced for the past few days and winked at me.  
 
    “There’s just one problem. I can’t run in these shoes. I can hardly walk as it is, and I don't think I can fight.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason for me to go.” Rowdy banged some keys creating a loud echoing sound.  
 
    “No offense, friend, but you’ll end up as the reason to start a fight.” Doc rubbed his temples.  
 
    “Besides, I always wanted to go see those kinds of parties.” Teeny shrugged, swiping his bangs away from his eyes. “Don’t you think Snow and I are a better match anyway?” 
 
    “‘Matching’ doesn’t matter. It’s a mission,” Rowdy said, raising his finger as if giving a lesson. Did he think he was still talking to a child?  
 
    “Brother, why must you take the fun out of everything?”  
 
    “Because someone here needs to put some sense into your head.”  
 
    “We can discuss it when we arrive at New Lattor.” Doc quickly ended the discussion.  
 
    At the kitchen counter, a loud thud echoed. Everyone turned to see Blake putting back the washbasin in place. It had tumbled on him, splashing water on his shirt. He kept glancing at me and away, pale as if he had seen a ghost.  
 
    “Sorry,” Blake mumbled, opening and closing his mouth as if words were choking him. “It’s just...the resemblance is awfully disconcerting.” 
 
    My hand ran over the neckline. Was it the red? I’ve worn some red pieces in front of him before, but not a dress. Perhaps that reminded him of the girl I used to be. Red has always been my color. My heart ached, but I did my best to hide it, replacing my frown with a confused stare.  
 
    “What resemblance?” Teeny tilted his head, squinting his deep brown eyes.  
 
    “Between Snow and…a friend.” He gulped. “My best friend.” 
 
    “Your best friend is a girl?” Teeny raised an eyebrow, his big smile could reach his ears. Doc’s eyes shifted to me, his casual hand over his mouth hid a knowing smile. “And here I thought in high society men couldn’t even breathe near a woman.”  
 
    Blake’s cheeks turned bright red. Everyone laughed, even Rowdy. 
 
    “It’s not like that! There are restrictions, but nothing that drastic nowadays. Besides, we have known each other since we were kids.” He ran a nervous hand over his caramel-colored locks while the other waved around. “I mean, I have other friends, but because of my rank, I always felt like people wanted to take advantage of it. To be friends because of my family’s title. But with her, it was different. She didn’t care about it.” 
 
    “That’s getting interesting.” Teeny raised both his eyebrows a few times. “Why haven’t you mentioned her before?” 
 
    Blake shook his head, arranging all the dishes so he could leave, probably crazy to change his wet shirt.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. She passed away a long time ago.”  
 
    Teeny’s smile vanished and he mumbled an apology.  
 
    “I’m not her.” The words rolled out of my tongue before I could stop myself. Why did I say that?  
 
    His sad eyes traveled my body and it shattered my heart. “Obviously.”  
 
    I should have shut up. 
 
    Teeny offered me his arm. “Let’s go for a walk around the ship?” He adjusted the brown coat in a firm movement like a lord would, instead of pushing it into place as he’d usually do.  
 
    I nodded and wrapped my hand around his lean elbow. He guided me upstairs. It was a good thing I was already clenching on him because I tripped on the damn shoes at the last step and almost fell. 
 
    We started pacing around the main deck, practicing how to behave and move at the party. The chill wind brushed my loose locks. I took long, heavy sighs despite the tight corset. It was making me dizzy.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Teeny asked.  
 
    Tears escaped my eyes as I shook my head. I pressed my lips into a thin line. He made me sit at a stair to the forecastle deck. He took a look at me, pointing out that my usually red lips had paled as well.  
 
    “Wait here, I’ll go get Doc.” he said, already backing away, but I grabbed his arm.  
 
    “No! It’s just…I didn’t know he still cared that much for me.” 
 
    I should have known, though. Blake had always been caring, understanding, and a gentleman. I loved that about him. He was sweet but didn’t treat me like a porcelain doll that would break at any minute. We would run and play together all day long. He never judged me; in fact, he liked that I was so eager to go on adventures like he was. I felt as at ease and welcomed as, apparently, he felt with me.  
 
    “What?” Teeny’s question cut my memories as he sat by my side.  
 
    “His friend…was me.” My voice faltered and I had to clear my throat to go on. “He was talking about me.”  
 
    “Wait…how?” 
 
    “I was going to tell everyone when we got rid of him. I only told Doc, and you know what he’s like. He’s always carrying the weight of our safety.” 
 
    “He didn’t want us to slip something by mistake if we knew,” he concluded with a nod.  
 
    “Yes. And he’s right. It’s hard enough for me not to say anything.”  
 
    I stood up and in wobbly steps reached the taffrail. I supported my elbows on the wood. Admiring the beautiful view of orange shades and dark blue sky, with white clouds almost close enough to touch, I sighed in an attempt to calm myself down. Teeny followed me.  
 
    “Why don’t you just say it? What could he do against us?” 
 
    “I thought about it, but now, how can I?” I turned to his deep brown eyes. “How can I tell him the truth and let him go his merry way as if nothing had happened? He believes me to be dead for years. I can’t tell him I’m alive only to ditch him.” 
 
    “And now he’s staying for longer. That was why Doc wanted your answer when Blake asked us to take him back.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded.  
 
    “Well, you have another option,” he said, nails scratching at a barb of the taffrail. Avoiding facing me, his tone lowered and I could only hear him because he was centimeters away. “You can go with him when we go back to Aradam.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. How could he even consider it was beyond my imagination. 
 
    “What? No! Of course not. I won’t lose my family.” I shook my head. I thought it was so hard to regain this feeling of being at home. When the woman who married my father betrayed me, I thought I’d never trust anyone, but here I was, willing to die for any and every one of this crew. “Not again.” 
 
    His finger brushed on the wet traces of my cheek.  
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened to them.” 
 
    “I could say the same.” 
 
    “Nah…” He shrugged. “It was different for me. I never really had a family before. Just Rowdy.” 
 
    I nodded and squeezed his hand.  
 
    As I took another step, my foot slipped a little, making me trip again. With a groan, I gave up on the shoes and took them off. Teeny gave me a sad smile and lowered to grab the pair.  
 
    Blake emerged from the stairs, looking at us.  
 
    “If the shoes are too loose, you can try putting on thicker stockings. My mom does it.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll try that.”  
 
    He pointed downstairs. “Joy said dinner is almost ready.”  
 
    Teeny nodded and waved at Snotty inside the control cabin.  
 
    “Great, I still need to get this thing off me.” I gestured to my dress. Of course, I wasn’t willing to risk having dinner with it on.  
 
    “Do you want some help with that?” Teeny asked with a wink. I elbowed him.  
 
    Blake cleared his throat. “Can I take a look at your walk?” he asked softly. “To check if it’s alright for your…whatever you’re going to do.”  
 
    “Sure.” I put the shoes back on the wooden floor and supported myself on Teeny to go up in them. He then kissed my hand.  
 
    “I shall see you downstairs, my lady,” Teeny said, then went down.  
 
    I straightened my spine and took a few steps forward, moving slowly.  
 
    “Stop looking down,” he pointed out, and I forced my chin up. “Not bad.”  
 
    “Do you think people will believe me to be noble? Or rich, at least?”  
 
    “With the right accessories, yes.” 
 
    “I have them, too.”  
 
    He nodded. “I’m sorry to ask, but I didn’t know you and Teeny were to marry.” 
 
    I laughed. “No, silly. It’s for our disguise.” I frowned, trying to pretend I was at least a little annoyed at his inquiry, but I only managed a playful reprimand. “But even if we were, I didn’t know I had to tell you anything.”  
 
    Though, if I’d be honest, Teeny and I had tried having something in the past. We were hitting puberty and we were only starting to get interested in each other, but all it took were a few terrible kisses for us to realize we were better off as ‘siblings’ than lovers. Except on rare coup occasions. We could pretend pretty well long enough.  
 
    “Sorry, I just noticed you were close and I got curious.”  
 
    “You’re a bit too curious.” The amusement didn’t leave my tone.  
 
    “That certainly has put me in a complicated situation before and it won’t be my last.” Blake smiled a little. “By the way, why Teeny? I mean, I understand you have a reason for your alias, so does Doc, and Rowdy certainly lives up to it, but some of you just don’t make sense. I think Teeny is the least of them.”  
 
    “True. His nickname hasn’t matched him for years now. He was still a bashful tiny boy when I met him, though. He’s not like that anymore.” I laughed. “He was this wee little lad who could barely read. Doc had taught him but didn’t have the time or patience to practice more than what was necessary. I was the one who helped him improve it.” I was talking too much. I needed to shut up, but it was so easy to speak to him. It had always been and part of me wanted that again. “I need to go now.” 
 
    I slipped away from the high heels and grabbed them to go downstairs. I asked Doc’s help to unbutton and unlace the corset, then he left to leave me to change.  
 
    I hurried back to my comfortable clothes; trousers, soft, daily boots, a loose white shirt, and a short corset that laced on the front. Then I exited the room to meet the guys at the Galley. They had already started eating.  
 
    Blake was sitting at the port-side stair, his plate resting on his knees and a cup of rum forgotten at a step. I sat in the remaining chair.  
 
    “Come on, tell us!” Teeny said to Blake and gulped the rum in his mug. “We need to know what to expect! Is it anything like this?” He waved his mug at the full table.  
 
    Dummy, being as curious as ever, moved his chair around to face Blake and gestured for him to go on.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I leaned closer to ask Lazy.  
 
    He put his fork down and answered me with a smile. “The fancy parties.”  
 
    Blake chuckled. “No, it’s nothing like this.” 
 
    “See?” Teeny shrugged, banging on the table. “We need to know about it.”  
 
    “It’s silent, except for music.” Meaning no loud speaking like we were used to. That much was obvious. “Brighter. More people.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. All that stuff.” Rowdy waved a dismissing hand.  
 
    Dummy made some gestures and Joy quickly translated them. “And what do you do there?”  
 
    “The usual. Talk, have dinner, dance.”  
 
    “Talk about what?”  
 
    “I’ve never been to a party in Niali, but I assume it’s the same as always. Mostly gossip about people. And stories that have a ‘moral’ code as some sort of common knowledge. Some people love to quote those,” he rolled his eyes, remembrances coming to mind as he put a forkful in his mouth.  
 
    “Tell us one, then.” Teeny yelled, slapping on the table for emphasis. His demand was followed by loud cheers and laughs from most of the crew, all of them already tipsy. 
 
    Blake blinked. “You actually want to hear it?” 
 
    “Why not?” Snotty shrugged and drank from his mug.  
 
    “Alright then.” Blake smiled, shifting to get more comfortable. The booming Galley died down as everyone’s attention turned to him. “I remember this one about the good and the bad princes. The mean one was the heir of the kingdom a long time ago. He was ruthless and greedy, even before he took the throne, raising taxes over his starving people. Because of that, his own knights plotted to murder him so the good one could take the kingdom. They say the good one knew about it. Some say he was the one to plan it, others say he was afraid of the same happening to him, thus he did the opposite of what his brother had done.”  
 
    “So that was basically a warning for the nobles and royals to behave if they wanted to keep their heads…” Doc leaned back, half crossing his arms as he drank his rum. “I like it.”  
 
    “Yeah…” Blake mumbled, taking a sip in silence, eyes lost in an imaginary horizon. I wished I knew what he was thinking of.  
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    Remembering that silly tale struck me differently now as I replayed that guard’s words in my mind. He said he preferred my orders over Aiden’s. Was he alone in this act of treason? I sipped on the rum, trying to ignore the weight that settled on my heart.  
 
    “I’ve heard of this one in the house I worked at.” Snow’s soft voice echoed in the Galley. She finished her first cup and was already filling it again. I think I had seen her drinking more alcohol in the past two weeks than my mother in my entire life. “They were like fairy tales, just silly stories.” 
 
    I knew she was right, but I couldn’t stop feeling guilty. “Yes. Most of them were taught to children as lessons. This one about the princes is really old. There’s another one about sisters told to make children listen and behave.”  
 
    “Tell us!” Teeny boomed, waving his hand in his direction as if saying ‘hit me with it.’  
 
    “It’s about two daughters of a lord. They had always been together. One day at a picnic, they didn’t listen to their parents and ran off to the woods. They hadn’t returned, and by nightfall, all the servants and guards were searching for them. The neighbors soon learned of it and helped with the search, but the girls were never to be seen again.” 
 
    “That’s kind of sad…” Joy mumbled behind his mug.  
 
    “I used to imagine the girls ran away and were happy in the forest. But years later, I found out it was based on reality. Mom told me the lighter version, but the truth was that the girls were found days later down the river. I’ve heard the smell was terrible and they only recognized them by the clothes. I can’t imagine how dreadful it had been to find them like that…” I trailed off, my own mind going places I didn’t want to.  
 
    Snow gasped, covering her mouth. Her hands were shaking and her white face was impossibly paler. How could I have been so rude? She wasn’t exactly a lady, but I was comfortable enough to the point of forgetting composure. 
 
    “I apologize! That was completely inappropriate!” Especially at a dinner table. “I was carried away by the memories. I knew them, you know. I lost my best friend and months later was my dad and I…I’m sorry. I didn’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “I need some fresh air.” She stood up and hurried to the main deck on the opposite stairs. Doc went after her.  
 
    “I didn’t mean it,” I mumbled to myself.  
 
    “You’re really stupid,” Rowdy said.  
 
    “Thanks.” As if I didn’t know that. 
 
    The Galley fell into silence, and after I did the dishes, I went to my room. I didn’t see Snow until the next morning. 
 
    It was still dawn when they turned off the gas for the fire that kept the balloon in the air. The ship began to descend slowly and softly.  
 
    On the main deck, I approached Snow. She was by the rope ladder of the front mast. The colorful morning sky cast a wonderful yellow and orange light on her, making her ebony hair have a reddish shine. She had chosen a navy-blue shirt to go with her black pants. When she realized I was getting closer, she turned to look at me, brushing her wild locks away from her face, though the wind insisted on messing with them.  
 
    “I’m sorry about yesterday.”  
 
    Her eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “You know—at dinner.”  
 
    She shrugged, grabbing the ropes. “That’s okay.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. It was inappropriate to comment on that in front of a lady.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m not a damsel like the ones you’re used to, Blake. I’m a pirate. I was just a little high and eating, and…” she gulped, looking away, “thinking about something that awful happening to children wasn’t a good combination.” With a head shake, she forced a smile. “It’s okay. I’ve already forgotten about it.”  
 
    Her fake smile told me a different story, but I nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    She shifted the conversation. “Now, you have a job to do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “As soon as we hit the sea, we need to stretch the balloon over the masts so it’ll serve as a sail. Thus, you need to pull on these ropes here.” She pointed at the mechanism.  
 
    “So, all I have to do is roll this lever?” 
 
    “Yes, at the same speed I’ll do on the opposite side.” 
 
    “Right,” I answered, getting in position.  
 
    The moment took longer than I expected, but finally, the ship’s hull landed on the sea. The balloon immediately wilted down. At the levers of the two masts, Snow and I worked at the same time Teeny and Snotty did the same on the central mast.  
 
    Soon the balloon had been stretched out. The central mast was taller and it was placed inside the balloon. The front mast was shorter, and rolling the lever pulled the ropes over it to make the thick textile over it. The difference in height made for a diagonal sail. Their back part of the balloon fell out, stretched by Teeny and Snotty behind the mainmast, serving as a sail.  
 
    My eyes traced it all. There were rings and hooks in strategic places to help to set the balloon down. Skyships were a marvelous invention, indeed. An engineering masterpiece. I smiled. Maybe I could do that, too. I had always thought about going for administration like my father, but he needed it to organize his lands. I didn’t. I had all the options I could choose. I’d wanted to create something like a skyship—maybe something even faster. Enough to cross the Deep Sea in a matter of days. 
 
    Yes, I could be an inventor. I’d like that.  
 
    The floor rocked beneath my feet. The sea was more ruthless against the ship than the air and it showed instantly. When floating, the ship was stable. But the sea was different. From the moment we landed, I was told skyships were much slower on water and it would take us two days to arrive. The first day was okay, but how was I supposed to endure that much motion during the second? And it got even worse as we got closer to land. 
 
    Clenching the taffrail, I stared into the horizon, trying to keep lunch inside. I focused on my breathing, long and deep. The outline of the distant shore slowly approaching. The wind howled on the sails and why couldn’t we get there faster?  
 
    The smell of ginger tea hit my nose before I knew where it was coming from. Snow came to my side, holding out a mug to me.  
 
    “Drink up. It helps with the seasickness.”  
 
    At this point, I’d agree to anything. If they told me eating shattered glass would help, I’d swallow it.  
 
    I grabbed the mug and nearly half of its content went down my throat in an instant.  
 
    “Calm down!” she said. 
 
    “I don’t remember ever feeling this bad when I traveled on my dad’s skyship,” I said, breathing deeply. 
 
    “It’s the sea that can be quite bumpy. Rich people avoid sailing like this, but they do have the money to buy more gas for the balloon whenever they want. We need to save what we can.” 
 
    “Great,” I mumbled as I slowly sipped the tea.  
 
    “If you feel like throwing up, do it overboard.” She pointed at the sea beneath. “It’s pretty annoying to clean it. But if you feel you can keep it inside, then go to the center of the ship. It moves less.” 
 
    “I just hope we arrive soon so I can stretch my legs out of here. I mean, no offense and all, but I really just want solid ground for a change.” 
 
    “You’re not getting out unless you’re chaperoned.” Doc’s voice came from behind, I turned in time to see him exiting the sickbay at the forecastle.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “My ship, my rules.” He raised a hand as if signaling the discussion was over.  
 
    I frowned. I was young, but I wasn’t a complete dumbass as some people might’ve thought—my ex-fiancée being one of those. Maybe it was the effect of the tea finally sinking in. Or maybe I was so furious I was able to push the sickness aside just a little and bring my shoulders up enough to make me less of a little runt.  
 
    “I can take care of myself.”  
 
    “He’s not worried about you, silly.” Snow shook her head and rolled her eyes. “We just don’t want you to spill something to the wrong people.” 
 
    “How could I do that if I don’t know anyone here?”  
 
    “You’d be surprised…” She smiled with a supposedly innocent shrug. Then, she faced the shore outline. “If we have time, I may show you around.”  
 
    “I’d like that.” I smiled, not only feeling better but also hopeful.  
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    It still took us a while, but we docked at night. The water kept moving the ship, though it was considerably less annoying than before, meaning I could eat something for dinner.  
 
    I sat at the table, savoring the meal when Rowdy descended the stairs. Snotty came right behind him. Snow leaned on a wall, admiring the view outside. 
 
    “Who’s off to see the Queen?” he asked, looking at Doc resting at a hammock.  
 
    “Queen? I thought this country was a democracy,” I asked.  
 
    “Not that kind of Queen.” Lazy replied from the second hammock between laughs. His copper skin seemed a shade darker under the poor lighting, but his white hair could be seen at a distance.  
 
    I swallowed down my last bite, looking at them all.  
 
    “What kind, then?” 
 
    “Regina is the Queen of Crime.” Snow left the window and came closer to the table. “That’s how she likes to call herself.”  
 
    Right, should’ve known… 
 
    Doc rolled his eyes and turned to his crew. “It’ll be me, Rowdy, and of course, the fairest of them all.” With a small laugh, he looked at Snow.  
 
    “Why ‘fairest of them all?’” I asked. Rowdy groaned as soon as the words left my mouth.  
 
    “Geez, don’t you stop with the questions?” He opened his arms, flaying them around.  
 
    I lowered my head between my shoulders. With another grunt and a dismissive wave, he turned to the corridor and entered his room.  
 
    I slowly stood up, heading back to the kitchen section. I started washing the dishes. Snow stood behind me, at the door frame.  
 
    “She calls me that because I was a pretty and innocent little girl when we met.” 
 
    “She has a nickname for you.” I turned to glance at her, scrubbing a dirty plate. “That seems nice.” 
 
    “Yes, but she’s also mocking me as if saying I’m as white as a ghost.” She shrugged. “But what can I do? I get as red as an apple if I stay under the sun for too long.”  
 
    I smiled, amused, before another thought struck me. “Do you think I can leave this ship tomorrow?” 
 
    “If Doc allows and if we have time, sure.” With a smile, she turned around. “Good night, noble boy.”  
 
    “Good night, fairest of them all.”  
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    As we walked through the neighborhood, getting closer to her house, more men in black came into view. Most of her security stood still like statues; others pretended to chat or scout the surroundings. We waved, making our way to the biggest house in the region. Well, it wasn’t exactly a house, to be frank. The entire first floor was a big casino. During the day, the gambling hall wasn’t crowded or noisy, but we knew the Queen would already be awake.  
 
    As soon as the security on the second floor recognized us, we were led upstairs to her office. Her table was on the other side of the room. Regina stopped talking to one of her employees and sent him away with a wave of her hand. With a smile, she gestured for us to get closer. We crossed the vast room loaded with lavish furniture blocking our way. 
 
    Even with her serious expression, she looked younger than she was.  
 
    “Took you long enough.” Her perfect long curls tumbled around her face as she moved. She glanced at all of us, but her eyes lingered on Doc.  
 
    My palms tingled. I couldn’t wait to know all about the target of our heist.  
 
    “We c-came as soon as we could, Crime Majesty.” Doc winked with all the charm he held just for her. Or, at least, mostly for her. Holding back a laugh, I looked around the room decorated with gold and purple. “How can we help? The letter wasn’t specific enough.” 
 
    Of course, no details unless it was in person. We never knew what information could be taken otherwise. We only knew there would be a fancy party and lots of money involved in the new job.  
 
    Regina stood up and walked to a white dresser. Her lilac dress matched perfectly with her amethyst and brown jasper jewelry. The light color was a beautiful contrast with her brown skin. She fished out a paper and handed it to Doc. Rowdy and I peeked at it. It was a beautiful drawing of a goblet with sculpted animal details.  
 
    “Do you know what it is?” she asked, bracelets clinking as she moved.  
 
    “A cup?” Doc asked.  
 
    “Not just any cup. This is the Sacred Purifier, made of white jade. For the believers of Clerensti, only priests and priestesses can drink from it in specific ceremonies. It’s a gift from their gods and was never meant to leave the Clerebeyan temple.”  
 
    “So what?” Rowdy was quicker than me to ask, raising an eyebrow as he looked at Regina. 
 
    “It was stolen over twenty years ago. The priests tracked the thief to this country, and then this city, but lost sight of it. They’ve grown desperate, and they asked me for help. One of my contacts works for the Governor and saw it in the Governor’s possession. It’s been there the whole time. He found out the Governor bought it when he got his first mandate and has been drinking from it daily ever since.”  
 
    “And I guess the priests will pay handsomely to get it back.” Doc rubbed his chin, consideration in his slow speech. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Doc smiled. “How d-do we get it?”  
 
    “It’s always straight to business with you…” With a sigh, her hand found Doc's arm, fingers trailing the muscles under the sleeve. Her light brown eyes found his dark ones. “The Governor is throwing a party in three days. The perfect opportunity to enter. My contact has made fake invitations for two of you. You enter, get the cup, and get out before they notice it. Simple.”  
 
    Rowdy scratched behind his ear, narrowing his eyes. “Wait a minute, if it’s that easy, why us?”  
 
    “You know I can’t do it. The Governor and I have our agreements. If he knew I’d set something up, it’d only make business harder for all of us and the factions would break into war. He doesn’t even know about my contact working for him. Besides, I needed a small crew and of course, you have the fairest of them all,” she said with a warm smile, landing a gentle hand on my chin to lift my face. “This girl’s beauty can distract anyone, no one would notice she doesn’t belong with the rich.”  
 
    My stomach rolled uncomfortably, but I didn’t grimace. She let me go, then looked at Doc. Her lips quirked into a sly smile. “And of course, I wanted to see you again, my dear.” 
 
    “I missed y-you, too, Crime Majesty.” He winked again, making his voice a tone deeper. Then he glanced at Rowdy and me. “You two go take a look at the Governor’s house, then go back to the ship. I’ll come back later with more details.”  
 
    I bit my lip to contain another laugh. I knew he’d stay behind to discuss way more than heist details with her.  
 
    Rowdy, on the other hand, rolled his eyes. “We’re gonna need clothes for Teeny in this mission.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, darling,” she told Rowdy without even looking at him. “I have some spare clothes for special occasions. I can rent them for a fair price and an auto-carriage to go to the party.”  
 
    “Fine by me.” Rowdy shrugged and turned to walk away. I followed him out.  
 
    We took a tram to the most expensive part of the city. The properties were so huge that it took us a long while to find the Governor’s house.  
 
    We casually circled around the tall gridded walls. The house was big enough to fit at least two large crews, and each person would probably have an entire room for themselves. And the gardens? I could stay just within the gates and I’d still not see all of it in a day. 
 
    This area was on the outskirts of the city.  We found a nice tree not far from there and climbed it for a better view.  
 
    Not to my surprise, Rowdy produced a pair of binoculars from his satchel and looked through them.  
 
    “See anything?” I asked, keeping my eyes sharp at the few people walking beneath us. Occasional kids and rich people strolling. No one even cared to look up. The guards around stayed inside each property and wouldn’t mind a couple of curious people who wanted to see the fancy house. If they even bothered to glance at us, that is.  
 
    “Can’t see an escape route from here. Not unless it’s from a window.” 
 
    “If we’re desperate to escape from a window, we can see that then.” I rolled my eyes, letting out a chuckle.  
 
    “Let’s take a look at the back later. The gardens are larger there, but the servants must have a back door.” He leaned forward, gripping a branch. “The problem if we had to leave in a rush like that was crossing the long yard while avoiding gunshots.”  
 
    “How many guards?” 
 
    “I can’t see all of them. Regina will tell us later.” 
 
    “How many can you see?”  
 
    He counted silently until a gasp escaped. “Fuck!” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That one in there…and I think that other one. I’ve seen them before. I’ve fought them before,” he said. I looked at them but from this distance, I couldn’t see anything more than human shapes in black and green uniforms. “We robbed the Governor years ago. You were still too young to fight. Teeny was there, but he has changed a lot since then. ” He lowered his binoculars, tightening his grip on the branch. “I guess that means we have no other option. It’ll have to be you and him in this mission.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Rowdy. What’s the possibility of those guards recognizing thieves that robbed his boss years ago?” 
 
    “I recognized him.” He shrugged, shoving the binoculars back into his satchel.  
 
    “That’s different. You never forget a face.”  
 
    “Unlikely or not, you know what he’d say.”  
 
    I didn’t have to ask to know who he was talking about. “I know. Not worth the risk.”  
 
    “Exactly. Besides, I think I already had this when we fought.” A finger brushed on the scar near his right eye, cutting the edge of his forehead and going down almost reaching his cheek. Marks, scars and tattoos could be remembered more easily than facial features more often than not. “Now let’s go down and take a look at the other side. Then we can go home.”  
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    I sighed for the hundredth time that morning. I looked out the window from my table in the Galley. On the docks, men passed by in bright clothing, strange in open vests I’d never seen. The shores were in my arm’s reach, but I couldn’t go. I couldn't even go up to the main deck. I felt like a kid wanting a cookie that my parents didn’t allow me to eat.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Teeny said as he exited the kitchen with Joy at his heels. “I’ve done it a thousand times.” 
 
    “And you’ve messed up before, too.”  
 
    Teeny rolled his eyes and pointed at me, then at the ceiling. “Come.” 
 
    I was already standing up. “What? Where?” 
 
    “Shopping. We need food and you’re gonna carry it for me.” 
 
    “Sure.” I faked being disinterested. After all, carrying things wasn’t fun. But I was so desperate to get out of this ship I’d accept getting run over by an auto-carriage, so I followed him to the main deck.  
 
    Teeny crossed a wooden bridge connecting the ship with the harbor. The fresh salty air was soon spoiled by the smell of fish from the stalls by the sea. Still, it was a relief to have stable ground beneath my feet. Even docked, the gentle movement of the ship was agonizing.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, shifting away from a man carrying a barrel.  
 
    “There’s a market not far from here, but first, let’s take a stroll around the harbor’s commerce. You know, you’re not the only one who wanted to get away.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you didn’t mind it.” 
 
    “The Onyx Falcon is home, but we need to get out and stretch our legs once in a while, don’t you think?”  
 
    Tell me about it, I thought, but my answer was just a nod.  
 
    “Are you hungry? I could eat something.” Teeny glanced back at me.  
 
    “I’d love an apple.”  
 
    “Good. Me, too.” 
 
    Instead of heading to the fruit shop ahead, he stepped away from me, positioning himself in front of a man who was coming in his direction. The fancy embroidery on his vest and sleeves couldn't have been cheap. As both went ahead, they bumped into each other. Teeny apologized to the rich man, lifting a hand to touch his shoulder. While the movement distracted him, the other hand discreetly went into the man’s coat. Once Teeny stepped away, he shuffled a few coins in his palm, counting what he got.  
 
    I widened my eyes. “What…why?” 
 
    “Joy only gave me enough money to get what we needed, and it’s part of the finances we spend on everyone. We may be pirates, but we’re strict with what’s ours.” 
 
    “So, if you used this money for you alone, it’d mean punishment.”  
 
    “You’re not so dumb after all.” He playfully elbowed me, but I almost fell over at the sudden gesture.  
 
    I lowered my voice to continue talking, getting closer to him again. “Why do you guys steal from people? It’s not fair.” 
 
    He laughed. “There’s no such thing as fair.” 
 
    We stopped at the fruit market and he bought two apples, throwing one in my direction. As soon as we continued walking, I insisted in an urgent whisper. 
 
    “Why do you think so?” I took a bite of the red fruit. It wasn't as sweet as the ones in Aradam, but the pieces dancing on my tongue had a softer texture.  
 
    “Because that’s how the world is.” He shrugged, biting off a big chunk of his apple. He continued talking as he chewed. “For example, it’s not fair for a father to blame his son when the mother dies in childbirth. Even less fair for him to beat the child. And it’s not fair for the older brother to have to step up and do something, or to be at fault for an accident.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “What I’m saying is things happen and that’s life.” He swallowed, waving his hands as if he didn’t care. “And it’s not like we steal from those in need. Why would we? It’s not gonna be lucrative. We only steal from those who won’t even miss it.”  
 
    “It still doesn’t make it right.” I shook my head. My numb chest ached, torn between understanding and judging, according to everything I knew. “I can only imagine how hard it must be for you all, but at the same time, wealthy people like my brother have lots of people who depend on him and he has lots of responsibilities with the money. Not to mention the ones who are not born into wealth, but achieved it through hard work. And what about things that aren’t financially valuable, but they’re emotionally significant?”  
 
    “We do what we must to survive. It’s not easy.”  
 
    “You’re making excuses. You could do anything.”  
 
    “I can’t deny it. We love our life, so why not?” A sly smile stretched his lips. “We can travel the world and have fun. It’s a never-ending adventure—at least, until we die.” 
 
    “You could have stolen from that fruit merchant.” 
 
    “He was in need. What good would it make me?” He raised an eyebrow, biting on his apple again.  
 
    “It’s just that for someone who believes there’s no fairness in the world, you seem to make your own.” I still didn't agree with them, yet a weight was lifted from my heart at my own words.  
 
    His chewing became slower as he pondered, then a laugh erupted from his throat as he elbowed me again.  
 
    Even though they’d experienced madness and lived a life that was questionable, they seemed to retain some sort of morals. That was somewhat hopeful.  
 
    As we walked down the buzzing street, a flower shop caught my sight.  
 
    “Say…do you still have a coin to spare?”  
 
    Shrugging, he smirked. “If you can take it out of my pocket.”  
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    After we bought the food, we came back to the ship an hour before Rowdy and Snow returned. Doc arrived even later.  
 
    After dinner, I was stuck on washing the dishes while the crew gathered at the table and talked about their heist. I could hear everything from there. Retrieving a valuable object to give back to its rightful owner almost seemed like a noble deed.  
 
    Once the meeting ended, many pairs of steps echoed away when some went to their rooms. Doc came to me, crossing his arms. He examined my work, checking my progress. I’d already done the worst part of washing the pans and only had the dishes we used for dinner left. 
 
    “Don’t forget to take water and a pot to your room for the night when you’re done.” 
 
    “Why?” I stopped scrubbing the plate and dipped it into the basin, then put it aside to dry later. The process repeated with another plate. 
 
    “We’re gonna lock you up, at least for the night.” 
 
    “What did I do?” The plate in my hand nearly fell, then I turned to face Doc.  
 
    “I want to make sure you’re not gonna escape." His eyes narrowed. "Who knows, maybe you know someone that’ll go to this party and ruin everything for us in an attempt to get a ticket home.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna say anything to anyone.’ Shaking my head, I continued washing the dishes. "I may not agree with your methods, but I can’t deny it’s at least for a good reason.”  
 
    “They could hire us to steal for the fun of it. Nothing’s bad if the pay is good.”  
 
    Burying my head on my shoulders, I couldn't help my low voice as I tried to reason. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to just talk to the Governor?”  
 
    Doc laughed. “The Clerenstians tried, boy. He didn’t want to give it back, not even to sell it. Some people are like that. Especially those who think they are untouchable.”  
 
    I shook my head. Maybe, but I still thought a civil conversation could solve the problem. But none of us would change our minds anyway, so I nodded in defeat. With everything properly washed, I grabbed a towel and proceeded to dry the dishes.  
 
    “I can be in charge of him, Doc.” Snow came from the room’s corridor.   
 
    “Fine. Just double-check it.” He put the keys on her waiting hand and walked to his room.  
 
    Her firm steps echoed in the empty Galley as she approached. Frowning, she looked at me. I’d be afraid if there wasn’t a hint of a smile on her lips. She raised the hand that was hiding something behind her leg, showing me a beautiful flower. The flower I could only get after hours of practicing with Teeny’s constant tips until he finally decided it was good enough at slipping coins from his pocket.  
 
    “Why did you leave a white rose in my room?”  
 
    “I thought red would be inappropriate, even though you like the color.” It was a good thing my hands were cold from all the washing because my cheeks suddenly felt on fire. “In Aradam, where I come from, red flowers—not only roses—are given to people in a romantic way.”  
 
    “No, silly.” She rolled her eyes, holding out a laugh. “Why did you give me a flower at all?” 
 
    “I wanted to apologize for being careless with my words the other night.” I shrugged. Once the plates were dry, I opened the cupboard above and put them in there. “I thought white would be perfect. Roses mean peace in my country. There’s even a noble house, neighbor to mine, that has a snow-white rose on their sigil. It was added after a Lady Myrlle from decades ago helped to bring peace to a rising civil war.” 
 
    “You’re still on that?” She tilted her head. “I told you it was okay. It shouldn’t have bothered me anyway.”  
 
    “But it did. More than you let on.” Rubbing the towel on the wet cutlery, I glanced at her. I didn’t know why, but I knew I was right by the way she avoided my gaze with a guilty expression.  
 
    “Thanks…” She brought it to her nose, smelling it. A hint of a smile flickered on her lips, but it vanished just as fast. Her free hand reached for her hair, twirling a wavy ebony strand. “It’ll wither and die eventually, but I appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    “All of them do.” 
 
    “Some faster than the others.” Her eyes seemed to glint, but I couldn’t be sure under the poor lighting. Her gaze was lost, too lost in memories for her to be talking about flowers. She opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated. With a sigh, she looked at the sink. “Are you done?”  
 
    “Just about.” I put away the mugs, then the forks and knives before I closed the cupboard door. “Done.”  
 
    I wiped my wet hands on my pants. With a nod, she let me get a large cup of water and a few grapes before she locked me in my room.  
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    The next few days passed in a blur as we prepared for our heist. But the waiting was over. This time we were at the Queen’s house, so I had assistance to get properly dressed. The girls were used to enlacing the corset, making it tight, but with enough room to breathe, even though it’s been a while since I wore this one. They also applied makeup that made my lips redder and fuller, while also perfectly outlining my eyes with kohl. The final touches were the gold and ruby jewelry I had.  
 
    The girls did a better job in dressing me; I could move way better than when I tested the dress on the ship, though fighting would still be a challenge with all of those textile layers. Especially unarmed. Or, mostly unarmed—I managed to fit two knives on my thigh over my stockings. Reaching them would be the difficult part.  
 
    “May the Gods light your way,” Lazy said, wishing us luck as he waved a coppery hand.  
 
    We bid farewell to the rest of the crew and entered the auto-carriage, driven by one of the Queen’s employees.  
 
    Silence reigned inside the auto-carriage cabin, apart from the engine’s rumble. My heart pounded louder, but I knew I was the only one who could know it. The buildings passed by at a fast pace. Closing my eyes, I let the gentle movement of the vehicle calm me down.  
 
    My fist tightened over my lap, then I had to smooth the soft fabric of the skirt so it wouldn't show. Part of me couldn’t believe I was going to a party again. Last time I went to one, it was for Blake’s birthday and we weren’t even allowed to stay there for too long, the adults soon put us to sleep so they could enjoy the party afterwards. That didn’t stop us from sneaking out of bed and peek at the celebration. I couldn’t let this emotional swirl distract me. I needed to concentrate on the mission.  
 
    Teeny left his place on the opposite seat of the auto-carriage to sit by my side. Seizing my hand in his, he leaned over toward me.  
 
    “Don’t worry. Everything's gonna be fine,” he said.  In his fancy clothing, I barely recognized him. Usually wearing neutral colors, his bright red vest to match my dress was outstanding. Like most riches in the region, it was half closed under the white coat. “We get in, get the cup and get out.” 
 
    I clenched his hand and nodded, forcing a smile on my dry lips. He wouldn’t understand the turmoil inside me, and I wouldn’t want him to because it would mean explaining things I just wasn’t ready to.  
 
    We took the last turn, and soon enough, the buzzing Governor’s house was right in front of us, with guests being delivered at the entrance as  auto-carriages were swept away to the parking lot. Once we stopped, Teeny jumped out of the vehicle and extended his hand to help me out, even though I didn’t need it. It was all part of the act.  
 
    I accepted the gesture and we climbed the steps to the entrance. He showed our invitation and we were let in. Crossing the threshold, we met a huge ballroom, with tall wide windows, some of them leading to balconies. The ceiling was so high it made me feel small, and the walls and columns were painted in beige and yellow, making it feel like you were walking into a room made of gold. Sweet scent of jasmines from flowery arrangements around the room was soothing.  
 
    Servants walked with trays around the people in the most beautiful and expensive clothes. Couples danced in the center to music playing in the corner. By the entrance at the other side, I could see another group of servants preparing the table. The door in the dining room could only lead to the kitchen, and then, most likely to the back door.  
 
    Teeny’s eyes trailed the same spots, then he and I exchanged looks; he nodded.  
 
    Grabbing a glass of wine each, we both walked to the nearest balcony to have a better view of the outside.  
 
    A lanky old man stood there alone, admiring the starry night.  
 
    “Sorry, sir. We didn’t mean to disturb you.” 
 
    A cold breeze brushed against my skin, but I didn’t shiver. I only looked down at the auto-carriages with their drivers waiting for the party to be over.  
 
    “No, please.” He turned with a smile under his white mustache. “I was just breathing a little. I don’t believe we’ve met, but you seem to be from Aradam like me, are you not? Or maybe descendent from it?” My fair skin was a good giveaway, but it wasn’t the only country with people like us. And Niali was a country made of people with different origins.  
 
    Why did I feel like I had seen him before? I looked at him up and down. Slightly tan skin, white hair, light brown eyes…had we robbed him?  
 
    “Originally, yes, but my parents moved here when I was little.” 
 
    “That explains the gown. It doesn’t seem to be from around here,” he said. Indeed, the sleeves worn in Niali were puffy while mine was long and flowy. “I don’t believe we’ve met, though.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have—a few years ago, we were servants. I’m Margareth, and this is my fiancé, Yuki. We had neighboring farms, and we found a gold mine in the middle just a few years ago.”  
 
    “I understand. Congratulations on your fortune. I’m Duke Philip Waldeck.”  
 
    Of course! That was why he was so familiar. Mygrip on Teeny tightened. I tried not to let my surprise show in my widened eyes, but given that it was too late, I played my part.  
 
    “Your Grace,” I said with a curtsy and Teeny followed with a short bow. “We didn’t know we were in the presence of a Duke.”  
 
    A knot formed in my throat. I remembered him; he had visited us a few times. Once again, my old life was crashing into my new one.  
 
    “Not to worry. I’m sure you’ll have time to get acquainted with everyone. Is this your first party here?”  
 
    Teeny nodded. “Indeed, sir.”  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Would you know where our host is? We just arrived and we haven’t seen him yet.” 
 
    “Sure.” He took a step closer to the entrance and looked inside the ballroom. “There he is.” He pointed with his chin in a quick movement to a slightly plump man with brown hair and a full mustache. “The one holding the white cup in the center.”  
 
    “Of course,” Teeny nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace.”  
 
    Teeny gently guided me back inside. He shot a worried glance at me as soon as we turned away. I took a long breath and gave him a reassuring smile. The cup being in the Governor’s hand would make it a little more complicated, but we just needed to stick with our plan and find out useful information.  
 
    We met tons of people, some we knew we had robbed before by their names but never seen in person. These painful interactions continued through dinner when we were all gathered at the long table. We kept our forced smiles, even though the riches looked down at us. The new ones were believed to be beneath, but we impressed everyone with our perfect table manners, thanks to Blake.  
 
    After the three-course meal, we were guided back to the saloon to continue the party. 
 
    It was time to act.  
 
    I avoided a couple spinning at the edge of the dance floor. My target was right ahead. I positioned myself nearby and waited. As the Governor stopped talking to someone and walked away, I moved. In three steps, I bumped into him. The wine spilled on his own sleeves.  
 
    “I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you,” I said in the most convincing way, using years of acting to seem sincere. He turned angry until he looked at me. My dark blue eyes conveyed all the worry I didn’t feel, and of course, the view of a pretty woman was enough to settle him down.  
 
    “That’s alright. I didn’t see you either.” 
 
    My eyes shifted to his hand. Seemingly heavy, the cup with intricate details of animal shapes was more beautiful than I had imagined.  
 
    “That’s an interesting cup. I’ve never seen something like it.”  
 
    “It’s pure white jade.” 
 
    “Wow. I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been to sculpt it.”  
 
    “I bought it years ago.” He twirled it in circles, making the wine dance within. “I have been drinking from it ever since and funny enough, I rarely get sick anymore.”  
 
    “Seems like it’s from another world.” Licking my lips, I locked my gaze on his. “Something this valuable should be kept in a very safe place.”  
 
    A shadow crossed his eyes at the same time his smile shifted. It was polite and slightly forced, but then something changed. It was so fast I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but a chill ran down my spine nonetheless.  
 
    “Indeed. After the party, a servant I trust washes it and takes it to my safe. Would you like to see it?”  
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    As soon as Snow and Teeny left the Queen’s place, the room fell into silence. Rowdy stood by the window, silently clenching jaws. The others weren’t that calm either, not even Doc escaped anxiety, as his legs moved nonstop. Meanwhile, I was just glad they preferred to bring me to wait with the Queen instead of locking me in my tiny room.  
 
    “So…” My voice lingered to break the stillness. “Do you guys do that often? You now—sneak into parties?” The robbing part was pretty much daily when they weren’t on the ship, but Snow probably had that fancy dress for a reason.  
 
    The Queen, sitting by Doc’s side, laughed. “You were right. He is gullible.” She landed a hand over his chest.  
 
    Thank you for that, Doc. 
 
    “Of course not,” Lazy said from the opposite sofa, sipping his tea. “We don’t have time for it, usually.” 
 
    “And it’s too much of a risk,” Doc said, pulling Regina close.  
 
    “But we do have someone infiltrating the Governor’s house.” The Queen purred in Doc’s embrace. His fingers brushing her curls. “This year was actually easier. He didn’t even make a list of guests as he normally does. Only the invitations.” 
 
    “That’s strange.” I frowned.  
 
    “That’s called laziness.” Regina waved a dismissing hand. “The Governor himself had to check all the names on the previous day. He just didn’t want to.” She shrugged. “The people who are always on top never fear those at the bottom until it’s too late.”  
 
    “It still seems quite…convenient.” Sinking on the sofa, I crossed my arms.  
 
    Doc’s eyebrows furrowed. For someone so concerned about their safety, I imagined he’d have thought of something like that before. Maybe he was too caught up in organizing that the thought never crossed his mind.  
 
    “What is different this year?” Something in the back of my mind insisted as my chest tingled with a weird sensation.  
 
    The Queen shook her head. “Nothing, I guess. At least nothing out of the ordinary was reported to me. I would’ve known if something was off. I’ve been monitoring the Governor for years.” 
 
    Rowdy snapped his head towards us, stepping away from the window. “When did those priests ask for your help?” 
 
    “A few months ago. But they wouldn’t say anything. The cup is sacred for them.” 
 
    “Maybe not them, but your Majesty has someone infiltrated in his house. Why couldn’t he have someone in yours?” I blurted out, my mind running miles per minute. “Or someone monitoring the priests?”  
 
    The pirates remained in silence, exchanging widened looks.  
 
    “F-fuck!” Doc jumped from the sofa, mind going wild behind eyes lost in a horizon. 
 
    “We gotta warn them!” Joy grabbed onto Dummy’s arm. Dummy’s eyes darted between everyone’s mouths, his fingers touching his parted lips. 
 
    “We can’t. We fought that guard, remember?” Rowdy mumbled more curses under his breath.  
 
    “That was years ago!” Snotty said..  
 
    “H-he can st...still remember.” Doc stiffened as he shook his head, his words tripping on the way out in the worst struggle I’d seen so far. “And w-who knows, maybe t-there are more guards fr-from that same robbery t-there.”  
 
    “I can try to find a newbie to go. I believe his guards know the people I trust most,” Regina offered, twisting a curly strand of dark brown hair around her finger.  
 
    “What if one of them is the spy?” Rowdy yelled, banging his fists on the nearest sofa.  
 
    My heart was beating so fast I was afraid it would burst. My chest ached and it got harder to breathe all of a sudden. We could be overreacting and overestimating the Governor, but what if he knew someone would attempt to rob him? What would he do to Snow and Teeny?  
 
    They’d just be imprisoned. It’s not like they didn’t battle it constantly. They probably had tons of escape plans. What they did wasn’t right, anyway—but it was for a good reason, the priests should have their precious cup back. Even if I didn’t consider that, they didn’t deserve to starve in prison. I wouldn’t want to see them there. They were good people. My hands started shaking so I closed them in tight fists.  
 
    “I can go.” My voice surprised even myself, barely audible amid their growing discussion.  
 
    Rowdy stomped towards me, grabbing a fistful of my clothes to jerk me up. “It all started with you. You want to go there? Why?” His eyes narrowed, glaring at me as if he could drill a hole through my forehead.  
 
    Desperation filled his voice in a way that made it go higher and more threatening. I swallowed but shoved him away.  
 
    “I don’t, but do you see any other options?”  
 
    “Y-you are not an option, b-boy.” Doc came between us before Rowdy had the chance to kick my ass.  
 
    “Why not? I can go as myself; I’ll pretend my brother was invited for it and couldn’t come, so he sent me. It’s actually pretty common, you know.”  
 
    “That’s not why,” he boomed and everyone shut up. He took a deep breath and the next words flowed out smoothly in his slow speech. “Do you think we’re stupid? You’re dying to go back home. Who can stop you from telling the Governor who’s gonna rob him in an attempt to get a free ticket back?” 
 
    I didn’t think about it, but it doesn't seem that bad of a plan.  
 
    I frowned. “Fine, you don’t trust me. But then let’s do this, if I go, no chores on our way back is enough payment for me.” 
 
    He laughed. “As if you’d trade the Governor’s ticket home for our ship just like that.” 
 
    “If you don’t believe I’d do that for your crew, then think about the Clerenstians. I want them to get their cup even more than you’d want to.” 
 
    Doc took a heavy sigh, analyzing me from head to toe as he rubbed his short beard. He looked at his crewmates, then the Queen. “Get him some clothes.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy?” Rowdy widened his eyes so much I thought they’d pop out of their sockets.  
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do, but we got to act fast before they fall into a trap. Besides…” Doc turned back to me. “What you want the most is to get to that Academy, right? If the three of you get out of there alive with our prize, I’ll take you there as soon as we get paid. You won’t have to wash a dish and I’ll even give you some money.”  
 
    “Enough to pay for a semester?” I asked and he nodded. “Then what are we waiting for?” 
 
    With her command, the Queen’s employees rushed to get fitting clothing for me. I was dressed in matching navy pants and vest, with a white shirt in a matter of minutes, the final touch was the elegant black jacket with silver embroidery. Meanwhile another team worked on getting an auto-carriage ready. Lazy could barely wish me luck like he did with Snow and Teeny. There was no time to wait, and soon, I found myself being driven to the party and regretting life choices.  
 
    Staring at the approaching mansion, the words engraved on my pen flashed back in my mind. Justice is a Decision. When doing it for Snow and Teeny wasn’t enough, thinking about the stolen priests eased my heart. They needed it back and it was right to be a part of it.  
 
    But was it the right way? What would dad think of me?  
 
    When we stopped at the empty entrance, I took some deep breaths and exited the vehicle. As I climbed the steps, I hoped my face wasn’t as pale as I felt it was.  
 
    “Invitation?” 
 
    “Sure.” I searched my pockets, doing my best surprised expression. “I’m sorry, I seem to have forgotten it.” Truth be told, we just didn’t have the right kind of paper anymore or time to forge one. “I’m Blake Orsin. My brother Aiden was invited to the party, but since he couldn’t come, he sent me in his place. I’m sure it’s on the list.” 
 
    “We don’t have a list. Only invitations.” 
 
    “Oh…can I still get in?” 
 
    “Blake, is that you?” Someone said from inside, I found Duke Waldeck coming at us. “I didn’t know you were coming.” 
 
    I’d never been so happy to see that meddlesome white-haired man in my life. “I came in Aiden’s place, but I forgot my invitation.”  
 
    “What better invitation to prove someone’s identity than a Duke himself?” He looked at the guard. The man stepped aside for me to enter.  
 
    I walked into a beautiful ballroom, lit by dozens of chandeliers, shining on the gold of the walls. My jaw dropped at the impressive arches and intricate details on the columns made a different thought run through my head. The mansion wasn’t bigger than Aiden’s palace, but it was no less amazing. Creating such beauty must be rewarding. Maybe I could study architecture. I could create grand structures like these, with an even higher ceiling that would make people feel small as they entered.  
 
    I snapped back to focus when Duke Waldeck continued. “It’s a shame you missed the banquet, though. The food was excellent.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I got held up.” With a shrug, I looked around, searching for Snow and Teeny.  
 
    “Is it the first time you’ve been here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you mustn’t know anyone.” He gestured at the salon. “Would you like me to introduce you to anyone?” 
 
    An idea brightened my mind even more than the chandeliers above us.  
 
    “Yes. I’d like to meet our host.”  
 
    “Right, let me see…” Duke Waldeck looked around. “There he is.”  
 
    Waldeck led me to a middle-aged man with a thick brown mustache talking to a girl in red. Her back was turned to me, but I’d recognize Snow anywhere, even if I hadn’t seen her leaving the Queen’s house. Her dress wrapped her body, dark red in contrast with her pale skin. Half of her ebony hair was wrapped in an elegant bun, the other half cascaded down her back in waves. I couldn’t look away from her, but I had to force my attention to the Governor.  
 
    “Excuse me, Governor. I’d like you to meet someone. This is Blake Orsin, son of one of the best men I knew and a neighbor of mine. He came in his brother’s place.”  
 
    The Governor had a forced smile as he extended his hand and I accepted the gesture. I glanced at Snow. Her surprise showed just for a second then she was back to normal. Her ruby earrings dangled as she tilted her head.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, sir,” I said.  
 
    “Likewise.” The Governor nodded. 
 
    “And this is Lady Margareth, whom I met earlier today.” Waldeck continued when he saw her standing there.  
 
    “Pleased to meet you, my lady.” I kissed her hand and she bit her lip. Then, I turned back to the Governor. “I’m sorry I missed the banquet.” 
 
    “You can still enjoy the rest of the ball,” he said as he gestured to the room full of people dancing and talking in corners. “The night is full of beautiful ladies to dance with, and there’s plenty of food and drinks.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “By the way, Blake—Before I came to Niali, I heard a rumor that you were engaged, right? Is she here with us?”  
 
    “No…” I shook my head. “It didn’t work out, actually.” 
 
    “Who was she?” 
 
    “Lady Myrlle.”  
 
    This time, Snow’s lips parted, and it took her a little longer to compose herself.  
 
    “Her loss then.” He looked away, spotting someone else and he waved. “I’m sorry, I have to go. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    When he was gone, I turned to Snow, extending my hand. “Would you give me the honor of this dance?”  
 
    With stiff movements, she accepted my hand and I took her to the middle of the ballroom.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” She gripped my arm. “You were going to marry Lady Myrlle?”  
 
    “Yes. I told you that.” I positioned myself in her embrace, my palm pressed to the middle of her back.  
 
    I had to fight the insane part of me that wanted to press her body against mine, but people around us would gasp and that was attention no one wanted. Yet, looking at her, I felt as if we were alone in that huge ballroom.  
 
    “No. Not to her.” The visible disgust in her eyes made me stop.  
 
     I tilted my head at her tone. “Do you know her?” 
 
    “Rumors. Of the worst kind.” She shook her head. “You’re better off without her. Trust me.”  
 
    I wasn’t a great dancer, but even with a racing heart, I managed not to miss a step between the other couples dancing in perfect sync. The hardest part of it was to keep the distance of decency. I gave a small shrug and gulped.  
 
    “She’s not that bad. And she has suffered a lot. She lost her husband and her—” But she quickly cut me, holding herself to not hit my arm.  
 
    “Don’t defend her. If you had any idea of the kind of person she truly is, you’d never even consider defending her.” After a sigh, she lowered her voice. Her deep blue eyes sparkled with anger. “She’s the kind of person that gives me pleasure to rob. She deserves it.” 
 
    “You don’t even know her...” My voice lingered as a sharp knife of guilt stabbed me.  
 
    Just like this Governor. We didn’t know him, either. A shiver ran down my spine and guilt weighed down my heart. To make things worse, he probably didn’t even know he had acquired a stolen cup.  
 
    “I know enough.” She looked away.  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but a hand landing on my shoulder distracted me. Teeny was glaring at me. We moved away from the dance floor.  
 
    “How did you escape them?” Teeny hissed when he found us in the crowd.  
 
    “What? I didn’t. And I didn’t want to come in the first place. I came to help you. We’re afraid it could be a trap.” 
 
    “It might be if you do anything stupid.” His eyes traced me from head to toe, as he raised his chin.  
 
    “We need to move.” Snow cut us, but keeping a fake smile on her lips, she slowly made her way to the exit.  
 
    “If you’re here to help us, then come with us.” Teeny’s tone didn’t give me another option even if I wanted to. And did I want it?  
 
    I nodded and we followed her.  
 
    My stomach churned wildly, making me sick. What would my dad say if he knew what I was doing? I was willingly entering a man’s house to rob him. Even for the right reasons, it was still wrong.  
 
    Could I go through with it? 
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    The ball went on after dinner, so the Governor gave his cup to a servant to be safely put away. A few people rested on the sofas, away from the busy ballroom. We pretended to admire the pictures and the decor as we moved towards the back. Typically, the first floor was open for the guests, but the second and above were more private.  
 
    The music echoed faintly through the corridors. We walked between white walls filled with huge paintings in intricate frames.  
 
    “Wait, can’t we just talk to him first? I mean, let’s give him a chance,” Blake hissed, so low we nearly didn’t hear him. I kept my gaze sharp on our surroundings; we couldn't waste our opportunity.  
 
    “Don’t you think the priests tried that already?” Teeny looked at me. “Really, how naïve can he be?”  
 
    A servant holding a white cup passed by us, heading to the servant’s stairs. We observed him at a safe distance before we climbed the steps after him. 
 
    “It’s just—it’s wrong,” Blake insisted in a mumble. His voice was strained and his face was pale. He was losing it. I knew he didn’t have it in him. 
 
    “Well, you weren’t supposed to be here, anyway,” Teeny hissed back. 
 
    We arrived at the second floor. Down the long corridor, the servant turned, entering a room. 
 
    “Perhaps Blake should go back to the ball,” I suggested, locking eyes with Teeny. He knew what I meant. We were close to our target; we could grab it and leave before Blake had the time to warn security. Teeny responded with a short and firm nod.  It wasn’t ideal, but what else could we do? 
 
    “But—” he started softly. He was so gullible.  
 
    “Look, we know what we’re doing,” Teeny whispered.  
 
    That was the hard part to understand. Why would our crew need to send him? Blake was only going to get in our way—unless he did escape, and if that was the case, he’d want us to believe him. Could Blake actually do it? Part of me doubted it, but the other was ready for anything.  
 
    “If something goes wrong, we’ll fight our way out like we always do. Our crew knows that.” I shrugged, hoping my light tone could brighten the mood before his unfounded worry crawled under my skin. “Don’t you believe in us?” 
 
    Blake frowned and glanced at the server we followed. “Don’t you think it’s a little too easy?”  
 
    “Everything seems pretty normal to me. Those who are used to looking down at everyone rarely see when a blow comes from above.” 
 
    “I think it can go both ways.” Blake crossed his arms. He looked more serious than I’ve ever seen, his mind trapped in an unreal threat. Blake was too new at it; his guilt was corrupting his rational thinking. With his gaze down, he sighed. “There’s something wrong here, I can feel it.”  
 
    “Don’t try to make us second guess our instincts.” Teeny raised an eyebrow. “We know more than you’d know.”  
 
    “Go cover for us,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. We had time to get the cup and disappear before he could alert anyone. Blake could find his way back home with Duke Waldeck. Tracing my eyes over his features, I tried memorizing his face. This could be the last time I saw him and the thought struck my heart harder than I anticipated, but I couldn't let it show.  
 
    He sighed. His shoulders were so slumped it was like he carried all the weight of the world on them. I wasn’t sure if he could carry this amount of guilt, let alone actively steal. It was too much pressure, and he was going to blow like a malfunctioning skyship engine.  
 
    Biting his dry lip, he seemed to shrink as he turned with stiff movements.  
 
    Teeny and I picked up the pace. We could dominate the servant, get the cup in a matter of minutes, and leave before anyone could miss us. My hands started to tingle in anticipation. 
 
    When we were nearly in the room, a shrill cut the silence.  
 
    “Guards!” Blake screamed and the air was trapped in my lungs. “Guards! They’re trying to steal!” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I heard. Blake was having second thoughts, yes, but exposing us was something I never imagined he’d do. 
 
    My heart sank so low I could hardly move enough to turn to him. Teeny was quick to react, advancing on Blake. They exchanged a few punches while I was still unable to move. It was hard enough to breathe as it was.  
 
    Hands grabbed me from behind before I had time to act. Guards came and separated the two. Teeny yelled and cursed Blake as he was held down. Blake glanced at me but quickly turned away. Someone went to call the Governor, who arrived moments later.  
 
    “You were the one who saw them?” he asked Blake.  
 
    “Yes. They were coming up the stairs after a servant. I heard them planning to steal.”  
 
    “Steal what?” 
 
    “A cup, I think.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir Orsin.” He nodded at Blake, then looked at the guards. “Take them away.”  
 
    Teeny fought them with no success. I watched, still paralyzed with shock.  
 
    We were taken to a simple dining room, stripped of any valuable goods. We were bound to chairs to be dealt with later. They locked the heavy doors on the way out.  
 
    I couldn’t believe how silly and naïve I’ve been. How could I have been so stupid?  
 
    My arms strained against the rope, and it dug into my skin. In that dark room, lit only by the moonlight through the window, my heart shattered. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I couldn’t hold a sob from escaping.  
 
    “Hey,” Teeny whispered. “It’s okay. We’re gonna find a way out. We always do.” Behind me, he was struggling against his ropes. I would have, too, if I still had the energy.  
 
    But he knew that wasn’t what broke me. It was Blake. And his betrayal hurt more than the prospect of an impossible escape.  
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    If she had been as angry as Teeny, it’d have been easier. Instead, the look of utter betrayal in her eyes shattered me. But the fact the guards came from the room they would be going in confirmed my suspicions. It was a trap.  
 
    The guards took them away. I could hardly look at Snow.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” the Governor said, pointing at my lips. I raised a hand, brushing off the blood from Teeny’s blow.  
 
    “It’s alright. It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    Saying those words killed me inside. How? Why did I care so much what these pirates thought of me? I barely knew them. 
 
    “I just don’t understand why they wanted to steal a cup. It makes no sense. I’m sure there are more valuable things in here.”  
 
    He laughed, waving a dismissive hand. “Not like mine.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My cup is sculpted of pure white jade.” 
 
    “Really?” I dropped my jaw, looking as surprised as I could pretend.  
 
    “It’s the only one in the world.” His chest inflated and a huge smile stretched out his lips. “I knew there would be an attempt tonight.”  
 
    “How did you know that?”  
 
    “You don’t get as powerful as I am without eyes and ears everywhere. At least not in this country—different from yours who are born into power. But you and I are the same; there is always someone trying to take what's ours.” He rolled his eyes then looked around as if waiting for an attack. “Those annoying priests have been trying for years to make me give it back.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to sell it to them?” 
 
    “No, my young man. Why would I do that? I commissioned the robbery myself the moment I laid eyes on it during a trip.”  
 
    Unable to say anything, I just nodded. Inside, I was burning. I believed he didn’t know it was stolen, that no one really tried to talk to him about it, that no one had explained. He was afraid people were trying to steal something he owned. Up until now, I believed he was innocent.  
 
    “Now that they’ve been captured, I can finally send my servants to put away the real one.” 
 
    “Don’t you think they’re working with someone else?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but those are the only ones tonight that had no connections to anyone before.”  
 
    Good. I was completely out of suspicion, then.  
 
    “Can I use your washing closet? I don’t want to go down like this.” 
 
    “Second door,” he said, pointing at a corridor.  
 
    I thanked him and entered, locking the door.  
 
    I stopped by the sink and washed my face. My eyes shifted to the reflection on the mirror. The only change was my busted lip, but I felt as if staring at a totally different person.  
 
    My plan was to talk to the Governor and make him understand it was all a misunderstanding, tell him how important the cup was to the priests. But in the end…I didn’t expect him to have orchestrated it.  
 
    The cold water flowed through my fingers. Teeny was right. How could I be so naïve?  
 
    Those honey eyes stared back at me in the mirror.  
 
    No more. I wouldn’t be that fool again.  
 
    Fueled by a burning feeling overwhelming my chest, I exited the washing closet. I didn’t have a plan anymore; all I knew was that I needed to make things right, even if that meant doing it the hard way. A servant passed by on the main corridor holding a white wooden box. I observed him entering a different room. In a matter of seconds, he was out without the box. He locked the door and put the key in his pocket.  
 
    He came in my direction. I innocently looked at the detailed paintings as I walked towards the stairs. When he was coming right by my side, I gave a distracted step in front of him. I collided with him and we both stumbled a little.  
 
    “Forgive me!” I said, landing a hand over his shoulder and arm, distracting him. Meanwhile, the other one went right into his pocket. Gently and swiftly, I seized the key, just like Teeny did that day. “I didn’t see you there. I was mesmerized by this wonderful art.” 
 
    “It’s alright, sir.”  
 
    “Well, I shall go back to the ball.” Smiling, I went down.  
 
    At the ballroom, I made sure to be seen by the Governor and the Duke, mingling with those I knew and some I didn’t. When both of them weren’t looking, I sneaked out once again.  
 
    After I climbed the stairs a second time, I went straight towards the direction I saw them taking Snow and Teeny. As I expected, there were two guards in front of the room.  
 
    Why two? Why couldn’t it be only one? They had a sword and a fire gun, and I had nothing besides years of fencing lessons—but I still couldn’t even beat my brother, so I was sure I wouldn’t be a match for them.  
 
    Think fast, Blake. 
 
    I raised my chin and walked with firm steps. With a voice that sounded more like Aiden than me, I said, “let me in. I told the Governor I saw them robbing before, but I need to be sure.”  
 
    Impersonating my brother worked because they unlocked the door and let me in without a second thought. It didn’t feel right.  
 
    The room was dark; the guards hadn’t even bothered wasting light or candles on them. The guards closed the door behind me. Snow and Teeny were bound to chairs in the center of the room, back-to-back.  
 
    “You! I will kill you for this!” Teeny yelled. “We trusted y—”  
 
    “Shut up!” I hissed. “I knew it was a trap. Didn’t you see the guards coming from the room you were going into?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry—but if the two of you had gone in and I was caught in the middle, I’d look suspicious, and you’d still be here. The difference would be I couldn’t help you. Now, do you want to get out of here or not?”  
 
    Teeny frowned. “How? There are guards out there and a servant must have gone to call the authorities already.” 
 
    It worried me that Snow hadn’t said anything yet. It was still hard to look at her.  
 
    “We need to hurry.” I untied the rope that bound the two together, then Snow’s hands. Then I moved to Teeny’s side and untied his hands. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Teeny rose in a blink of an eye, grabbing my clothes. He pushed me backward into the wall, knocking the air from my lungs.  
 
    “I’m going to make you pay!” he yelled even louder than before.  
 
    The doors opened and sure enough, the two guards barged into. Teeny threw me on one of them. As I collided against him, I stumbled and fell on the floor.  
 
    Snow acted fast. She took the guard’s moment of distraction with my fall and grabbed his hand, twisting so she could claim the gun. She backed away a few steps and out of reach, pointing at him.  
 
    “Sit down,” she said, and he wasn’t stupid enough to disobey.  
 
    Meanwhile, Teeny took care of the other one. Getting a hold of the gun, he swung his foot on the opponent’s ankle. The guard fell but was already standing back up, hand on his sword handle. Teeny gripped the gun and banged it right on the man’s temple. It must have been hard, because he crumpled instantly. 
 
    I was right. My years of fencing classes hadn’t prepared me for this.  
 
    Teeny checked on the fallen guard, then looked at me.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? Tie him up!” He jerked his chin at the one sitting on the chair under Snow’s aim.  
 
    It took me a second to understand what it meant and another one to swallow down my guilt to act. Jumping up, I grabbed the ropes, tying him just like I found Snow and Teeny. Teeny lowered his gun and dragged the one who fainted onto the other chair. Then he helped me tie the other guard. Teeny searched the men and found the key to the door.  
 
    Snow finally spoke as she led us from the chamber. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Teeny and I followed her out, but he stopped to lock the door. The guard yelled, but no one would hear it over the music downstairs.  
 
    “Come with me,” I said. “I think I know where the cup is kept.” 
 
    We ran to the corridor where I bumped into that servant, arriving out of breath on the opposite side of the mansion. I used the key to open the door. “I saw a servant putting a box in here.”  
 
    We looked around the huge office, finding a bulky wooden desk with a red cushion, a heavy drawer and a tall bookshelf. Soon the three pairs of eyes landed on a big trunk in the corner, secured with a padlock.  
 
    Teeny got a lockpicking kit from his pocket and worked on it. The soft click of the padlock opening was music to our ears. The white wooden box I saw was inside and I grabbed to open it, revealing a beautiful cup.  
 
    “That’s it,” Snow said, picking up the cup to examine it. Standing up, she lifted her skirt and I nearly yelped in surprise. She had a hidden purse strapped on her waist that she slipped the cup in. Once she was done, she threw her skirt down and the layers of textile covered the volume of the cup perfectly. She looked at me for the first time since I’d freed them. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “What about the people at the party? The Governor might be looking for me.” 
 
    “Then go say goodbye,” Teeny stepped forward. “Give whatever excuse you can find and leave.” 
 
    “Don’t stay a moment longer than needed.” Snow’s gaze pierced me. “Or you might not be able to leave at all.” 
 
    Despite the shiver running down my spine, I nodded. We went separate ways. As they sneaked their way out back to their auto-carriage, I returned to the ballroom.      
 
    Wiping my damp palms on my trousers, I spotted the Governor. I walked towards him, giving my best, tired smile.  
 
    “It’s been a pleasure, sir,” I began, “but I think it’s best if I leave now. I’m still a bit shaken by the thieves.” 
 
    One of his eyebrows rose and my heart raced more.  
 
    “Are you sure? There's still much to enjoy at this party.” 
 
    “I'm truly sorry—I just want to rest.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to give a statement first? I’m sure the police will want to know what you have to say. They’ll be arriving soon, so you can leave afterward.” His eyes narrowed. Was he testing me? I had thought he wouldn't suspect me at all. He shouldn’t have suspected me—after all, he told me about his robbery himself. He trusted me. 
 
    Right? 
 
    “Sure. I’ll stay until then.” I looked at the people dancing. “Then I might as well find the Duke for a conversation and a wine to drink while I wait.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” He gestured at the party, and I moved away.  
 
    I had to fight the urge to check if his eyes were following me. When I passed a servant carrying a tray full of cups, I grabbed one and gulped down some of the wine. I needed to vanish before the police arrived. Damn, I should have gone with Snow and Teeny. 
 
    Pretending to search for Duke Waldeck, I glanced back at the Governor. When he distracted himself with another guest, I vanished between people chatting. I left the half-empty cup with a servant and quickly found my way out of there through the front entrance, guessing it’d be better than the servant’s passage crossing the kitchen. My heart was racing as I left the building to open air. It was like I could breathe again outside, but my worries wouldn’t subside. Not even when I entered the vehicle.  
 
    As we drove away, I melted on the leather seat. Through the window, a police auto-carriage passed, going towards the Governor’s house. With a heavy sigh, I wiped the sweat on my forehead. That had been way too close. How did Snow and the crew do that on a daily basis? I didn’t think my heart could take that amount of pressure again so soon. 
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    We waited in the distance for Blake. I was torn. He had proven he was on our side, but his near betrayal left my heart bitter. My eyes wouldn't leave the road. I should have snatched him away from there. What would they do to him if he was caught helping us? When the police crossed our path, we thought we had lost him, that was until his auto-carriage came into view. The drivers took us back to Regina's house, making sure we weren’t followed.  
 
    Blake left his vehicle with his legs failing and he had to hold onto it to stabilize himself. I wanted to check on him, but there was no time to waste. The faster the priests could have it back, the faster all of us could vanish. When we arrived, I showed it to their leader. The eager old man inspected it, fingers tracing the sculpted animal shapes and smiled, thanking us.  
 
    “Just like I remember it.” With a relieved sigh, he left a box full of money bills on the table. Cradling their cup, the group left the Queen’s house.  
 
    We told the crew everything that happened at the party, including all the details of how Blake unexpectedly saved us. Well, not every single detail. Teeny was nice enough not to tell anyone that I cried when we thought he had betrayed us. We’ve all had our difficult moments, and we knew this should be kept for ourselves unless we wanted it out.  
 
    I had to admit I didn’t believe Blake entirely when he walked into that room where we were kept. I was angry, shaken, and hurt, but soon I realized the boy in front of me wouldn’t betray me, like when we were kids. Relief spread through me and I bit my lip to hide a silly smile.  
 
    After that, Doc paid Regina for her assistance while Blake, Teeny, and I went to change clothes.  
 
    “Nice doing business with you, Doc,” she purred when we returned, reaching out for Doc’s hand. “Are you leaving already?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Crime Majesty.”  
 
    “That’s too bad. Come back soon. I want you in my bed again.” She winked at him.  
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.”  
 
    After they shared a kiss, we exited her mansion. With a few street lights and the moon high up in the sky, we headed to the harbor. We walked between silent buildings, our feet echoing against the stone pavement. I glanced at Blake several times, but he kept his gaze down.  
 
    We returned to the Onyx Falcon. All of us sat down at the Galley table, except for Blake, who sat by the steps. Doc put the money on the table and started dividing it for us. A few bills went for everyone, regardless of what they’d done, though he had a tad more than the rest. A small portion went to the group expenses. Then, the bigger amount went to the risk-takers.  
 
    Doc gave away everyone’s money and pocketed his own with the group portion for him to check the expenses later. Then the rest of it, he split into three mounts. I frowned.  
 
    He extended a pile to Teeny and another to me.  
 
    “What?” I asked softly, mouth agape. Doc seized the last pile.  
 
    “Come on, boy. This is yours.” Doc handed it to Blake. “Just like we agreed.” 
 
    Blake extended his arm through the guardrail’s posts and seized the bills. “Thanks.” 
 
    It was surprising that Doc would share the heist money. Blake may have earned it, but he wasn’t exactly in the crew.  
 
    “It’s a shame my part is smaller now, but that’s fair.” Teeny stood up, holding up his pile of money, and sat by Blake’s side. “You work, you get paid. Those are the rules.” Then he elbowed him. “So, what will you do with it?”  
 
    “Save it. With the little I have left, it might be enough to pay for a semester at the Academy.”  
 
    His unyielding will to chase his dreams was admirable. I smiled, wishing with every little part of me that he could get everything he wanted. He had a good heart and he deserved happiness.  
 
    “This again…” Rowdy pinched the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “Well, that is where we’re taking him.” Doc held a laugh as he shrugged.  
 
    “About that…” Snotty said, turning on his chair to look at Blake. “Why do you want to go there so much?”  
 
    “My dad said that studying there changed his life. It made him a better person. I’ve always wanted to be like him. I hope it’ll be like that for me, too.”  
 
    “Now,” Doc said, holding the group’s money. “Joy, Snotty, Rowdy, and Dummy, you gotta go get provisions first thing in the morning. We leave the harbor before sundown.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.”  
 
    “Good. Go to bed everyone. We have much to do tomorrow.”  
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    As usual, Joy and Dummy took care of getting the food while Rowdy and Snotty got us more gas tanks for the balloon.  
 
    We departed ahead of our schedule, sailing towards the west. White foam formed around the ship as it cut through the water. Slowly, the outline of New Lattor distanced itself from us. The sunset colored the sky with orange, yellow, and pink.  
 
    Blake was resting his arms on the taffrail, looking at the horizon. Dark circles around his eyes indicated he slept poorly at night. The wind played with his short honey-colored hair. I thought he’d be booming in joy to finally get back home faster than we thought we would.  
 
    “Hey… what’s wrong? Are you feeling seasick again?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m fine for now.”  
 
    “Then why the long face?” I tilted my head. “Is it because of the Academy? I’m sure you’re smart enough to enter. If you’re worried about money, I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I’ve heard some people can enter without paying anything.”  
 
    “It’s true. And their library is open for anyone.” His voice died for a moment. “I wouldn’t apply like that, though.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “I’d be taking away someone else’s opportunity. They’re very selective of who would enter regardless of money, but even more for those who can’t pay. I’m sure if I explained my situation, they’d let me in. But then they’d turn away someone else—someone that perhaps would need it more than me.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can still find a way to get more.” 
 
    “So am I. I just need to focus one semester at a time. Maybe work for a teacher or something. Maybe I can get a loan from another noble.” 
 
    “Then what’s bugging you?” I tilted my head.  
 
    Blake gulped.  
 
    “It’s just… everything is so wrong,” he said, and I frowned in confusion. “You guys are right, after all. There’s no justice.” He looked at me and his eyes glinted with more moisture than usual. “I tried talking to the Governor. I thought maybe he didn’t realize what was really going on, maybe I could talk to him, make him understand...” He trailed off, shifting his gaze at the setting sun again.  
 
    “But it didn’t work?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “I didn’t just fail miserably. I learned he was aware of everything. In fact, he got it stolen in the first place.”  
 
    “What?” I gasped.  
 
    “It’s true. He told me himself when he thought he could trust me.” Pressing his lips into a thin line, he let his shoulders fall more. “And because he did this wrong doing, we had to do one of our own to make it right and now nothing makes sense. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Well, some powerful people like him think they can do anything.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be this way. He should be working for the people, not against them. But that’s not how it is, so you’re right.”  
 
    “You’re overthinking it, Blake.” My hand moved on its own, reaching for his. “That’s life.” 
 
    The touch made my chest tingle and flutter. I missed his naivety, but I didn’t want him to suffer like this, even if it was needed. At least, I was glad I could be around to help him somehow. When I had this reality shock, I was on my own for the first time and it hurt too much.  
 
    “It’s like I’ve been dozing off in a garden all my life and everything is different outside.”  
 
    “It’s always been this way, even in your little garden, or the one next to you. You just didn’t see it.”  
 
    Narrowing his eyes, he turned to look back at me. I could see the question in his eyes, ‘how could you know?’ 
 
    “It’s strange,” he said instead. “Sometimes I feel like you want to tell me something more.”  
 
    I could feel my blood rushing out of my face. I hoped I didn’t look even paler than usual. I didn’t want to tell him anything… or did I? I swallowed, giving a dismissive shrug. 
 
    “What I’m saying is that’s how the world has always been, whether you know it or not, so you can’t sit around waiting for justice to happen. You gotta go out there and take it with your own hands, whatever means necessary.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. That’s not right. That’s just revenge.”  
 
    “They can be the same thing,” I countered.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes in wonder and shook his head. “I don’t believe it. Justice is about harmony; doing what’s right even if you don’t want to. Revenge is making you feel good at someone’s expense.”  
 
    “Perhaps.” I shrugged. “But it works.” And it can be delightfully satisfying.  
 
    “I wonder what my dad would think of it all. I can't shake the feeling he'd be disappointed.” 
 
    The wind blew my hair and I had to keep the wild strands away from my face.  
 
    “I used to think the same,” I bit my lower lip, it was hard to admit that. Blake’s curious gaze locked on me. “Until I realized it didn't matter. I had to do what I had to do and they'd understand. They weren’t here to prevent it anyway. Once you accept that, this weight will lift from your shoulders and I assure you, it's better without it.” He didn't seem convinced, so I nudged his shoulder. “If it makes you feel any better, you have the rest of your life to redeem yourself. Don't let a single night define your life.” 
 
    A small smile graced his lips. He looked much better like this.  
 
    “Thanks. And I'm sorry for pretending to betray you guys.” 
 
    “You did what you thought was best.” 
 
    “Still, I know it was hard on you,” he said. Gods, sometimes it was like he could see right through me. At my discomfort, he took a long sigh, changing his posture. With a bigger smile, he continued. “Anyway, I was impressed at how you and Teeny fought. And how did you get that guard's gun so easily like that?” 
 
    I chuckled. “It's pretty simple. I can show you right now.” Grabbing my gun, I took off the bullets and shoved them into my pocket. I pointed at him. “The first thing you need to do is to get out of the shot's way while grabbing the barrel.” He did that, eyes rolling up as if trying to remember my movements. “Now you move your other hand towards mine. Use both to apply pressure on my wrist to twist it, then my grasp will loosen and you can claim it.” 
 
    He moved, taking his time to analyze the technique. “Like this?” He took my hand in his.  
 
    “Yes. Now you practice doing it faster in real life. If it's too slow, you'll get shot. Though I didn't know you’d be interested in something like this.” I shrugged, extending my hand.  
 
    “Dad always believed we should protect ourselves. That’s why he has put Aiden and me in fencing classes since we were kids.” He placed the gun on my palm. My stubborn stomach fluttered at every touch. It would be torture if I didn’t like it so much. “This is another way of defending myself. And who knows, it might be useful on the streets of the Academy’s big city.” 
 
    “I hope not, but better safe than sorry.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you, Snow.”  
 
    Warmth spread through my chest, making my lips stretch into a smile. I wished I could tell him the same thing, because his presence alone made my sorrow subside, even if just a little.  
 
    I thought the hopeful part of me died on cold streets long ago, but Blake’s innocence brought it back. My heart was light as a feather, floating like a skyship. The feeling inebriated me and still, I craved more. I didn’t want to be without him anymore.  
 
    I had to turn away to hide the pain I felt when a terrible warning stabbed me like a cold knife. Wanting didn’t change anything, because I couldn’t have him.  
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    After three long days of constant seasickness, it was finally time to rise up to the skies.  
 
    At the right moment, we just had to unhook all the ropes that were binding the balloon in place like a sail. In the control cabin, Snotty turned the fire on. Minutes later, the balloon was filled with hot air. The ship lifted from the sea waters, rising to the clouds.  
 
    Before, I didn’t have the time—or courage—to go look into the control cabin. Dad never let me in when I was little. But now, my curiosity to see within led my legs to it. The cabin was surrounded by glass windows and Snotty was sitting on a stool in the middle. In front of him, he tilted a helm that controlled the air flaps at the back. Connected by ropes, another turning mechanism could push the balloon and make the ship tilt in different directions. Another helm at the back of the ship steered the ship on the water.  
 
    The sides had two gas cylinders with metal pipes going up the mainmast. Looking through the small opening of the balloon above, I could see the fire coming out of the pipes.  
 
    “This is awesome!”  
 
    Snotty laughed, undoubtedly too used to all of it to see the magic I was seeing. He looked at his pocket watch. I hadn’t noticed his light brown eyes were almost green under the sunlight. 
 
    “Time to lower the gas volume,” he said, standing up. Twisting each circle winch, he lowered the release to a minimum.  
 
    “What about the helixes at the back? Are they powered through here, too?”  
 
    “No, their engine is at the back in the basement. But we don’t turn it on unless we need speed. Usually, the sails are enough to keep us moving.”  
 
    “You’re the one that sits in here the most. You must know a lot about how it works.” 
 
    “Every little piece of it.” His copper colored fingers trailed the circled visors of the gas cylinders.  
 
    “Did you learn it all when you started pirating?” 
 
    “I knew about the engines way before then. Doc recruited me because of my expertise. My dad worked at a dock, building and repairing ships and skyships, including the engine. When I was old enough, he taught me so I could work in his place after school.” 
 
    “And he needed someone to do that.” I nodded.  
 
    “Yes. Leaving was my grandpa’s idea. We had a difficult time with my dad way before mom died, but when she did, all Lazy wanted to do was to get out of there.” He shrugged. “Why not sailing?” 
 
    “And then robbing while going from town to town?” My smile twitched, but I tried my best to keep it up.  
 
    “What can I say? It was profitable.” He waved a hand that landed under his chin, two fingers brushing against the short black beard. “And quite rewarding sometimes, like when we get back from those who wronged us.”  
 
    It shouldn’t have, but it still surprised me how natural it was for them. But I also couldn’t deny the satisfaction I felt when I stole that cup from the Governor. The pride had spread through the chest, lasting for days, even though my heart was still heavy. It wasn’t hard to let the feeling consume me.  
 
    “In fact, the Onyx Falcon was the first thing we stole.”  
 
    “All of you?”  
 
    “Oh, no.” He shook his head. “The crew started with Doc, Joy, Grandpa, and I. Then we got Rowdy and Teeny. Later came Dummy and lastly, Snow, which was about ten years ago.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “So Snow and Teeny were pretty young when they started.”  
 
    “Yes. Nine and six, respectively.”  
 
    “Wasn’t that life dangerous for kids?” 
 
    “We trained them and we didn’t put them in danger until they were ready. But of course, Doc had other kinds of uses for them. Kids are inconspicuous and can help in a vast variety of coups. Some of us didn’t want it at first, but everything turned out alright.” 
 
    “Luckily.” They were kids, for crying out loud! Did they have any idea of the dangers to come? Rolling my eyes, a different thought crossed my mind. “By the way, why Snotty?”  
 
    “Allergies. Of almost everything. Dust, climate change, pollen, any kind of strong smell, spices…” He shrugged. “You name it. Dad’s the one who started calling me that.” 
 
    “That must be annoying.” Both the allergies and the name-calling from his own father.  
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    Then I thought of Lazy. Could the history of his alias have been like that, too? I didn’t know if Snotty could guess what I was thinking, but his next words answered my question.  
 
    “He called my grandpa Lazy since he was constantly dozing off, too tired after extra shifts in the factory where he used to work. All of that to bring enough money home for that ungrateful man.”  
 
     My lips twisted in discomfort. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “It’s okay.” His chuckle indicated he didn’t really care anymore. 
 
    I nodded just in time to see Doc climbing the stairs to the main deck, clapping for attention.  
 
    “Alright, everyone, let’s go! Time for some training!”  
 
    As we exited the control cabin, Snotty headed to the group while I headed downstairs.  
 
    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Doc shouted at me.  
 
    “Down?” I mumbled.  
 
    “No. Now that you’re not seasick anymore, you’re gonna exercise with the rest of us.” 
 
    “But we had a deal!” 
 
    “The deal is that you’re not gonna do chores until we get there—but I don’t like lazy asses on my ship, so you’re coming with us.” Doc picked up the front of the line. “Ten rounds around the ship to warm up. Let’s go.”  
 
    I held in an annoyed groan and followed them. A small laugh escaped Snow's mouth and once again my heart nearly had a melt-down at the glance we exchanged. While a hand played with her braided hair, she got into position. At Doc’s command, we started.  
 
    We continued with many exercises for about forty minutes, wrapping up with push-ups.  
 
    “Good. You can have a five-minute break, then get your swords.” Doc finished the sentence looking at me.  
 
    “I don’t have any weapons here.” 
 
    “I’ll arrange some for you. I want to see how the nobles fight.”  
 
    “I’m hardly a good specimen.” I scratched the back of my head. Doc laughed, giving me playful taps on my shoulder. I went pale. “Did I say that out loud?”  
 
    “You did.”  
 
    Blood rose to my cheeks. Great.   
 
    I drank a cup of water and had about three minutes to rest before Doc threw a blind sword and a protective coat at me. I’d seen them training with perfectly sharp swords, but I was glad to be using blind ones, just to be sure. I could end up causing another accident, and that didn’t sound fun. 
 
    Gulping, I stood up and put the coat on, wishing I could have all the protective clothing from my fencing classes. Theirs didn’t have enough layers to actually prevent the skin from being broken. That is, if the swords were sharpened.  
 
    Doc divided the groups and left Lazy to observe us.  
 
    “And Blake will fight…” His eyes trailed to the girl in front of me and a smile crossed his face. “Snow.”  
 
    She raised a suspicious eyebrow at him but kept a playful glow. With her blunt sword, she stepped closer to me. I moved to the perfect ready stance I’d been taught to exhaustion. Knees flexed, sword high, and my other hand raised at head-level behind me for balance. My feet were separated, the front one pointing at my opponent. Snow’s pose was similar to mine, though not as stiff.  
 
    She advanced, projecting her sword to me and I blocked. She backed away. With her free hand, she motioned for me to attack. I advanced. She blocked, stepping back and making me charge again.  
 
    “Not bad,” she said, eyes scanning me. “You have excellent form.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s what my teacher used to say. Still, I never won a match against my brother.” 
 
    Then she came up to the attack, faster this time. My heart raced as I responded in kind, trying to attack her just as fast.  
 
    “The one who expelled you from home?” 
 
    She banged my blade aside, then touched my chest with the edge of her sword. As I expected, my protective gear was better than this one. I rubbed the sore spot as I took my ready stance again 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said, sadder than I meant it.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “It almost feels like you miss him.”  
 
    My sweaty palms gripped the handle tighter. “I do. He’s still my brother, after all. Wouldn’t you?”  
 
    I attacked, she blocked a moment too late and the tip of my sword touched her shoulder. She gasped, taking two steps back.  
 
    Snow charged again, jumping forward. I was getting the hang of it, blocking and diverting right on time. Then I took the offense again, but she was quick to attack me. As I blocked, her sword came within my grasp. In a sudden moment, I reached for it and pushed down fast enough to make the handle slip from her fingers. The blade escaped my grasp and fell on the wooden floor. 
 
    Looking down, she raised up her arms.  
 
    “Not bad. Not bad at all.” Her hands went down, the right one landing on her hip. “But not good, either.” She hadn’t even finished the sentence and she was already jumping forward. I didn’t have time to react when she grabbed my sword hand. She pushed it towards her and at the same time she directed the blade away. Her right fist had retrieved a dagger, from her belt behind her. In a blink of an eye, she had it on my throat, her face inches from mine. 
 
    My skin tingled under her touch; it was warm and soft, stretching outright at my heart. I wanted more of it. My mouth fell open.  
 
    “That’s cheating,” I said, voice low as I stared into her face. Stay focused. “And this weapon isn’t blind.” 
 
    The corner of her lips quirked into a sly smile. Her eyes flickered between mine before she cleared her throat, bringing us both back to reality. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t hurt you.” She let me go, putting the dagger back in place and retrieving her sword from the floor.  
 
    My chest fluttered. For the first time, sword fighting was actually interesting. It was liberating and fun. Like those days I used to spend in the garden of a neighbor, those peaceful days in which my dreams kept drawing me.  
 
    Snow put a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she moved back into a ready stance. She advanced faster than before and a little fiercer. Did I make her mad? 
 
    I jumped backward. I almost fell when my back leg bumped on the stairs leading up to the sterncastle deck. Blocking her attempts to attack me, I kept retreating, backing up the stairs one at a time. My hand moved better than I had expected, but I could see she was playing around. It felt more like dancing than fighting. I barely even noticed the rest of the crew sparring on the deck. 
 
    “I can see you have lots of practice on your back. I kinda doubted it at first,” she called, chasing me up the stairs.  
 
    “My dad has always been a believer in self-defense, so he put me to train when I was six,” I said between heavy breaths. “But it wasn’t thrilling when my older brother beat me time and time again. So, I preferred more quiet activities, like reading.”  
 
    “Of course, you did.” She chuckled.  
 
    “Snotty said you joined the crew ten years ago when you were nine.” 
 
    Her voice became strained. “Yes.”  
 
    “I didn’t think you were older than me,” I said dodging the clothes line in the corner. Beneath us, the faint clinging of the crew’s swords kept going.   
 
    “My birthday isn’t due for a few more months, so we’re both eighteen.”  
 
    There was something at the back of my mind that was screaming. But why? What was it?  
 
    One moment of distraction was enough for her to take advantage of me. As her blade came forward too fast for me to block, I jerked back, losing my balance. I fell right on my behind.  
 
    Snow triumphantly stood towering over me, her blade pointing at my neck. 
 
    “I won,” she said, panting.  
 
    Not if I have anything to say about it. 
 
    In a quick movement, I threw my arm to get her blade away from me at the same time I swung my leg behind her ankle. She fell by my side, nearly at the washing vat by the handrail. I grabbed my handle and the blade in a half-sword technique to point the tip at her.  
 
    “You cheated!” Her yelp sounded even more surprised than my own, minutes earlier. I couldn’t prevent the incredulous gasp that escaped my mouth, too.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t  hurt you.” My voice was shaky in my heavy breathing.  
 
    Despite her frown, she smiled as she reached for my blade, pushing it away. Meanwhile, she swung her body towards me, drawing her dagger again. In a blink of an eye, she was on top of me, holding the blade against my neck.  
 
    Her smile declared victory. I let go of my sword on the floor above my head, then I grabbed her wrists and flipped her over. I placed my knees on either side of her hips and pinned her wrists on the floor. Her dark blue eyes widened, staring right into my soul. She had a fire within that drew me in. It was intense and addictive.  
 
    “I won.” I could barely believe myself. My lips twisted in a half-smile. I leaned closer.  
 
    I met few people like her, the kind of person in which the strength relied on sheer willpower not to give up or give in. And definitely not to be contained by anyone. It was the kind of power that made me want to be stronger and better. I missed this challenge burning in my soul.  
 
    I licked my dry lips as my gaze fell on her half-parted ones. 
 
    “Blake…” Her chest rose and fell quickly. Warmth radiated through my body. “And I thought you were a gentleman.” 
 
    My jaw dropped and I jumped off her.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”  
 
    The lack of noise caught my attention, and I looked down to the main deck. Everyone had stopped fighting to look at us. My cheeks burned even more than when I was thirteen at my first ball, when I bumped into a waiter that spilled ten glasses of wine on me. 
 
    “Nice,” Doc said. “Now you’re gonna fight against our best opponent.” 
 
    Rowdy’s eyebrows immediately turned into a deep frown as he glared at me. However, his words were meant for his Captain.  
 
    “If he tries that on me, I swear I’ll stab him.”  
 
    I gulped, grabbing my sword to stand up. Despite my shaky hands, a small smile crossed my lips. 
 
    I never knew sword fighting could be so enjoyable.  
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    Blake was better than we anticipated, but not good enough to beat Rowdy. Despite that, he held a constant smile as they sparred, and surprisingly, Rowdy did, too.  
 
    As the days passed, Blake became enthusiastic in practicing. Instead of being annoyed like the first day when Doc called us, he jumped forward, making everyone laugh at it. Blake didn’t seem to mind it, for his posture when fighting became less rigid as he relaxed among the group.  
 
    It was easy for him to integrate once he started being seen as an equal, though he still sat at the stairs during meals. I remember the crew taking some time to warm up to me. I guess that was because I dwelled in corners at the beginning, mourning my losses. Before the crew took me in, my efforts to survive made me forget the pain a little until night fell and I cried myself to sleep on the streets. That changed on board. Doc understood my pain and started talking to me each day, letting me get used to the ship and everyone in it. Teeny was the second to get closer, eager to have someone near his age to talk to.  
 
    Blake wasn’t like that. Whenever he could, he searched for someone to talk to; he seemed to have realized we were good people at heart. The crew was quickly getting used to him, more than they should. It would only be a week more before Blake would be far away, on his way to the Academy. 
 
    I swallowed hard, watching Doc pat Blake on the back as if he was part of the group after a match. Blake’s smile reached his dazzling honey eyes. They lit up when they found mine. I couldn’t help but smile back, wiping the sweat on my forehead after my match with Rowdy. 
 
    Stop staring, damnit.   
 
    Leaning on the taffrail, I forced my sight to go to the clouds on the horizon. Soft steps came by my side.  
 
    “Nice matches today.” He was still panting from his fight with Doc. “Are you up for another one with me?” 
 
    I looked him over from head to toe and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Do you think you can handle it?” My sight came to his lips. It was a habit that was becoming annoyingly constant.  
 
    “I can handle more than you’d think.” He leaned closer. I could feel his heavy breath on my skin.  
 
    “Then let’s put it to the test,” I challenged, despite my own knees threatening to fail. My gaze descended to his lips once more, but I forced it up again.  
 
    “Snow.” Doc’s voice interrupted us. I tore my gaze away from Blake to look at him. “Come here.” 
 
    I gave Blake an apologetic shrug and made my way to our Captain. As we entered his office behind the control cabin, I couldn’t help but glance back at Blake. He was still there, eyes following my every move with warming admiration. My heart raced even more than what it already was after my match with Teeny. I closed the door.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We n-need to talk.” With a hand resting on his hip, the other scratched his short beard.  
 
    “About?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “I’m not dumb, Snow. I see w-what’s going on here. If I’m being honest with my-myself, I knew it was only a matter of time from the moment he crashed on our deck.” 
 
    “What?” My voice broke and I shook my head. “Doc, nothing’s going on. He’s leaving in a week.” 
 
    My own words shattered my heart, but I didn't let it show, I held the tears bravely. I crossed my arms as if I could embrace myself and make everything feel better. I wished I could stop time so I could have him all to myself. But even if I could, I wouldn't be that selfish. Not to him, at least. He had the right to pursue his dreams and I wouldn't be the person to stand in his way.  
 
    “That’s not how I perceive it.” I should have known Doc could see right through me—he always did—but my stubborn side spoke louder.  
 
    “You’re wrong, then.” 
 
    “If t-there’s one thing I know besides medicine, it’s how to recognize a man in love.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He’s going away, remember?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at what a man will do for the woman he loves.”  
 
    “Tell that to Joy and Dummy.” I choked out a laugh, tilting my head.  
 
    “You know what I mean.” Doc rolled his eyes before his focus came down to me with all his seriousness. “What I’m saying is, it wouldn’t s-surprise me if he chose t-to stay by the end of the week. If he does, then you can t-tell him the truth. Wouldn’t you like that?”  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. No, I wouldn’t. I couldn’t lie to him for the rest of my life, but I also couldn’t explain to him what really happened. I just couldn’t. I didn’t have it in me. I hadn’t told the crew I had learned to love as family, and I couldn’t do it to my childhood friend. I’d never see Blake again, and it was better that way. He had his dreams, and I wanted him to have a good life, to have what I couldn’t.  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll happen. He wants to go to that Academy way too much.” I swallowed hard, trying also to convince myself with my words. “But it’s okay. If we wanted it, we could have a little affair like you and the Queen.” 
 
    “It’s t-totally different, my dear. Regina and I are mostly business and a lot of fun. Nothing serious. That b-boy is not like that. Besides, we can see each other whenever we want. You wouldn’t have that with him, and he knows it, too.”  
 
    My heart somersaulted. This time, it was harder to hide the pain that crossed my face.  
 
    I made an excuse for myself. “I have to go. I want to change these sweaty clothes.” 
 
    He gestured to the closed door as if giving me permission to leave. I needed to breathe, so I went straight to my room. I sponge bathed and changed my clothes. I opened my chest to pick up my book. Between the pages, I retrieved my comb. Leaving the book on my bed, I stood up to look at my reflection on the wall mirror as I untangled my ebony locks.  
 
    I was almost done when a knock came on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I said.  
 
    The door creaked, revealing Blake.  
 
    “We didn’t have time for our match today, but I’ll hold you to that tomorrow.” 
 
    I smiled at him in the mirror. “That’s okay. I can kick your ass then.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” His deep gaze traveled my body. I’d grown used to worse kinds of looks, but I never cared for them, never felt anything more than discomfort. But with him, it was the opposite. Blake made my chest warm. “And Joy asked me to call you for dinner.”  
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Something caught his attention and he stepped inside the room.“Is that a book?”  
 
    “No!” I turned in a jolt, grabbing the old cover with yellow pages in haste and clenching it against my chest. His eyes widened as he bit his lower lip. “I’m sorry…it’s…this is like my ‘pen,’ but not my father’s…”  
 
    Taking a step back, he nodded in understanding. “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to intrude.” He raised his hands as if in surrender. “I just miss reading.” 
 
    “I’m sure Doc has some books in the infirmary if you’re that desperate.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll talk to him later.” 
 
    “Good.” I shoved the comb between the same pages as always. “Let’s go.” 
 
    His eyes were fixed on my gestures, the gears in his mind working. Cold sweat broke on my forehead and I clenched the book even more against my chest.  
 
    “That’s funny. I have the feeling I’ve seen someone do that before.” 
 
    “Lots of people do that.” I shrugged, putting the book back in the trunk. “Now let’s go, I’m hungry.”  
 
    I wasn’t able to look him in the eye. I seemed calm on the outside, but inside, turmoil reigned.  
 
    In a few steps, we arrived at the Galley. It didn’t escape my attention that there was an extra chair surrounding the table.  
 
    “Hey, we got a chair for you from the infirmary,” Teeny said. “We’re not using it anyway, so might as well put it to use.” 
 
    Blake grinned widely before sliding into the seat. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was annoying to turn to the stairs every time you had to speak.” Rowdy crossed his arms.  
 
    I glared at Doc for answers. He gently shook his head. So, it wasn’t his idea. I didn’t know if that was better or worse, but either way, the situation was getting out of control. 
 
    During dinner, there was nothing out of the ordinary, until the moment Blake finished his food before everyone else and said, “can I play the piano?” he pointed at it on the corner.  
 
    Rowdy narrowed his eyes. “Do you know how to play it?” 
 
    “Yes. My mom loves it and she taught me. I don’t play often, but it’s fun.”  
 
    “My mom taught me, too.” Rowdy’s frown softened. “Okay. You may, if you’re not gonna do anything wrong with it.”  
 
    “I would never do that,” Blake said, taking his dishes to the kitchen before he sat down.  
 
    He opened up the lid and his fingers hovered over the ivory and ebony keys. With gentle moves, he pressed a few, as if trying out the sounds. Soon, he started playing.  
 
    Dummy stood up, left his dishes in the kitchen, then touched the piano. He smiled, making gestures with his free hand.  
 
    At Blake’s confusion, Joy was quick to translate. “He likes it.” 
 
    “How can he listen to it?” 
 
    “The vibrations,” Joy explained. “He can feel them and understand the music in them.”  
 
    “That’s interesting,” Blake said as he continued playing.  
 
    It was Snotty and Lazy’s turn to wash the dishes. They headed to the kitchen while moving their heads to the rhythm of the song.  
 
    When Blake finished the third song, Rowdy shrugged. “It wasn’t a complete disaster, but can’t you play anything more…nice?”  
 
    “That’s the kind of music I was taught.” 
 
    “Boring…” Rowdy rolled his eyes and stepped towards the piano. “Let me show you how it’s done.”  
 
    Blake stood up to let Rowdy sit. Rowdy’s style wasn’t like the nobles, trying to play a song, created by them or not. He just had fun with the keys, changing rhythm and tone without giving a break. He did whatever he felt like. And right now, he wanted to do something much more joyful, with a fast pace.  
 
    Blake tapped his foot, following Rowdy’s lead. Doc tapped his finger while Teeny drummed loudly on the table to accompany his brother’s music.  
 
    Joy and Dummy moved to the free corner, enjoying the song—as best as Dummy could—by dancing around. Seeing them, Blake came to me, extending a hand. My chest tingled, but I accepted it despite my better judgment. He held my hand and his other arm came around my waist, resting in the middle of my back. A gasp escaped my throat as he pulled me closer.  
 
    Different from the time we danced at the Governor’s party, Blake didn’t move with formal stiffness. Like Rowdy’s music, his dance was unpredictable, not following a rigid structure. He made me spin and I came back right into his arms. 
 
    Had the world slowed down, or was it the melody?  
 
    For a moment, I didn’t care about the fact he was leaving and that he needed to. In his warm embrace, I just wanted to let myself indulge in that wonderful feeling swirling in my chest. His touch left my skin with a fiery trail that pulled me closer.  
 
    I stared at his mouth and he leaned towards me. My eyes fluttered shut seconds before our lips touched. Tremors of pleasure burst in my heart. My hand went up to the back of his head. I needed more; I wanted him closer. His arms pressed me against him and I gripped his short soft locks.  
 
    Blake saw the goodness in me, not the rotten part that dominated my heart. I could at least pretend part of me hadn’t died long ago. His smile was innocent, but his arms held me tighter than I expected. Although naïve, he was unafraid, fighting for what he wanted with admirable determination. Wishing I could be like that gave me strength and hope I didn’t know I had anymore.  
 
    His breath grazed my skin. I couldn’t have enough of him. He made me feel as if nothing could hurt me anymore. A wave of love washed over me, filling all the holes in my soul. My heart was flying like the Onyx Falcon and I was completely happy. Only for a few moments, nothing else mattered. No revenge, just a blissful peace. I missed how he could make me forget everything around me.  
 
    The sound of music was replaced by a burst of laughter. Doc beamed his triumphant I-knew-I-was-right smile. The crew rejoiced and I could hardly believe my eyes when Snotty gave Teeny some money. Ridiculous! 
 
    I didn’t need a mirror to know my pale skin had turned a bright red. I suspected Blake was even more than me, but I was too embarrassed to check. Glaring at my crew, I grabbed Blake’s hand and guided him upstairs to the main deck. The cold wind was a shock in contrast with the warmth of the Galley.  
 
    “I’m sorry about them…they can be a pain sometimes.” Yet, I’d still die for each and any one of them. 
 
    “I should be the one apologizing. I was out of line—forgive me.” 
 
    “Blake, I wouldn’t have kissed you back if I didn't want to. I was enjoying that as much as you were.” 
 
    His shy—and sly—smile left me breathless. “Really?” 
 
    My heart started racing again. I nodded.  
 
    “What if we continued from where we stopped?”  
 
    Impulsively, I grabbed his clothes and pulled him closer, closing the distance between us. Heat radiated through my chest and around me as he embraced me again.  
 
    His heart was hammering so fast I could feel it by the way he panted against my mouth. When he separated, he couldn’t stop grinning.  
 
    “It’s like I’ve waited my whole life for this and I didn’t even know what was lacking.” 
 
    A smile stretched my lips.  
 
    I looked inside and I couldn’t find it—the anger that fuelled my thirst for revenge. When Blake was around, I didn’t have it anymore. My stomach turned to stone, cold as ice.  The euphoria swirling inside me vanished. I couldn’t let the rage go. It was the only thing I had left.  
 
    “Too bad it’ll only last another week.”  
 
    His mouth hung open as a frown creased his forehead. Like me, he had been lost in that blissfulness and forgotten the real world. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came through.  
 
    It pained me to see the sadness in his eyes, so I raised my hand to caress his untamed hair, flying in the wind.  
 
    “But we can still enjoy the time we have left,” I said in a soft tone, hoping it’d be enough to soothe his pain. I wasn’t sure it worked, but he leaned to kiss me again.  
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    I couldn’t sleep that night. My stomach twisted into hurtful knots that wouldn’t untangle. When the first sunbeams emerged, I decided to leave my bed at once.  
 
    A strong coffee smell filled the Galley and the kitchen section. A jar sat by the stove. I grabbed a cup and served myself a steaming mugfull.  
 
    Given the eerie silence, it seemed most of the crew was still sleeping. I went upstairs. Doc was sitting on the stool in the control cabin.  
 
    “You’re up early, boy.”  
 
    “I guess so.” I shrugged.  
 
    “The winds are being kind to us.” He pointed at the sails with his free hand. After a gulp from his mug, he continued. “We may even arrive a little ahead of schedule. Wouldn’t it be great?” 
 
    And another knot was formed in my stomach. I looked away. “Yeah. Great.”  
 
    He analyzed me, then nodded and turned ahead.  
 
    “You don’t seem very happy.” 
 
    “I’m tired, that's all.” I sipped my coffee.  
 
    I was finally coming home to what I always dreamed to do. All the possibilities were unfolding before me—and yet part of me already missed this ship and this crew. Especially Snow.  
 
    But I couldn’t live here with them. Despite the fact they made me feel more welcomed than my brother had since Dad died, I knew I wasn’t part of the group. I couldn’t be a pirate. 
 
    I needed to think of something else before I went crazy.  
 
    I swallowed, forcing myself to change the subject. “Snow said you had books.”  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “Can I read one?” 
 
    “They’re medicine books. I-I—” He cleared his throat to calm himself, then continued. “I don’t think you’d find them entertaining.” 
 
    “Entertainment is not my goal. I’d just like to read something.” 
 
    “Fine, then. Drink up your coffee and I’ll show them to you.”  
 
    I immediately gulped the rest of it down. His eyebrows went up and he nodded, gesturing to me to follow him. He headed to the prow, then entered the infirmary.  
 
    He opened up a cabinet attached to the wall. There were a few books on the upper part and tons of small glasses and pots filling the shelves beneath. His finger hovered over the leather covers for a moment until he chose one and pulled it from its place.  
 
    “Here. This is a good start.” He put it on the table and lit up the lamp. “You better take good care of it. If there’s one page missing or folded, I’ll stab you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    I sat down at the table, leaving my empty mug on the side.  
 
    His book was more complex than I’d imagined. He said they were medicine books, but I didn’t expect the level of detail explaining how the body worked. So many bones and more organs than I knew what they were for. The more I read, the more interested I got.  
 
    Maybe I could do that. I could be Doctor Blake Orsin. That would be nice, too. I could already imagine myself healing people, helping those in need. Dad would be proud of me. I had all these opportunities right within my grasp. When I sat in my room to study and the possibilities roamed free, I wasn’t in the present anymore. I was in the future. I’d see myself older, with a degree in hand, and going to work. I saw myself in white, helping people, but my chest wasn’t as light or as warm as it used to be.  
 
    My fingertips brushed against my lips. The memory of a kiss, or rather many, hit me like a pound to my soul. I closed my eyes, feeling Snow pressing her soft body into my embrace, her warm mouth against mine. My heart raced and something within me lit like a bonfire.  
 
    I was doomed.  
 
    Sighing, I buried my face in my hands.  
 
    “Are you coming down for lunch?” Snow’s voice came from the door. It was like music to my ears, which only hurt more. “You’ve been here all morning.” 
 
    “Sure.” I jumped up, taking my mug with me.  
 
    We all sat at the table, eating another wonderful meal cooked by Joy and Dummy. They were all so different and they all had good hearts. And seeing them laughing together, like civilized people, it was hard to grasp the fact they were pirates. I couldn’t help but wonder…  
 
    “Hey, if you guys could be anything else other than pirates, what would you be?”  
 
    Rowdy sneered.  
 
    “Don’t be silly. That’s what we are and we don’t want to change.”  
 
    “Humor me.” I shrugged. “Out of anything in the world, the sky’s the limit. What would you like to do?”  
 
    “That’s just not possible,” he insisted. Why did he have to be so difficult?  
 
    “I’m not asking about possibilities. I’m talking about your desires.” 
 
    Rowdy stuffed a forkful in his mouth.  
 
    “We all know what Doc would like,” said Teeny, looking at their captain.  
 
    “A doctor?” I asked, thinking of the pile of books on the subject at the infirmary. Doc nodded in response.  
 
    “But I, on the other hand,” Teeny said, landing a hand on his chest, “would want to see more of the world. I like traveling. But at the same time, I’d like to settle down somewhere. Maybe travel part of the year. I’m not sure.” He raised both his hands in a questioning gesture.  
 
    “I would like for this boy here,” Lazy tapped on Snotty’s shoulder, “to get a wife so I can meet my grand-grandsons in this life. Apart from that, I think I had plenty of adventures for a lifetime. I just want to rest and take walks during my free time.” 
 
    “I’d have to meet the right woman first, Grandpa.” Snotty playfully rolled his eyes. “But in the meantime, I’d like to do something with vehicles. Maybe learn to build them. I like understanding how things work.”  
 
    Laughing, Dummy started making gestures. Joy quickly translated.  
 
    “He’s right. We already do what we like,” he pointed at both of them. “I cook and he helps me and we’re happy. Besides, we both live with people who don’t judge or belittle us like our families used to do.”  
 
    “Now go on, brother.” Teeny gulped his food then lightly slapped Rowdy on the back. “We all know what you’d like to do.” 
 
    “Fine. Settle down in Awynia and maybe play the piano at a tavern.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you’d like something related to fighting,” I said and he glared at me. Sweat broke out on my forehead.  
 
    “It doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have to fight, though.” Teeny raised a finger to explain. “Sometimes fighting happens at taverns when drunk men are a pain. But it’s not because of that…” His voice trailed off in a suggestive way. “His girlfriend is there.” 
 
    Rowdy’s hand flew fast, hitting his little brother behind the head, making everyone laugh. Then he glared at Teeny.  
 
    I didn’t expect that—either the slap, or the girl.  
 
    I found it all very interesting. I knew they were normal people, but knowing their desires made me believe they could have a different life. If only they would let themselves indulge in it.  
 
    I turned to the last one.  
 
    “What about you, Snow?” 
 
    She was looking at her crewmates with widened blue eyes until I called her and she shifted her gaze to me. She shook her head.  
 
    “There’s nothing else for me.”  
 
    “Come on,” I insisted. “It’s just for fun.” 
 
    “This is a dream talk. We’re pirates and nothing more. There’s no point in discussing this nonsense.” She stood up with her dishes in hand and took them to the kitchen. Then she announced she was leaving and vanished up the stairs.  
 
    Did I do something wrong?  
 
    Everyone else at the table stared at the stairs where she’d gone away. Dummy even made a questioning gesture to Joy, but his answer was a confused shrug.  
 
    I gulped down the rest of my meal and hurried after her.  
 
    Snow was at the taffrail. Supporting herself on the elbows, she looked down at the sea hundreds of kilometers below. The wind messed her already untamed braid. I stepped closer.  
 
    “What was that about?”  
 
    “I don’t like wasting time with silliness.” A deep crease was carved between her eyebrows.  
 
    “You’re not like that. You like to joke around. How’s that any different?”  
 
    “Because it’s impossible!” She turned to face me, eyes blazing in anger. “All I wanted was to have my family and my life back, but I can’t. I’d give anything to see them again, but I can’t.” She sighed, looking away. “I like it the way it is now.” 
 
    Her eyes glinted and in the threatening tears, I could finally see how much pain she was carrying.  
 
    “I understand. It hurts. I lost people, too.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You didn’t lose everyone.”  
 
    “You’re right, I didn’t.” 
 
    She clenched her fists around the wooden taffrail. “You don’t know what it’s like to feel completely alone, invisible, lost, and helpless. I’m drowning in this pain.” Her voice broke as the tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m not that girl anymore. Being a pirate changed me. Now I’m strong and loved; I don’t want to change that.”  
 
    “But that’s who you’ve always been.”  
 
    It was strange how certain I was of this. From what I’ve heard, she wouldn't have thrived if she hadn't been strong before. She just didn’t know how much fire she had then. But I did. I admired that so much I wished I could be at least a little like that. Would I have survived all the pain she had been through? It was hard to believe it with the easy life I’ve had for years.  
 
    “No.” She wiped the wet trail on her cheek. “You wouldn’t understand, but being a pirate is an opportunity to make the people who wronged you pay.” With a heavy sigh, she straightened her spine. “That’s what keeps me going.” 
 
    “That can’t be all there is. You’ve found other things to fill your life, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  
 
    Once again, she rested over the taffrail, observing the horizon and ignoring me, possibly with the hopes I’d go away. I couldn’t leave her now. 
 
    Then I had an idea.  
 
    “The wind is ruining your hair. Can I fix it?” 
 
    She turned, an eyebrow raised in confusion. “You know how to braid?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Let me do this and I’ll tell you.” I half smiled in my best attempt to make her feel better.  
 
    Reluctantly, she pushed on the white ribbon, letting it loose. It was tangled, but I worked carefully with my fingers to tidy her ebony locks. 
 
    “The reason why I do this is my sister.” 
 
    “Your sister? I don’t remember her.” 
 
    “I think I haven’t talked about her, yet. Her name’s Claire and she’s very demanding. She likes me to braid her hair while I tell her stories about our father. She was only a baby when he died, so she never got to meet him. All she knows from him are the stories we tell her.”  
 
    “When did he pass?” 
 
    “A little before I turned nine, on one of his trips. It was hard because Aiden wasn’t old enough to lead the house, and Mom had to help him and take care of a baby, so I had to help sometimes.”  
 
    “Wasn’t your governess there to take care of you two?” 
 
    “Of course, but I couldn’t just leave her. Besides, she loved me, and I could always make her stop crying.”  
 
    Snow choked out a laugh, probably picturing the scene. I was glad her sorrow had dissipated enough to make her smile.  
 
    “Didn’t it hurt to tell her those stories? I couldn’t bear it.”  
 
    “Grief is a stubborn kind of love, but it doesn’t mean it can’t be good.” My fingers went right up to the ends of her hair and I secured it with her ribbon. “When I talk about my dad, it doesn’t hurt because I feel like he’s still around. He still lives in my memories and he’ll always be there.” 
 
    Snow turned to face me. I gently brushed away the new wet traces from her teary eyes.  
 
    “Love and grief don’t have to be drowning. They can fill you.” 
 
    She grabbed me by the collar and pulled me in. I embraced her, accepting the sudden kiss.  
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    Snow and I got closer the next few days. Not in front of everyone, because they’d still laugh and tease. I wasn’t ready for that. But when alone or when nobody was watching, she’d interlock her fingers between mine. Sometimes she’d even lean in or pull me closer for a kiss, or I’d do the same. Even during our fighting practices, the air seemed to shift around us. It wasn’t about winning anymore. It was something more—like a dance.  
 
    All too soon, it was time to land the ship over the sea. Again, I had to help to shape the balloon into a sail with the levers. The difference this time was that my heart was completely torn.  
 
    The good news was that seasickness wasn’t a problem for me anymore. Perhaps I was getting used to the sea motion, or perhaps Doc’s tea was helping me. Wherever it was, it worked during the few days sailing.  
 
    At night, I could hardly believe it when Doc told me we’d arrive at Domrat’s harbor the next day. That was one of the closest cities to Awynia and I could easily get a train back home from there.  
 
    My stomach sank. So soon? Where had the time gone?  
 
    I had to force dinner down. It was hard to eat, to breathe, to think…  
 
    I’d have to leave Snow in less than a day. I couldn’t stay—I had to live my life. 
 
    Right? 
 
    I barely spoke during the meal and headed to my room when it was over. I wasted time by counting my money.  
 
    Soft knocks came on the door. I put the bills away.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Snow showed through the crack and stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s just…it’s my last night here.” 
 
    She cracked a sad smile. “It almost sounds like you want to stay. But I know you wouldn’t give up your dreams that easily.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” I said honestly.  
 
    I stood up in front of her. In the dim light of the candle, I could see the wetness of her eyes.  
 
    “So will I.” In two steps, she came close enough to enlace her arms behind my neck. Her fingers brushed my hair in a way that created a trail of pleasuring goosebumps. “We might as well enjoy the night, then.”  
 
    She kissed me, and her hands slid down to open my vest. It fell to the floor. I felt like a bomb would explode within me. Her body pressed against mine, but she was still too far. My hand found its way beneath her shirt. I wanted more of her flesh but held myself enough to pull away to look at her.  
 
    “Wait—are you sure?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes, silly. That’s why I came here in the middle of the night.” She tilted her head, reading my expression. “Unless you don’t want to.” 
 
    “God, I want to!” I breathed, already kissing her again. My mouth left hers to graze at her neck, making a tiny moan escape her throat.  
 
    I took my shirt off while she got rid of her bodice and shirt, remaining with a sleeveless shirt underneath. Sitting on the bed, she worked on taking off her boots and I helped her before I removed my own.  
 
    As we kissed, she leaned down on the bed, pulling me over. With one arm, I supported my weight, while the other found her smooth, warm skin under her waist.  
 
    The words came out before I could think. “I’ve never felt this way for someone before.” 
 
    The candlelight cast a golden hue on her snow-white face. My fingers grazed her ebony hair, spread around her. My heart hammered so fast I could hardly breathe, especially when I met her craving gaze at me.  
 
    Snow cupped my cheek. She traced my features as if she wanted to savor every detail of me. How did I ever think I could be away from those eyes, deep like the sea?  
 
    My hand found her cheek and my thumb brushed it gently.  
 
    “I don’t want to go anymore.” 
 
    A flash of surprise crossed her eyes. She pulled me down for another kiss.  
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    I woke up in a narrow space between Blake and the wall, our arms and legs tangled together, naked under the blankets. He was still sleeping, his chest rising and falling. He seemed so peaceful. It broke my heart to know Blake would be leaving in just a few hours, he wanted it or not.  
 
    The sun shone bright through the dirty window—too bright for early morning. Slowly and silently, I made my way out of our comfortable nest to stand up. I picked up my clothes and put them on, freezing each time he stirred to make sure I didn’t wake him. I grabbed the money that I had hidden in my clothes and put it in his satchel with the rest of what he had. Fighting the urge to cry, I allowed myself a brief moment to just look at him.  
 
    I’ll miss you, Blake. More than you could imagine, because I’ll be saying goodbye again and probably for the last time.  
 
    It felt unfair to let him go without telling him the truth, but I couldn’t. It would hurt even more. And then what would he do? Would he even believe me?  
 
    With a sigh, I stepped out of his room, making sure not to make any noise as I closed the door. I turned to the Galley and the crew was already there, hanging out with big, silly smiles on their faces.  
 
    “Our little Snow didn’t sleep in her room after all,” Teeny said, sipping his tea.  
 
    “And it took you long enough. It’s nearly midday.” Rowdy crossed his arms. His forced frown did a poor job at hiding how his lips curved up.  
 
    “Well, I guess after that we’ll have a new member!” Snotty said almost too loudly.  
 
    “He’s gonna need an alias, too.” Joy rubbed his chin in wonder. “We can’t really call him ‘noble boy.’ What about ‘Charming’? He’s a snack, indeed!” 
 
    Dummy glared at him.  
 
    Lazy laughed. “Careful what you say. Dummy’s gonna be jealous!” 
 
    I sighed, my heart too heavy to laugh with them. “What makes you guys think he’s staying?”  
 
    “The answer is obvious.” Teeny looked me over from head to toe.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t he?” Until then, Doc had been silent, observing me with a raised eyebrow. I wasn’t cheerful, and as always, he was the only one to notice. 
 
    “He wants to. I don’t.” 
 
    The happiness amid the Galley died, replaced by confused stares.  
 
    “What?” Teeny nearly choked with his tea.  
 
    “Why? I thought you liked him!” Snotty scratched the top of his head, messing up his short dark locks.  
 
    “Why would you do that to him?” Joy blinked at me, a rare frown on his eyebrows.  
 
    “It’s the best for him,” I said. “If he comes with us, he’ll never see his family again.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Look at Rowdy and Ellie; they see each other often!” Teeny jerked a thumb at his brother.  
 
    “That’s different. Ellie is a commoner. Blake is noble.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “It means he may be easily recognizable. It draws attention. If he’s seen in a raid, what will people think of him? Of his family? News travels fast at court, and a bad reputation is hard to deal with. You have no idea.” 
 
    “He was k-kicked out of his home. We made a p-promise to accept anyone who’s been outcast.” Doc reminded me.  
 
    “It’s not like he never knew he’d go back home, eventually.” I shook my head. “He can’t stay.”  
 
    Doc narrowed his eyes, studying me. “Those are just excuses. We can try t-to make it w-work if he wants to be a p-part of the crew.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to stay.” The lie shredded my throat on the way out.  
 
    “Why?” Doc asked, frowning.  
 
    “Because he can go back to his old life and I can’t!” I blurted out, hoping Blake would still be sleeping. I loved my present life, but it didn’t erase the pain my past one still caused. “You don’t understand. You all wanted to run away from your lives, I had no choice. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’ll miss it deeply. His family, his home, his friends, even the Academy. One day, it’ll be too much. I can’t do that to him. I can’t ruin his life.” 
 
    “You don’t know if you’d ruin it.” Doc crossed his arms, his words coming out slowly now. His harsh and judging gaze was hard to withstand. “It’s his decision.”  
 
    “Maybe now, it is—but what if he changes his mind? How can he go back home, especially if he’s recognized as working with pirates?” 
 
    “He can come up with an excuse if it comes to that.” 
 
    I wondered if they could tell there were more reasons underneath that I didn’t want to share, especially Doc. But all of them were true.  
 
    “Blake had a life and we interrupted it. He has dreams he’s wanted to fulfill since he was a little kid, and a family who loves him and will miss him as much as he’ll miss them. I don’t want him to throw it away for a girl he met less than two months ago and does things he doesn’t approve of for a living.” I sniffed, it was getting harder to keep the tears at bay.  
 
    “Snow…” Doc started, his deep voice breaking the silence. His grimace was a mixture of understanding and disagreeing.  
 
    “I love him and I can’t do that to him. I want what’s best for him and that’s not with me.” Shaking my head, I fought the cold emptiness inside that threatened to swallow me. “Please, just tell him he can’t stay.”  
 
    “I don’t agree with it. He’s old enough to make his own decisions. But if you’re sure, you must be the one to tell him.”  
 
    My muscles stiffened. Of course, Doc wouldn’t make it that easy for me.  
 
    “Alright, then.” I nodded, my eyes burning with tears. “I’ll do it.”  
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    I was in the garden again, as a kid. The girl in the red dress was under a tree, on a swing. Forward and backward, so she went. When I came closer, she jumped out of the wooden board. She ran towards a big tree with tons of red flowers. As she passed behind the tree, it was Snow who appeared on the other side. In a blink of an eye, I was grown up. In her new red dress, she ran away and I followed. I was getting closer, and closer. I touched her shoulder and then… 
 
    My eyes opened to a bright-lit room. The side of the bed was still a little warm, but Snow was nowhere to be found. I stood up and jumped into my clothes before I rushed out.  
 
    Rubbing the back of my neck, I entered the Galley. “Morning,” I said to the crew. “Or should I say afternoon? I slept in.” 
 
    Teeny chuckled, but his smile didn’t reach the eyes. He stood by the kitchen area entrance, where Joy and Dummy cooked. Both offered a simple ‘good morning’ to me. Something seemed off; everyone was quieter than usual. 
 
    “Lunch is almost ready.” Teeny pointed up. “Why don’t you get them?” 
 
    I nodded and climbed the stairs. Snow was sitting at the stairs to the sterncastle deck. When her eyes found mine, she looked away.  
 
    That couldn’t be a good sign. What was wrong all of a sudden? I was sure she enjoyed the night as much as I did. Biting my lip, I convinced myself I could talk to her later today and everything would be fine.  
 
    Doc was with Snotty at the control cabin, so I joined them. I cleared my throat. “Doc, can I talk to you?” 
 
    “I’ll go check the map in your office.” Snotty patted the Captain’s shoulder, then left the small cabin.  
 
    “Yes?” Doc said.  
 
    “I want to stay with the crew.” 
 
    He sighed, slowly shaking his head. “I’m sorry, boy. No can do.” 
 
    I frowned. “What? Why not? I fought by your side, and I proved to be useful.” 
 
    “You did.” He nodded, visible guilt in his eyes. 
 
    “Then why?”  
 
    “Because you’re unsuitable to be a pirate.” Snow said behind me and I turned to face her. Sturdy and serious like that, she stared at me with no emotion. It seemed like a totally different person than the one I spent the night with. “It might have worked then, but it doesn’t mean it’d work often. You had to fool people from your own country, important people like the Duke. If they find out the truth, you wouldn’t be useful anymore.” 
 
    “I can stay away from them, if that’s the problem. Or wear a mask. It’s not like you have to disguise as nobles that often or you’d know how to behave better in parties.” 
 
    “That’s true. But you still don’t have what it takes to be a pirate.” The roughness in her voice cut through my ears, but I caught a touch of pity in her tone. It only made me angrier. “You agreed to the cup’s theft because the Governor was in the wrong. What if the cup was his and someone else just wanted us to steal it? You wouldn’t want to, but it doesn’t matter to us.” 
 
    “I know. I can get used to it.” My shoulders tensed.  
 
    “You can’t,” she insisted, “but even if you could, I don’t want you here.” 
 
    Silence.  I tried to speak, but it took a few tries to form coherent words.  
 
    “I thought—you know, after last night…” A painful lump found its way into my throat. 
 
    “You assumed wrong.” Snow’s gaze was sharp and serious, her lips pressed into a thin line.  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “No, I didn’t.” My voice almost broke, the conviction in my words barely tangible. I looked at Doc. “Have I not proven myself to be worthy and valuable to the crew?” 
 
    “That’s n-not the topic of discussion.” He avoided my gaze.  
 
    What was I thinking? That he’d actually back me up? I was stupid and naïve. My jaw clenched and my chest heated, burning, boiling. I had thought I was an equal, that they had accepted me—but I was just a toy, and they were ready to toss me aside.  
 
    I wasn’t feeling shameful when I glared at Snow with tears threatening to fall. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her decision to make, and I was tired of people deciding for me.  
 
    “You know, at least my brother never fooled me like this. I knew he didn’t like me. He was more honest than you.” 
 
    The hurt that crossed her face for a second was unusually satisfying, almost bittersweet. Then a wave of guilt washed over me for feeling this way. What was she doing to me? 
 
    I couldn’t bear to look at her anymore. I swallowed all of my anger, my urge to blurt out and argue to stay, and instead I left for my room. What was the point in saying anything, anyway? There was nothing I could do, nowhere to go. And nobody would help me. Why even bother?  
 
    A burning pressure in my heart fueled my feet away. I didn’t look at anyone. They all knew about it, and they didn’t care either. I locked the door behind me and still couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Why did it have to be like that with me? Every time I felt like I belonged, or that I was nearly getting what I wanted, someone would knock me down. It was getting harder and harder to get back up. 
 
    They offered me lunch and water, but I didn’t want anything.  
 
    I only left my temporary room when Doc said we had arrived at the end of the day. I put on the clothes I had on when I first landed here, leaving the ones they lent me on the bed. With my satchel, my pen and my money, I left. Snow was there at the main deck, but I didn’t even spare a glance at her. I just looked at the harbor ahead of me and stepped back onto solid ground.  
 
    I didn’t look back as I asked around the streets for an inn.  
 
    The sun was setting when I arrived there. I was famished and ate a big plate of lamb with potatoes and carrots at the inn’s tavern. I gulped the food down and as I slipped my hand to grab the money in my satchel, I felt something strange. The volume was much bigger. I grabbed a few bills and paid for the food, then asked for a room. 
 
    I was led upstairs and the guy opened the door for me, then handed me the key. The first thought that came to my mind was that the room was bigger than the one in the ship and still less cozy.  
 
    I locked myself inside. The window had a great view of the dark sea, but I could barely see the outline of the ships at the harbor moving away. I closed the curtains. 
 
    Sitting on the bed, I looked inside my satchel. Indeed, the volume of the money I had in my black bag was different, and as I counted, the number had nearly doubled. It was enough to pay for an entire semester—maybe even half of the second.  
 
    It could only have been Snow. She was the only one with me. But why?  
 
    No. I refused to think about her.  
 
    Completely drained, I tossed my satchel below my pillow, took off my boots, and collapsed on the bed.  
 
    I hoped to have pleasant dreams, or at least none at all. But I didn’t have such luck. She was there again, in a red dress and holding a white flower as if she was innocent and kind. I knew better now.  
 
    I woke up to the sound of people chatting in the corridor and outside my room on the streets.  
 
    Great—she’s haunting my dreams, too. As if being constant in my mind when I’m awake wasn’t enough torture… 
 
    The dreams of my childhood friend that had always helped me through difficult times had turned into nightmares.  
 
    I didn’t want to waste another minute. I grabbed my things, paid for the night and went straight to the nearest train station. Passing through the busy streets, I clenched my satchel close to my body. When I arrived, I grabbed a scheduling pamphlet, finding a train scheduled to depart in twenty minutes. I bought a ticket to the city closest to my brother’s territory. Weaving through the crowded path, I rushed to the waiting, steamy vehicle.  
 
    I finally had a chance to make things right, and this time, I wasn’t going to lose it. I wasn’t going to let anyone get in my way.    
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    We didn’t stay at the harbor a minute more than necessary. As soon as Blake was out of sight, we departed. Watching as the city grew further and further away, I couldn’t stop feeling empty and miserable. It didn’t help at all that my crewmates would hardly even look at me.  
 
    With the ship taken by silence, we sailed for two days to Dorat, the place we visited the most in this country, second only to Awynia. Dorat was a big city with thriving commerce—the perfect place to blend in and find our next target. I wasn’t excited about it, though. No one was. Because of that, Doc gave us a few days off, which I was thankful for. I needed some time.  
 
    It was still mid-afternoon when I bought a bottle of whisky at a store and strolled alone through the streets until I found a big stairway. From where I sat down in the corner, I could see part of the ocean between buildings. A bad choice—it only reminded me how utterly alone I felt. Opening the bottle, I observed the people passing by. Maybe I should go to that pretty park, I thought. I only needed to find enough strength in me to go up a few sets of stairs. I sighed. No. I don’t have that much energy. 
 
    I gulped down the whisky, shutting my eyes as the burning alcohol slid down my throat. A hand grabbed the bottle and pushed it down and away, surprising me.  
 
    “You’re n-not drinking it all by yourself, are you?” 
 
    Doc towered over me in his long black coat. He sat down by my side, the bottle now in his grasp.  
 
    I frowned. “Why not? We have a few days off. I’ll be sober in our next mission.” 
 
    “It’s okay if you want to drink for fun, but don’t try to drown your sorrows or problems.” I knew he was speaking slowly because he didn’t want his words to jumble on the way out, but I liked it nonetheless. It was soothing. “I’ve seen it and it’s never good. I don’t want it to happen to you.” 
 
    Yet, I’ve been drowning in my own sorrows for over ten years.  
 
    “It’s just a little.” 
 
    “It always starts this way.” He took a gulp from the bottle.  
 
    “It…hurts. Everything just hurts.” 
 
    “It’s called a broken heart.” His heavy hand landed on my shoulder.  
 
    But it wasn’t only about Blake. It was so much more. Everything had been piling up for too long. For how long could I stand it? My heart was numb and nothing I tried worked. I was unable to forget about my pain, let go of all the mistakes I’ve done; they’d just linger in my mind, driving me crazy. Sometimes I could forget for a while on a mission, or practicing, or when we were all together, but even these I lacked at the moment. I could only rely on a blazing hatred to keep me going.  
 
    “He must resent me now,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “Perhaps. You made it easy for him.” 
 
    “Are you still mad at me?” I frowned, tilting my head.  
 
    “I can’t get mad at you, girl.” He slowly shook his head before he sipped from the bottle again. “But it doesn’t mean I approve of your decisions.”  
 
    “It’s like you wanted him to stay.” 
 
    “I did.” He shrugged and adjusted the black leather coat over his white shirt. “Wasn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because he made you happy. That’s all I want for you.” 
 
    A knot twisted my throat at the same time tears formed in my eyes.  
 
    “Do you think I did the right thing? At least for him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’m sure he’ll find a way to make whatever happens work.” 
 
    “I couldn’t be good for him. I’m too broken inside.” Lifting my knees up, I embraced my legs. “And if he stayed…I’d have to tell him the truth, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” He creased his brows and I couldn't take it anymore. 
 
    “Because.” Sobs wracked my body. My eyes burned with tears, blurring my sight. “Because saying it out loud only makes it more real and I can’t bear it as it is.” 
 
    But lying was painful, too.  
 
    “It’s something you haven’t even told us.” He concluded, smart as always. I was only able to nod. He put his arm around shoulders, gently pulling me into him. “The past can be cruel to us, even after so long. You were too young when we met you. I know you’ve been through a lot. But it doesn’t mean you won’t have strength in the future. And if you change your mind, we can go after him.” 
 
    “No.” I looked away. “He deserves more than I can offer.”  
 
    His fingers brushed my hair, soothing me. I closed my eyes, savoring a peaceful moment of not feeling broken. This crew had kept me sane through all these years, but I couldn’t even be completely honest with them about my past. It wasn’t fair.  
 
    More tears slipped from my eyes and onto his shirt, I quickly raised my hand to wipe them away.  
 
    “Doc…I need to tell you something.” I sniffed.  
 
    “You don’t have to if you’re not ready.”  
 
    But I want to. 
 
    The secret crushed me, too. I had no escape. I needed the pain to subside, even if only a little. If I told him, he’d understand, and perhaps he could tell me what to do. He always knew what to say.  
 
    “I—” The moment the word came out, Teeny jogged into view, out of breath and sweating. As soon as he spotted us, he came running.  
 
    He dropped by Doc’s side, taking a moment to look at the state I was in, then grimaced.  
 
    “You know, I have something that might cheer you up,” Tenny said. “We’ve got a new mission.” 
 
    “I told you, we’re on vacation.” Doc shook his head. “We’re not in the mood for it.” 
 
    “I think you will be once I tell you what we just heard. I left Rowdy, Joy, and Dummy to figure out the details, but what we’ve got so far is awesome.”  
 
    “Say it, then.” Doc waved a hand for him to continue.  
 
    “The last apple shipment from the Myrlle household has been delivered. Not only to this city, but the nearest regions, too. They’ve gathered a lot of money and they’re taking a skyship straight to Lady Myrlle, landing on a lake near her territories. We’ve robbed people like this before, but not that many regions at once. The cash is gonna be big!” 
 
    I sat up straighter, a new strength burning my chest.  
 
    “Really?” I said at the same time Doc shook his head and said, “we talked about the Myrlle shipment before. It’s too early.” 
 
    My shoulders fell again. “You’re right...” 
 
    “Come on, Doc,” Teeny insisted. “We did it before. Those men just arrived. They’re tired and they’ll depart in a few hours because their boss wants the money by tomorrow. It’s the perfect opportunity waiting for us.”  
 
    Doc’s jaw clenched as he looked at me for a long moment. Then he turned back to Teeny.  
 
    “I’ll think about it. I want you guys to continue digging into it. We’ll get the rest of the crew and meet at the Onyx Falcon in an hour.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
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    It was inevitable the crew would agree that this was a great heist opportunity. Hours later, we were following our next target through the air. The numb stillness in my chest faded as my heart drummed again. The wonderful wave of thrill made me forget my misery.  
 
    The Onyx Falcon floated right over the forest trees through the night, but at three a.m., we started to ascend. Snotty worked in the control cabin, putting more hot air into the balloon, taking us to the seven mountains that would hide us after the heist.  
 
    Doc observed the target ship through his binoculars, then he gave the signal for Teeny and I to go up the rope ladder. With the gas-shooting guns at our backs, we climbed to the top of the long balloon.  
 
    We ascended, our target getting nearer with each second. Teeny and I positioned ourselves. My finger twitched on the trigger, waiting for the right moment.  
 
    Teeny fired, and I fired a second later. The gas grenade fell on the main deck, and as always, the sound of bodies falling followed.  
 
    We covered our noses with scarves  to protect us from any residual gas and prepared ourselves. As soon as we were close enough, Teeny and I jumped on the main deck.  
 
    One man was still awake, staggering to the bell to wake up the others. Teeny was faster; with a powerful blow, he knocked him down.  
 
    The Onyx Falcon aligned itself to our target ship. Doc and Rowdy were ready with the ramp and I attached it to the taffrail. The two came through, followed by Joy and Dummy.  
 
    I threw my empty gun to Snotty, still on the Onyx Falcon. Teeny led the way down with his gun in hand. He shot a gas grenade at the Galley just before his frame vanished from sight. We covered our noses and went downstairs. 
 
    The men at the Galley were out, completely still on the floor, then Doc and I walked down the corridor as the others descended more. The ship was big; downstairs was the berth deck, where most of the crew slept, and the guys needed to keep it that way. The basement was filled with stored goods, but all we needed was in the captain’s quarters. It was right at the end of a narrow corridor.  
 
    I picked the lock and went inside. The captain was sleeping, so we stepped carefully. The captains usually kept the merchandise money in a locked box in their cabinets. The lockbox door creaked open and we scuffed through the shelves in the dimly illuminated room. Finally, we found it.  
 
    With itching fingers, I grabbed the box and opened it, but instead of money, I only found a little paper, like a card. It was white with a black raven trapping a red rose in its beak; like the Myrlle’s sigil, but with the switched colors. My insides churned, tingling with an absurd sense of peril.  
 
    “It’s a trap.” 
 
    The moment the words left my mouth, as the bed creaked and the captain stood up, the blankets falling down. He had been waiting for the right moment with a gun in his hand, pointing at Doc. But Doc was faster; he swung his arm, grabbing his wrist up. The shots were accidental, hitting the ceiling. I banged the box so hard against the captain’s head the wood cracked. His body collapsed on the floor.  
 
    Doc seized his gun and ran to the exit. In our path through the corridor, men left the doors, blocking our way. In front of me, Doc shot them with precision, aiming mostly at shoulders and arms. When we were out of bullets, Doc threw the gun at the closest one, drawing his sword instead. I drew my sword, following Doc. We didn’t intend to mortally wound anyone, but we’d do whatever it took to get out. 
 
    Screams and curses from our crewmates reached our ears. In moments, our crew was rushing up the stairs. Between the men in front of us, I saw Rowdy shoving his brother to the next stairway, ordering him to go back to our ship. Teeny went up with Dummy, both with their guns and swords at the ready. Rowdy was less careful than we were, piercing the nearest man at the back.  
 
    “They had gas masks!” He yelled, slicing a man’s throat, his sleeve stained in his own blood. “I set the ship on fire downstairs.” As soon as he said it, I smelled the smoke.  
 
    Of course, his favorite technique was to distract opponents.  
 
    Joy helped him to disable the men in the corridor, opening a path for us. When we reached the Galley, the fallen men were fighting the rest of our crew. More men came from the storage room in the kitchen. They were all taking gas masks off. It was so smart, the way they lured us in until it was too late to flee. How did we not see it before?  
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled, pointing my gun at a new group of men approaching Joy from behind. They dropped to the ground before Joy even turned to look.  
 
    Doc punched the last one in our way, knocking him out and clearing our path. Rowdy was the first to run up the stairs, readying his gun to get rid of any nuisance on the way.  
 
    Joy rushed up, and Doc and I followed seconds after. I hadn’t even arrived at the main deck, but Teeny and Dummy were already onboard the Onyx Falcon. They had cleared the path for us, leaving a trail of wounded men on the wooden floor. Rowdy crossed the bridge with Joy right behind him.  
 
    As I climbed the last step, something seized my ankle, and my forward momentum slammed my body against the floor.  
 
    I let out a groan, but quickly moved to stand again. My eyes shot back. A blond young man not much older than me was holding my ankle. I kicked him, fighting against his grasp. His hold didn’t yield. I forced myself away, but he pushed forward, landing on top of me. I squirmed, trying to get away from him, managing to at least hit my elbow against his face. His response was to grab my other arm and twist it against my back in a painful position. Then he pressed his forearm at the base of my neck, holding me in place.  
 
    With nothing else to do, I stopped struggling and looked forward.  
 
    Doc had arrived at the bridge and glanced back to check on me. His eyes widened. More men were rushing up the stairs. There were too many to fight.  
 
    “Go!” I shouted.  
 
    Surely, he had enough time to detach the bridge and jump on it with the crew. But instead, he detached it and stepped away, looking at Rowdy from the wrong side of the railing.  
 
    “You have the ship,” he said, raising his hands in defeat. There was a unison of negative cries and gasps, Teeny even climbed back on the bridge to come back, but his brother held him down.  
 
    Doc didn’t fight as two men wrapped his hands behind his back and forced him to his knees.  
 
    The Onyx Falcon made a turn as we crossed the top of the mountains. Some men aimed to shoot, but the one holding me down stopped them. “Don’t! We got what we came for.”  
 
    I felt sick. How could they know?  
 
    My hands were tied at my back, and we were led downstairs. The fire Rowdy created had been put out and we were led straight to the basement. They took all of our weapons from us and tied us to wooden pillars facing each other. Then they left us in the darkness with only a lamp by the wall.  
 
    I shifted my arms, trying to find a more comfortable position. The thick ropes didn’t allow any movement.  
 
    “You should have gone with them.” My voice failed.  
 
    Doc shook his head and his hoarse voice cracked. “I couldn’t leave you.” 
 
    I wanted to cry. It was my fault ,and he’d only suffer because of me. I held in the tears as best I could.  
 
    Hours later, when my arms were completely numb, we landed. The waters were too calm to be that of the sea, so I guessed we had stopped at the lake closest to the Myrlle residence.  
 
    A few men came down the stairs, the young blonde at the lead. Why was he familiar? I didn’t have time to think about it, because he stuffed a cloth on my nose. The strange smell was strong and suffocating, and I felt my eyelids grow heavy. I fought the urge to close my eyes, but eventually, I was taken by the darkness.  
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    It took me two days to arrive at the Jaagel’s household. Panting from the trek through the countryside, I knocked on the door. When a servant opened it, I asked him to talk to David. Recognizing me, the servant guided me through the corridors. David was at his office and as I entered, his jaw dropped.  
 
    “Blake! What are you doing here? I thought you went to visit your uncle. Your mother is worried sick, waiting for news.”  
 
    “It’s a long story.” I moved to sit at the chair in front of his table. “Do you know what happened after the engagement fiasco?” 
 
    “Aiden sent you to your uncle to spare you from embarrassment.” 
 
    “You mean his embarrassment. And that was a pretext to send me away. You know he’s never been that fond of me,” I said. David just twisted his lips and looked away, giving a reluctant nod. “I can explain later, but right now, I need a favor. A big one.”  
 
    “Say it.” He waved a hand for me to speak.  
 
    “I have enough money to pay for a semester and a half at the Academy. I need a loan for the rest, for at least a year. And I need you to call your contacts to let me study there. I can work between classes to pay for the rest. I just need to get in.”  
 
    “Where did you get that much money?” David’s eyebrows shot up.  
 
    I looked at my feet, my cheeks burning. “Can you help me?” 
 
    “Let’s say I do. What do you want to study?” He adjusted his mix of gray and golden locks in consideration.  
 
    I bit my lower lip. “I don’t know, yet. Anything.” 
 
    “You can’t enter the Academy without knowing what you’re going to do.” 
 
    I could imagine Dad lecturing me like this, and I knew he’d be right. But what can I do if everything interests me?  
 
    “I don’t care! I just want to study there. I can work on anything.” 
 
    “That’s not wise, nor practical. Your father knew what he wanted.”  
 
    “I know. But I’ve always wanted to study there.” My hands curled into a fist. “This dream…it’s all I have left.” 
 
    His gaze pierced me, analyzing my desperation. At last, he heaved out a sigh, nodding slowly.  
 
    “Alright, then. I still know someone in there that might help you. We don’t have a phone here, so I’ll get my auto-carriage and drive to the city. I’ll be back by dinner. You can stay here until I return.”  
 
    “Thank you, David.”  
 
    He nodded. “Accompany me to the garage and tell me where you’ve been for the past month.” 
 
    “As I said, it’s a long story.” 
 
    “The short version, then.” He stood up. I followed him, though my tired legs felt like they’d collapse.  
 
    I only had time to tell him about the pen and my crazy plan to get it back. I didn’t have the courage to reveal to him I worked with a pirate crew. Merchants seemed more appropriate. All David needed to know was that I fled as I’d planned before and the wind had taken me to their skyship, briefly touching on my time there. But it was enough to talk about the girl who broke my heart. I didn’t tell him about the robbery, though I suspected he’d figure out I got the money with a not-so-honest kind of job. 
 
    He was about to enter the car when I finished the story. His puzzled look turned to me.  
 
    “If you say it happened, I believe you—but only because I know you’re not much of a dreamer or a liar. And not that insane, as far as I’m concerned.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment.”  
 
    He chuckled, sitting in the vehicle. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”  
 
    I nodded, thanking him again. David’s auto carriage left the garage, lifting a cloud of dust in its wake as it advanced over the dirt road.  
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    I didn’t want to be in the way of David’s wife or servants, so I asked for a jar of water and some biscuits for me at the library. I got a book and spent the afternoon reading on his comfortable chairs. Everything I needed was on the round table.  
 
    When the sun started to set, it was good to turn on the light with a simple touch. I missed electricity.  
 
    The door opened, revealing a smiling David. “You’re very lucky.” 
 
    “Why? What did he say?” 
 
    He pulled a chair to sit by my side, resting an arm over the table.  
 
    “The man I know there is retiring by the end of this semester. He was a close friend to your dad, I think you met him when he was still alive. He’s willing to assist you in figuring out what you want to do and  with funding. He can also get you a teacher assistant position to help pay.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!”  
 
    “Calm down,” he said, landing a hand on my shoulder. “They need people who really know what they want. The selection is very strict. If you go this week, he’ll have time to assist and prepare you for them.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I have nowhere else to go.”  
 
    My own words shattered me again. The realization of being expelled from every place that has been important to me was too much to handle. I had nothing else, just a dream to chase. This had to work, and it would. It had to. I’d make it right. 
 
    “Alright then. I told him if you agreed, you’d be there in two days. In the morning, I can drive you to the city and you can get a train. He’ll be expecting you.” 
 
    “Thank you, David. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. Your father has helped me plenty of times before. It’s the least I can do.” He tapped my shoulder and stood up. “Would you like to join us for dinner?”  
 
    “I’ll be happy to.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll ask for your plate to be set.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where’s Finn, by the way? I wanted to ask him if I could sleep in his room.” 
 
    “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” He smiled proudly. “He’s away, though. On a mission.” 
 
    “What mission?” I tilted my head, closing the book.  
 
    “I can’t say a word, but he’ll tell you all about it once he visits you in the Academy.” He opened the door. “Now let’s eat.” 
 
    After dinner, I went straight to bed.  
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    Early, he said, but I hadn’t expected to be on the road before sunrise. Words couldn’t describe how thankful I was.  
 
    David yawned as he drove. The sound of the auto-carriage’s engine embracing us in a comfortable way against the silence of the beaten path in the forest.  
 
    “I’m sorry for the trouble I’m causing here.” I rubbed my sleepy eyes. “If only my brother would help me, I wouldn’t have to burden you with it.” 
 
    “I understand, but don’t be mad at Aiden. I think he envied you a little. He had all the responsibilities much too soon, while you didn’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    “I’m not mad, but I don’t know what to do.” I sighed. “I also don’t think that he did all of this out of jealousy. Maybe at first, but he likes the power.” 
 
    “That’s true—but he has also suffered a lot. He watched your dad die when he was only thirteen.” 
 
    “I know,” I mumbled. It must have been hard on him to watch our dad have a heart attack. To make things worse, he didn’t have anyone for help; they were on one of dad’s trips.  
 
    “They were visiting Lady Myrlle when it happened. She helped him back then since they were close to her territory.”  
 
    Don’t defend her, Snow’s voice rang in my mind. She’s not what she seems like. She’s worse than you can imagine. You’re better off without her.  
 
    But it didn’t make any sense. As far as I knew, Snow and Katharina Myrlle had never met.  
 
    I mumbled an agreement, watching the trees pass by.  
 
    “To make things worse, at the time, rumors were spread that Aiden had poisoned him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We didn’t let you or Claire know. Not even Finn. It was absurd. It’s not like Arthur didn’t have quarrels with important people. Poisonings and killing plots are not as common as the legends suggest. I think they only came up with it to make things harder for Aiden. Arthur was a little paranoid about assassinations; it was easy for people to believe in it.” 
 
    “Who’d spread rumors like that about a boy who had just lost his dad?” 
 
    David shrugged, eyes on the road ahead.  
 
    “The court is full of enemies. Aiden had to learn how to swim among the sharks. Arthur helped solve many problems there, especially going after corruption cases. People wanted to discredit Aiden before he even began.”  
 
    “Or perhaps someone had something to gain with it.” Snow’s warnings returned again. Why did she hate Lady Myrlle so much? “Why was he visiting Lady Myrlle?”  
 
    “He didn’t tell me the details back then, but he wanted to know more about the findings of the Myrlle’s oldest daughter. I told him to stop, though. It was clear Lady Katharina was still shaken even months after that dreadful incident.” 
 
    “But they found the Myrlle girl’s body, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, but it was her people that found it. We never got to see her remains and your father thought there was something wrong with it. I asked him to stop; Lady Katharina needed to let the wound close. She had been suffering since Lord Myrlle’s death, too.” 
 
    “By heart attack.” Perhaps I was having one myself because my chest ached. I shook my head.  
 
    Coincidence. But something inside me knew it wasn’t fate’s accidental choice.  
 
    “Finn’s mission—is it the one Lady Myrlle wanted for the engagement with me?”  
 
    “Yes, if you must know. But it’s nothing bad, I assure you. Lady Myrlle is a good person. She had been stolen from a small pirate crew for years.”  
 
    “What?” All the air left my lungs.  
 
    “It’s true. Coincidentally, they recently robbed your brother, so Aiden offered her our services. The Jaagel family is a family of prestigious warriors and hunters; it made sense for her to want our services instead of hiring filthy mercenaries. Her team had tried placing traps for the pirates before, but they weren’t successful. My three boys have spent the past month setting up traps for them in the places they’d robbed her the most.” 
 
    “They can’t kill them like that. They should go to trial.” A shiver ran down my spine. 
 
    “Blake, please—it’s not like anyone would know. I wouldn’t blame her if that’s what she wanted to do. But Lady Myrlle is better than that. She wants to talk to them. She’s willing to pay them to leave her alone, only that. She doesn’t want to harm or kill them; my boys have these orders, specifically.”  
 
    “She’s doing all of this to just talk to them? Doesn’t it seem strange to you?” 
 
    “It shows how merciful she is.” He shrugged. “And to be fair, she wants to talk with the girl in the crew,” he said. My stomach dropped. “You know, a woman-to-woman kind of agreement. It’s safer for Lady Katharina to speak with her than to talk with one of those barbaric men.”  
 
    My heart sank into my knotted stomach. I felt sick.  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed.  
 
    “Language, please.” 
 
    “It was her all along.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    How could I have not seen it before? The way she knew me, the way she spoke about Katharina—everything made sense now. The way Snow guessed my age correctly, even if I hadn’t told her. The way she spoke to me about the ‘neighboring garden’ as if she knew something I didn’t, only to brush it off when I inquired. Even the way she reacted when I told that story about my neighbors.  
 
    It all had a meaning behind it and I’ve been too blind to see it right in front of me all along.  
 
    “Snow is Lord Myrlle’s oldest daughter.” Part of me didn’t want to believe it, partly because I’d have to admit I’d been a fool all along. David’s eyes were wide, looking at me. He probably thinks I’ve lost my mind. “David, you need to stop Finn and the others.” 
 
    “I can’t. We made an agreement.” 
 
    “Maybe you can’t, but I know someone who can.” I gulped, knowing I had to put an end to this before something bad happened. “I need to go see my brother.” 
 
    David hit the break of the auto-carriage, lifting dust from the earth road. His eyes went to me, one eyebrow up.  
 
    “You’re going to miss the train.” 
 
    If I squinted ahead. I could already see the first buildings of the city. Only twenty minutes more and we’d reach the train station. My dream was so close I could almost grasp it.  
 
    Snow’s words rang in my mind. I don’t want you here. Her lack of emotion as she tossed me away was appalling. A jolt coursed through my heart.   
 
    I should carry on with my life while I still can. 
 
    My hand came to the internal pocket in my vest and I retrieved my precious pen.  
 
    If I did that, what would Dad think of me?  
 
    “I know. But there’s something I must do.”  
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    Darkness swirled into focus as I opened my eyes. Angels stared down at me from dim stained glass windows, candles burning bright beneath them. Three lamps lit the narrow space. Despite the peace and beauty of the windows, I never liked coming in here. The mausoleum always made a chill slithered down my spine and today was no exception.  
 
    My head hurt and the shaky view made my stomach roll, but I tried to get my thoughts in order. I tried lifting my hand, but my wrists and ankles were bound to a sturdy chair. Doc was by my side, equally tied up. He groaned, shaking his head.  
 
    “Snow?” 
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    There was a shrine in the center of the mausoleum, just a few feet to my left. Three corridors opened on each side to put the bodies of the dead. I could see some of the wooden benches, but not the table. My chest ached as I remembered Mom being brought here. Dad took me by the hand, guiding me to the mausoleum. He didn’t let us see into her coffin, placed open on the table as the priest prayed for her, but he wanted us close enough to say goodbye.  
 
    “W-where are we?” He mumbled to himself, already struggling against his ropes. I should’ve been doing the same, but I didn’t have any energy or will left in me.  
 
    “The Myrlle’s mausoleum,” I answered simply, but with a certainty that made him stop.  
 
    I turned to look at him again. Glancing at the stone wall, a name caught my attention.  
 
    Sofia Snow-White 
 
    My gasp echoed in the closed corridor. I had to shut my eyes and turn away, breathing deeply so I could compose myself.  
 
    “Is that…your mother?” Doc’s guesses were always smart, but he was wrong this time. He knew something was going on; he had for a long time. Now he was sure I’d lied to him, and I couldn’t keep deceiving him anymore.  
 
    Tears streamed down my cheeks as I looked at him. I shook my head. I had time to say goodbye to my parents. I didn’t feel guilty about their passing. 
 
    Unlike Snow-White. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak when steps echoed behind the shrine, drawing nearer.  
 
    She was wearing a simple white and green dress, hair up in a perfect bun, high heels clicking against the stone. My nostrils flared at the sight. Katharina. I wondered if I’d ever meet another person that could make my blood boil more than her. After all these years, she stood right in front of me, and I couldn’t even kill her.  
 
    “You will talk to me. I’m the leader,” Doc started, but she raised a hand to shush him. She hadn’t even spared a glance for him, her predator stare fixed on me.  
 
    A smile crossed her face once she met my blazing eyes. That irritating smirk, so arrogant, so fake. How could I have not seen it before it was too late?  
 
    She passed us, placing a small wooden box over the shelf, between the candles.  
 
    “When my employees complained about a pirate crew that had been stealing from me, I would have never dreamed it could be you. When they told me the young girl of the crew had skin as white as snow and ebony hair, that gave me a pause. The coincidence was too curious, to say the least.” She grabbed my chin to force my head up to her. “Then, the last time you robbed me, one of them said you answered with the alias ‘Snow.’ Coincidences have limits, and you have surpassed all of them.”  
 
    She let me go. “It was my mistake. I knew you weren’t dead when I threw you in that river. I thought the rapids would be enough to finish you off. But of course, you always had to be the fighter—unlike Snow-White. She was the obedient one.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I hissed, my voice breaking. I was unable to control my tears.  
 
    She ignored me, turning to the names on the wall, her fingers brushing on mine.  
 
    “Yet, I never thought little ‘Briar Rose’ would actually return to pester me.”  
 
    “The name is Rose Red, you bitch, and you know it!” 
 
    “Whatever. Your mother had a terrible taste for names. Who else would ever call her twins Sophia Snow-White and Rose Red after her favorite rose trees?” Her fingers brushed against Snow’s high-relief letters. I knew she was taunting me, and I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    “Get your fucking hands away from her!” 
 
    She sneered, looking at me. “I’d lower my voice if I were you. I have two of my most trusted guards waiting at the door, ready to barge in and kill the two of you if I scream.”  
 
    Who would believe me even if I tried telling the truth? According to Blake, my sister and I were found by the river ten years ago.  
 
    “Now, what to do with you? I partially hoped it’d all have been a big coincidence. I would’ve just made an agreement with your crew so they would leave me alone. It’d make things simpler. But alas, you’re still alive and I can’t leave loose ends.”  
 
    Her gaze shifted to Doc. My heart wavered with the same desperate fright of when I lost my sister.  
 
    “No!”  
 
    “He knows too much.” 
 
    Doc straightened his spine, looking tall and unafraid on the chair. His deadly glare followed her every move.  
 
    “He knows nothing.” I shook my head. “I never told him anything. I swear!” 
 
    “Even if I believed you, he’s heard enough.” 
 
    “Let him go,” I begged. “Please.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    I was burning. My hands tightened into fists, itching to kill her a thousand times. I wanted to stab her, crush her heart, squeeze her neck until I felt her soul leaving this realm.  
 
    “You’ve already taken everything from me!” I cried, spitting out each word. “It’s your word against his. He’s a pirate. He won’t pose a threat to you. Just let him go.”  
 
    “Well, if you insist—I do like to finish what I’ve started.” She walked to the shelf. Taking a white handkerchief from her pocket, she opened up the box. It made dripping sounds as she picked it up to dry. I didn’t see it, but the small content fit in her palm. “If you eat this, I’ll let him carry your body away. He’s going to say you fainted and do whatever he wants with your remains. I don’t care, as long as I’ll never have to see or hear both of you again.” She glanced at Doc. “If your annoying crew crosses paths with any of my ships again, I won’t be so merciful.”  
 
    There was a knot in my throat and my stomach churned wildly. In the back of my mind, I knew what was between the white fabric, but it didn’t prevent my shock. She stopped drying it to show a perfectly red apple right in front of me.  
 
    I almost threw up. Not again… 
 
    “You’re a monster.” My heart was hammering so hard I thought it’d burst. It’d have been a better option if it did. 
 
    But of course, she only smirked.  
 
    “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Swallowing my will to vomit again, I nodded.  
 
    “No!” Doc’s strong voice echoed in the mausoleum. “D-don’t do this!” 
 
    I ignored him. “I’ll do it.”  
 
    “Good. Then I’ll loosen up one of your hands; I don’t want to feed you like a baby. But remember, try anything, and I’ll scream.” 
 
    And then both of us would die.  
 
    She undid the ropes of my right arm, and I lifted my hand to seize that apple. I held it tight in my shaky hand, glancing at Doc. His widened eyes were focused on me. He gave a gentle shake of his head, and I could hear his voice in my mind, telling me, begging me not to do it.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Doc. For everything. I lied to you and put you in this mess, so I might as well take you out of it.” 
 
    My sight became blurry as more tears filled my eyes. I panted, trying to keep it together long enough for it to be over. Rising my hand, the apple brushed against my lips and whined. I took a long breath, gathering enough courage for the first bite.  
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    We arrived at the Orsin mansion around 8:30a.m. David barely had time to park the auto-carriage before I jumped out of the vehicle. The guards were surprised to see me but didn’t stop us.  
 
    Entering the mansion in a rush, I immediately went upstairs to Aiden’s office. David was right behind with confusion all over his face.   
 
    “Blake, you’re back!” Claire came running towards me, but I didn’t have time for her, so I didn’t stop.  
 
    “For now, at least. I need to talk to Aiden.” 
 
    “Son, where have you been? I’ve been expecting news!” Mom yelled, not bothering to hide her worries.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I’ll explain later.” I looked at her over my shoulder.  
 
    I barged into his office. Aiden jumped on his seat, paperwork in hand. His blond eyebrows creased into a frown as soon as he saw me.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing back here?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I don’t think we do.” He stood up as if threatening me. He looked at David. “Get him out of my sight.”  
 
    David’s jaw fell as he took a step back. Aiden frowned.  
 
    “The Jaagel has been in charge of the Orsin family’s safety for generations. Don’t tell me you’re going to break your oath now.” He raised his chin.  
 
    David shot me an apologetic look. I couldn’t blame him.  
 
    “Just listen to me, brother,” I pleaded as David held my arm, pulling me away.  
 
    Aiden sat back, ignoring me. I stumbled back to the corridor, where my mom and Claire stared at me open-mouthed. Something inside crushed my heart. Was it shame? Anger? Both at once? I wasn’t sure—all I knew was that I had gone too far to back down, and I’d given up too much to be stopped.  
 
    Once David stepped out of the office, I jerked my arm away from his grasp. I moved so fast the three didn’t even have time to call my name before I slammed the door closed, locked it, and removed the key.  
 
    “You may not have something to say, but I do.”  
 
    “Are you insane? Get out! And give me back this key!” He stood up again, marching towards me.  
 
    Raising an eyebrow, I slipped the key into my pocket.  
 
    “Get. Out.” He repeated, towering over me as he approached.  
 
    Part of me was still intimidated by him. It took everything in me not to shrink against the door behind me. But I was tired of being that scared little boy. Clenching my fists, I stood my ground.  
 
    “Aiden, what’s your problem with me?” I asked in a surprisingly calm tone. Even Aiden had to recoil at that. “I’ve never done anything against you. I never would!” I remembered that guard the night I was expelled from home. “If you fear I’d steal your title and position or plot against you, I would never.” 
 
    He raised his chin. He didn’t approve or deny my suspicion, but his next words made it pretty clear.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean other people won’t.” 
 
    “I won’t take it, then. If you want, I can even write that down. But I now need your help—please listen to me. You should know you can count on me for anything; is the reciprocal true?”  
 
    He took two steps back, observing me. After a long moment, his expression softened slightly, and he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Fine. What do you want?”  
 
    I tried not to look too relieved. “You need to call off the protection agreement with Lady Myrlle immediately.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me. You’ve gone through all of that for this? Why should it matter to you in the first place?”  
 
    “Because I know them, and I know there’s something off in all of it. Something’s wrong, I just know it.” 
 
    “You know them? Are you well informed? Because Lady Katharina is after pirates. That doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “I know, and you agreed because they robbed you. I was there.” 
 
    “You weren’t. I sent you away the night before.” 
 
    “I knew you were traveling. I took a train to Awynia and sneaked onto your ship.” I opened my vest and produced my pen. His eyes widened. “I wanted to get this back. I ended up on the pirates’ ship by accident and stayed with them for over a month. The girl in their crew…” I took a heavy breath because the concept was still absurd even to me. “I know it doesn’t make sense and I don’t have proof of this, but I believe the girl from the crew is Rose Red Myrlle.” 
 
    Aiden laughed. To be honest, I probably would have, too. 
 
    “If she were alive, why didn’t she get back home?”  
 
    “Because Katharina is not what she seems like. Look, I don’t have proof, and I don’t know what happened, but I know I’m right.” 
 
    “Dad and I helped in the search ourselves. The bodies were found.”  
 
    “Both? Are you certain? Have either you or dad seen them?” 
 
    “Katharina’s men found Rose’s body. Why would she lie?” 
 
    “To benefit her. To draw suspicions away from her. I mean, isn’t it just a little convenient that her husband died right after she gave birth to their second child? And months later, her step-children and the true heirs died as well?” 
 
    “Why? Do you think she poisoned them or something? It’s not like she could make someone have a heart attack.”  
 
    Poison? Why hadn’t I thought about that before? Poison is the weapon of the weak, Snow had told me. She was outraged then, and now I know why.  
 
    “That’s exactly what I think she did. She can’t force people to have heart attacks, but she has poisonous salamanders for pets,” I said, remembering the exotic creatures she loved so much. “In high doses, it can lead to respiratory paralysis and heart arrhythmia until it leads to death. It can seem like a natural heart attack.” 
 
    “How could she poison their food? Wouldn’t the cooks notice if she put something in?” 
 
    “It would have been something she could make sure she wouldn’t ingest. Maybe not something cooked. Drinks, perhaps?” 
 
    I don’t eat apples, Snow’s voice echoed in my mind. Her disgust towards the fruit was a mystery to me until now.  
 
    “Or something simple, like apples.” 
 
    “How could she poison apples?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I don’t have all the answers, but I know that much is true and we can speculate or go do something about it. Because…if we don’t do what’s right, then who will?” 
 
    Aiden’s eyes turned to me.  
 
    “Dad used to say that. He said it on that day, too.” 
 
    “You mean when he died?” 
 
    “Yes. We were visiting Lady Myrlle, then.” His eyes were lost in a distant past. “He didn’t accept any drink or food; we only ate what he brought because he was getting paranoid. But she gave us apples. He accepted because how could someone poison a fruit that had been just picked? He even cleaned it himself.”  
 
    “It can’t be a coincidence, Aiden.” 
 
    “But I’m still alive.”  
 
    “She was smarter than that. A healthy kid dying with his father would be impossible to turn our backs to. He was asking about the bodies, wasn’t he? She wanted to get rid of him, because he was getting somewhere, and you were a kid who wouldn’t care about it.” 
 
    “If it’s true, then where does she get the poison?” 
 
    “The salamanders!” I repeated since he refused to connect the dots. The creatures she didn’t want anyone to know how dangerous they were. I gulped. “Will you help me? We need to stop it before they catch her.” 
 
    “I will. If Katharina truly killed our father, I’ll kill her myself,” he said. The initial relief I felt at his agreement vanished by the end of the sentence. I wasn’t sure I liked what I had unleashed within him, especially because I hadn’t any proof of it—just a hunch. He extended his hand. “Give me the key and let’s stop wasting time.” 
 
    I hesitated for a second before I grabbed it from my pocket.  
 
    Opening the door, he told his guards to get the auto-carriages ready and to gather the best team to go with us. He promptly left to do as he was told.  
 
    “We might need a mediator if it comes to this.” The prudent part of me said out loud.  
 
    “You’re right,” Aiden said, then looked at David. “Go to the Duke’s house, ask him if he can be the mediator of an emergency situation.” 
 
    He nodded and rushed away.  
 
    “We’ll be back soon.” Aiden told Mom and Claire as he walked down the hall.  
 
    I started following him, but Mom held my shoulder.  
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “We talked and he listened. I’ll explain later, but we have to go before it’s too late.” It could take days to send out messengers to find Finn and his brothers to get them to abort the mission. Anything could happen meanwhile. The crew was likely close by, and a day or two could make all the difference.  
 
    “Good luck,” Mom said, brushing her fingers through my hair as if I were a kid.  
 
    I ran after Aiden. Three drivers raced to the auto-carriages, with guards entering the first and the last ones. Aiden and I sat in the middle one. Soon, we were on our way to the Myrlle’s property.  
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    What an awful doctor I turned out to be. I didn’t even notice a sick child in my own ship. Rowdy and I were looking at the map to figure out our next destination when Teeny tapped on my shoulder. In a small voice, he told me Snow seemed weird.  
 
    When I looked at her, she could barely stand, still holding a wooden sword for sparring with Teeny. She panted and even the way she blinked was too slow as if she would collapse at any minute. I put my hand on her forehead, and as I expected, it was burning.  
 
    I told her to go back to bed and she threw me a scared glance before she staggered to her room.  
 
    “Teeny, t-tell Snotty to stop at the nearest town.”  
 
    He agreed and dashed upstairs. I prepared some tea, food, and medicines on a tray before I took it to her room.  
 
    Snow was sitting on her bed clenching her satchel with a hand and wiping her wet cheeks with the other.  
 
    “Snow?”  
 
    “Please don’t leave me on the streets again…” She whined, shaking her head. “I promise I’ll train harder, I’ll—” 
 
    “Snow,” I called harder, my voice booming. She shrank, shutting her mouth. “Y-you’re not leaving.” 
 
    “But you said to stop at the nearest town.” 
 
    “Because y-you might need more m-medicines.” I sighed, leaving the tray on the night-stand. “You’re only going away in three ways,” I said, holding up three fingers. My voice came slow in an effort not to stutter. “If y-you want to go, if you betray us, or...or if you die. But n-none of it is happening. You d-don’t have to be afraid of being abandoned anymore. Understood?”  
 
    She nodded through her tears. “Yes.”  
 
    “Good.” I sat on the bed beside her. Taking her satchel, I put it on the floor and gave her a mug with ginger tea. “Do y-you know why I c-chose Doc as my alias?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because I wanted to be a doctor, so now I’m t-the crew’s doctor. That means you have to t-tell me whenever you’re feeling strange from now on, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good, and you n-need to do as I tell you, and drink everything I give you.” 
 
    She grimaced but forced it down. While she was busy with it, I grabbed a knife and an apple to cut some slices for her. Snow’s jaw fell, a gasp escaping her throat.   
 
    “No!”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    She shook her head, fright invading her teary eyes.  
 
    “No apples. Please.” 
 
    “But they’re g-good for sick people.” I said. She only leaned away from it as if it was contagious. I narrowed my eyes. “Are you allergic to it?” 
 
    “No…I just don’t eat apples.”  
 
    I didn’t know what had happened, but I could see the trauma on her scared face.  
 
    “Alright. You d-don’t have to eat it, then.” 
 
    I ate it instead and asked Joy to make her soup. I gave her more medicine and stayed with her almost all the time, watching over her. I spent hours checking her temperature and controlling the heat with a wet cloth on her forehead.  
 
    She was half-asleep when my pocket watch told me it was time for another dose of the medicine. She sat up drowsy and panting.  
 
    “I don’t feel well,” she groaned.  
 
    “I know, but you will soon.” I helped her drink it up.  
 
    “Doc…if I die…” 
 
    “Y-you’re not gonna die. It’s o-only a bad cold.”  
 
    “If I die,” she continued, “can you throw me in the sea?”  
 
    I clenched my jaw.  
 
    “Sailors do that, but we can give you a proper burial.”  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the rivers go to the sea. She’s waiting for me.”  
 
    An unpleasant chill ran down my spine. A child shouldn’t be thinking such things. I caressed her sweaty ebony hair, brushing strands behind her ear. She was just an innocent little girl who had been through way too much. She didn’t deserve that.  
 
    “You don’t h-have to worry. Y-you won’t die.” With a finger under her chin, I gently tilted her head up to look at me. “I won’t let it c-come to this, but if it ever does, we’ll honor your wishes. You have my word.”  
 
    She sniffed and moved closer to me until her small arms embraced my torso.  
 
    “Thank you, Da-Doc.”  
 
    It took hours for her fever to break down, but then she was getting better. Even though I knew she’d be okay, I couldn’t help but let relief wash over me.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The poison wasn’t instant. It took Snow a while to show symptoms, enough to have eaten the entire apple if each bite wasn’t already torture for her.  
 
    That bitch watched her like a hawk, making sure she’d eat enough. Sometimes she sat at the bench outside the section we were in, but she still had a perfect view of Snow. She was prepared for it; she knew it’d come to this, and she was delighted by the results.  
 
    I’d been mocked and bullied for my stuttering my whole life. I’d been belittled my entire childhood—even my own family saw me as mentally impaired. It took me decades of practice to finally be able to force myself to speak without my words tripping on my tongue all the time. I thought I knew anger, but all of those years were nothing in comparison to the hatred I had for that woman.  
 
    Snow had ingested over half of it. The first signs were sweating and dizziness. Then her free hand, still holding that disgusting apple, pressed on her belly more and more, as if trying to soothe abdominal pain with a simple touch. It got harder for her to contain her nausea, but if she threw up, that monster would only force her to eat even more.  
 
    It took forever, yet it was too soon when she started having difficulty breathing. She was getting worse too fast. Seeing her grimace and whine every time she had to bite that apple was the hardest thing I’d ever have to watch.  
 
    I kept struggling against my bonds. Not with sudden moves or I’d draw her attention, but with small jerks and twists of my wrists. The ropes had barely given in, but my skin was raw. I didn’t care; I would have gladly chopped my hands off if Snow could get out of it alright.  
 
    Lady Myrlle stood up, walking, almost parading back to Snow. She held her hand, lifting up to Snow’s face, the apple touching her lips. Snow blinked, forcing to keep her consciousness.  
 
    “More.”  
 
    “It’s enough!” I hissed between clenched teeth.  
 
    She spared a displeased glance at me. “I’m the one to decide that. Shut up if you don’t want her to go through it for nothing.”  
 
    A whimper escaped Snow’s mouth, but she forced another bite. She panted, fighting to keep everything down. Every move needed effort. She was paler than before. Even her lips had lost their color.  
 
    Her gaze was sharp against that woman, but her voice came strained. “I hate you.”  
 
    Katharina laughed. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “I’ll haunt you. I’ll make your life a living hell.” Her words came with the last trace of cognition she could muster.  
 
    My heart was torn apart. Snow not only meant it, but she also wanted it.  
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” she mocked, making Snow lift her hand again. She twisted the apple so an untouched red part would come in front of her. “One more. A big one this time.” 
 
    Snow took a long, trembling sigh before she bit on it. A big chunk disappeared in her mouth.  
 
    “My Lady,” a guard called outside, his voice echoing in the mausoleum.  
 
    “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed.” She raised her voice, distracted as she faced the exit to speak.  
 
    “There’s something here that needs your attention.”  
 
    “The last one. I want to make sure you won’t pester me again.” She held the apple against Snow’s lips again though she didn’t even have the time to recover. My little girl forced it down anyway. “I’ll be back soon,” she whispered to us, her high heels clicking as she walked away.  
 
    Snow’s arm lost all the strength left in her. The apple core slipped her fingers and rolled on the stone floor.  
 
    The moment that woman was out of sight, I bent down, biting the rope and pulling it at the same time I yanked my arm away. With a free hand, I was able to untie my wrist, then the ropes around my boots.  
 
    I jumped in front of her, opening her mouth to get rid of the remains of that last bite. Her head was weak, flailing from side to side as she was slipping out of consciousness.  
 
    “Look at me.” I held her face, and she looked at me through teary eyes that barely opened. At the same time, I unbounded her other wrist. “Don’t waste your soul on her, you hear me?” I wasn’t sure if she understood what I was saying, her gaze was lost, her life draining away before my eyes. “Don’t worry about her.” My voice lowered, for her ears only. “I’ll find the crew and we’ll kill her. I promise you that. Forget about her and rest. Find your family and be at peace.”  
 
    She panted, her dilated pupils aiming right through me until her heavy eyelids won the battle.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she breathed.  
 
    Tears rolled down my cheeks as I finished untying her. I carefully lifted her and placed her on my lap on the floor. If I could offer her nothing else, it’d be at the very least some comfort and safety in her last moments. With a kiss on her forehead, I embraced her tight. It was too late to try anything, and I didn’t have the heart to force it all out; throwing up like that could do more harm than good, and it’d only make her last moments worse than it had to be.  
 
    I’d make Lady Myrlle pay for this if it was the last thing I’d do.  
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    On the other side of the auto-carriage, Aiden had his eyes lost out the window. His nostrils flaring, he could barely control himself. If he was that angry, what could he do? And most importantly, why did he bring eight guards, when he'd usually have only half of it for a short trip like that?  
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I clenched my jaws and stared at the moving scenery beyond the glass. The engines were working at top speed. We were getting close.  
 
    The sound of honks made me stick my head out the window to see another auto-carriage stopping by our side. Our driver stopped, too. Finnian waved from inside, smiling.  
 
    My heart sank.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked before he had the time to say anything else.  
 
    “I finished my mission. I’m going home.”  
 
    “Wait, you mean you captured her?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” He glanced at Aiden, probably wondering if he had explained it, then his gaze shifted back to me. “I should be asking what you’re doing here. I thought you had gone to visit your uncle.” 
 
    I ignored him. “What did Katharina do to her?” 
 
    “They’re talking.” Finn shrugged. “Why do you care about pirates?” 
 
    My heart sank. “She’s in danger!” 
 
    “Lady Myrlle is fine. They’re bound.”  
 
    “The other way around!” I shook my head; suddenly, it was hard to breathe. “Katharina is gonna kill Snow.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. She ordered us not to harm her.”  
 
    No, no, no! I didn’t have time to explain, so I couldn’t say anything more than: “She’s not what she seems like!”  
 
    “Come with us,” Aiden ordered him, then tapped the roof. The auto-carriage moved again. Finnian’s driver turned their auto-carriage, following our cortege down the earth-road.  
 
    “It’s too late. She already has her,” I mumbled to Aiden. “We need to go faster!” 
 
    “We’re at top speed. Why do you care so much?” 
 
    “I told you! She’s Rose Red, our neighbor. Remember her?” 
 
    “Which one was she?” 
 
    “The one with black hair. The blonde was Snow-White.” 
 
    Aiden nodded, but I knew he didn’t really care about it. I, on the other hand, was feeling sick.  
 
    It took us an eternity to finally cross the gates, passing by the four guards that let us through. Yet, her property was vast, just like my brother’s, therefore, it still took us a few more minutes to reach her mansion.  
 
    I was still overwhelmed as I jumped off the vehicle as soon as it stopped in front of her house. Six guards were standing in front of it, more than usual.  
 
    My wobbly legs took a few steps toward the mansion, but Aiden’s voice stopped me.  
 
    “Blake.” He called, his gaze locked behind me. I turned.  
 
    A chill ran down my spine as Katharina left the mausoleum. Two guards remained at the doors of the stone building, but there were four others ahead of her.  
 
    “To what should I owe the pleasure of having you here unannounced?” Her tone was seemingly innocent, but now I could only hear the underlying fakeness. It was disgusting.  
 
    “Where is she?” I moved towards her. My legs were going faster than I intended. Finnian came after me.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Rose,” I sneered.  
 
    The annoying smile faded from her face, but she tried to hold it.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice became a tone ruder.  
 
    “Rose Red—pretty, snow-white skin and dark ebony hair. Remember her? She was your step-daughter.”  
 
    “And she died.”  
 
    Finnian put his hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “He thinks the girl I captured is her. Can we talk to her and sort it out?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you just lost her. She went away.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” I frowned, clenching my fists. “Everything you do is lie!”  
 
    My gaze shifted behind her. The mausoleum…what was she doing there? Why so many guards out here, and why did two of them remain at the doors? 
 
    I was moving even before my brain fully processed the information. I yelled her name at the top of my lungs. She needed to be alright. She had to. I couldn’t lose her again…  
 
    “Blake, you can’t barge in like that,” Finnian tried to stop me, but I jerked my arm away from his grasp.  
 
    “Enough!” Katharina yelled, distress coming through her screech. “Stop him!” In response, the guards immediately drew their fire guns, aiming at me when I was about to cross her path.  
 
    I raised my arms in a sign of defeat, but kept moving closer to the guard in a non-threatening way.  
 
    “You better think twice before you shoot my brother right in front of me,” Aiden said behind me, and I knew if I turned, I’d see his guards pointing their guns, too.  
 
    “Then tell him to behave himself. You’re on my property.” 
 
    “Rose!” My throat ached at the scream.  
 
    No answer. Maybe I could’ve been mistaken, after all? Or maybe it was worse than I had imagined…  
 
    “Boy! We’re here!” The echoey voice was faint coming from the mausoleum, but it was Doc’s for sure.  
 
    Where was Rose’s voice?  
 
    I stepped further, but the guard moved in front of me, gun right at my chest and finger on the trigger. His other hand was already holding his sheath.  
 
    “Leave.” Katharina demanded. But it wasn’t her or her guards who’d stop me now.  
 
    In a blink of an eye, my hand found the guard’s wrist to force upwards. His finger pulled on the trigger and he shot up. My other hand seized the gun and I pointed down at his legs, shooting twice. The guard screamed in pain as he collapsed on the ground.  
 
    I aimed at Katharina.  
 
    “Let me through,” I demanded. 
 
    The color drained from Katharina’s face. She told her guards to stand down.  
 
    I glanced at Aiden, his jaw hanging open, never imagining I could do something like this.  
 
    I walked but kept aiming at her. No one dared to move, except Finnian coming behind me, trying to reason. I aimed at her up until I entered the mausoleum and lost them out of my sight.   
 
    I blinked, adjusting my eyes to the darkness as I followed the sounds. I came through the middle section, avoiding the benches and making a turn to the right. Doc was sitting on the floor, cradling Snow in his arms. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    The naïve part of me whispered she could be just unconscious. The quiet voice in my mind died the moment I saw the silent tears on Doc’s cheeks.  
 
    My chest tightened. I could hardly breathe as I fell to my knees.  
 
    “No…” I didn’t even recognize my own voice. The gun slipped from my fingers, dropping to the floor. Reaching with a shaky hand, I gently touched her face. I swallowed. “How?”  
 
    “Poisoned apple.”  
 
    I’d never been so disappointed to be right in my life. I wished I had been wrong; Katharina could have been talking to a random pirate, letting her go. But now, my world was falling apart.  
 
    Doc shifted and her arm fell. A hidden apple bite slipped out of her long sleeve, falling on the floor. I grabbed it, the inside was turning a little brown, exposed to the air. I took a better look at Rose; she was still breathing.  
 
    “How long ago did she eat it?” I asked, opening my vest to reach the pocket inside.  
 
    “I’m not sure. She passed out a few minutes ago, I guess. It took her a while to eat enough.”  
 
    I grabbed my fountain pen and twisted it open. The inside metal and glass parts were scattered on the floor and I fished a small container.  
 
    “Open her mouth.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, but was already doing it. I spilled the dark dust from the container on my palm. “What’s this?”  
 
    “Activated carbon. My dad had received some death threats and was afraid of where it could go, so he used to carry it.” I explained, the powder disappearing inside her mouth.  
 
    “An antidote?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but it can absorb toxins. If it was too recent, maybe not all of it had time to act inside of her. Maybe, it can take care of the rest before it affects her… if it’s not too late.”  
 
    And she hadn’t eaten everything. There was hope yet, and I needed it.  
 
    Doc massaged her neck, making sure the carbon had slid down. Then he looked at the scattered parts.  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    I followed his gaze, landing on the part that had a thin blade sticking out. When closed, it was perfectly hidden inside the pen. Pointy and sharp.  
 
    “As I said, my dad was afraid of being killed, so he took precautions.” 
 
    Not that it had worked in the end…but it had to work now. I reached out for her hand, squeezing it. 
 
    “Blake, your brother is threatening lady Myrlle,” Finnian’s whisper echoed in the mausoleum. “He’s accusing her of murder.”  
 
    Shit, Aiden! What are you doing? 
 
    I hesitated, looking at Rose. Letting out a curse, I grabbed the fire gun and hurried out with Finn.  
 
    The sunlight was blinding, and I lifted my free hand to shade my eyes.  
 
    “This is outrageous!” Katharina exclaimed, her right hand playing with her necklace. “You invade my house, accuse me of these unspeakable atrocities, and point your guns at me. I see it as a life-threat and it’ll be treated as such if needed.” 
 
    The guards with her came forward, even the ones who had stayed by the mausoleum’s entrance. All of them held their fire guns except the one whose gun I stole that I left on the ground, too wounded to move. Katharina let go of her necklace right when the six guards at her castle’s entrance moved forward. They drew their fire guns behind Aiden’s company, one of them aiming right at my brother's head.  
 
    I ran before I could think of what I was doing. I aimed, shooting the man behind my brother. Aiden’s eyes widened, turning back in time to see the man yelping and grabbing his bloody shoulder.  
 
    A fight broke between the guards. The ones who were too close to their opponents drew their swords. Even Aiden had his in hand. I searched to hit another guard behind them until I was out of bullets.  
 
    A near guard pointed at me, but a second before he could pull the trigger, Finn charged at him, knocking him down.  
 
    One of Katharina’s guards drew his sword and charged at me. I was weaponless, but if Rose could fight like that, so could I. Letting him attack me, I evaded his blow at the nick of the time, positioning myself to grab his wrist. I collided my forearm against his with all I had. His elbow cracked and he screamed loudly, letting go of his sword.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, shoving him to the ground so I could retrieve his sword.  
 
    More of her guards would come soon if we couldn’t find a way to stop it now, and they’d slaughter us. 
 
    Honks came from the main path. David had finally arrived with the Duke and his men. With all of his authority, the Duke yelled at us to stop. I glanced at Katharina, she was pale, her mind wondering how she could get out of it on top.  
 
    Most of the fight died down. Yet, one of her guards remained shooting. Doc’s step was firm and fast. His blood-thirsty eyes fixed on Katharina, who hadn’t even acknowledged his presence. I was so focused on the battle I hadn’t seen him either until he was right behind her. His arm had been hit, stained in deep red, but he was unstoppable. His fist clenched around my pen, its small but sharp blade sticking out.  
 
    “Doc, wait!” I screamed.   
 
    In a swift move, he grabbed her by the neck at the same time he swung his other hand at her neck. She yelped, her eyes widening. The tiny blade sliced her flesh, cutting an artery. White as a ghost, she flung her arms in an attempt to get his arms away, but it was too late.  
 
    “That’s for hurting my little girl,” Doc said in her ear.  
 
    Katharina gasped, looking down at her blood stained dress.  
 
    Then her lifeless corpse collapsed on the ground.  
 
    The Duke’s men were already taking people’s weapons. Two men went to Doc, who knelt, raising his hands in defeat. He didn’t complain or struggle when his hands were tied behind his back.  
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    The sound of the river flowing was a relief. We were finally arriving at our destination after walking for I don’t know how long. I looked at Snow, meeting her equally excited eyes. We were wearing new dresses made for us in our favorite colors, red for me and pale blue for Snow. They were much simpler than the ones we were used to, but that was great for an afternoon in the wild. We shared the burden of the heavy picnic basket and it was gonna be worth it. Katharina went ahead, guiding us. She chose a place to stop right next to the stream, extending a squared pretty cloth on the bright green grass. Like a proper lady, Katharina knelt over it with grace in every movement.  
 
    Dad rarely brought us to the river—it was too far—but I wanted to see it again. Distracted from the forest’s beauty, Snow called me to help her set the basket in the middle of the cloth. Snow sat just like Katharina on the opposite side. I found a place for myself next to her, tumbling down with my knees up. I embraced my legs.  
 
    Katharina glared at me.  
 
    “Rose Red, I did not bring you here to dirty our picnic with your feet.” 
 
    I gulped and swiped them to the side.  
 
    “Sorry, my Lady,” I said. Great, when Katharina finally does something nice for us, I had to ruin it with my bad manners.  
 
    “That’s better.”  
 
    I lowered my head, trying to hide between my shoulders. We started the picnic with a slice of cake. I was starving after carrying the basket for hours. Although Snow was as hungry as I was, she gently took the plate Katharina gave her. I imitated my sister, but all I wanted to do was grab a slice and stuff it in my mouth.  
 
    Katharina continued a small talk. The comments varied from the weather, the mansion, everything, except Dad. That was a difficult topic for all of us, even after months since he passed away.  
 
    “I forgot something.” Katharina stood up. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “We can go back now if you prefer, my Lady,” Snow suggested at the same time I said: “It’s okay, we have everything we need here.”  
 
    “Why must you two burden my ears speaking as one with different words?” Katharina rolled her eyes, then they landed on the basket and raised her chin. “I won’t be long. You can eat the apples while I’m gone.” Her lips stretched, but only one side curled up into a half-smile. A shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    We both nodded in response and soon Katharina vanished amid the forest. It’d take hours until she got back, so I stood up. I picked up a flower and smelled it. I loved the outdoors and all the interesting things I could find there. Then I went to the river, putting my hands in the cold water and looking at the fish swimming around. 
 
    Turning back at Snow, she was still sitting at the picnic site, reading a book she produced from her satchel. She always carried one whenever we went outside, like Mom. Snow also marked the pages with a thin comb. 
 
    I picked up stones to throw in the river. When Dad took us to the lake, he could always make the stones hop like bunnies over the water. Again, I tried to imitate him, but the stones only sank. 
 
    I turned to Snow, putting my hands on my hips. “Still with it?”  
 
    “I want to know the ending.” Snow smiled, her eyes never leaving the pages. 
 
    I sighed, wondering what she found so amazing in there when the world’s beauty was all around us. Mom loved to see the flowers in our garden and walk around it with us. Being outside reminded me of those moments she’d sit in the sun and watch us play. Or when we all sat under the shade of a tree, looking at skyships passing by. After lying down, Mom would brush our hair again and we would return home. To be honest, those were the only memories I still had of mom. 
 
    “Do you think Katharina will take long?” I collapsed by her side once I got tired of my failure with the stones.  
 
    “Of course. It took us hours to get here.” 
 
    “It was still nice of her. I mean, bring us here to spend time with us. But I thought she told the servants we were going to the lake, like Dad used to take us.” 
 
    “I don’t think it worked as she planned.” Snow turned a page. “She’s not here.” 
 
    “And she gave us those new dresses in our favorite colors. Maybe she wants to spend more time with us, right?” 
 
    “I don’t really like her.” 
 
    “Me too, but Dad liked her, so she must be good.” 
 
    Snow went quiet. Her eyes weren’t reading anymore, but they were still on the pages. Her corn-colored hair was tied with a pale blue ribbon, matching her dress. Even though it was perfect as always, I grabbed the comb near the picnic basket. 
 
    “Your ribbon is falling, let me fix it for you,” I said, kneeling behind her. 
 
    I untied her hair and stuffed the ribbon in her satchel before it’d fly in the wind. Then, I began to gently run the comb through her fair locks. For a while, she didn’t say anything, until she put her book down. 
 
    “Rose…” She hesitated. “I think it’s silly, but there’s something I don’t like about Katharina. Something in her smile. Do you feel the same?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe I’m being silly, but I remember Dad saying something like he could always see when someone was tricking him by their smiles.” She gulped. “I often see something strange in Katharina, but I don’t know what it is. It makes me feel…” 
 
    “Cold?” I suggested. “Not the good kind of cold of playing in the snow in the winter.” 
 
    “Yes. A cold inside, like when we have nightmares.” 
 
    I stopped combing her hair, going to her side to look at her. 
 
    “But…if Dad could see it, he wouldn’t have married her, right?” 
 
    “Maybe he wasn’t looking at her smile.” Snow closed the book, marking the page with her comb. Her pale face flushed as she stuffed her book back in the satchel. “I read a book once that said men like to see other things when talking to ladies.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Never mind. Forget it.” She was as red as the apples in the basket. 
 
    “Come on, tell me!” 
 
    “Nope. You’ll understand someday.” 
 
    “This is so mean! How can you know it and not tell me?” 
 
    “I’m hungry now.” She blurted out, leaning forward to pick one. She quickly took a big bite from it. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, my fingers ran through her hair until I decided to put it in a braid while she ate.  
 
    I still wasn’t hungry, but looking at those perfectly selected apples, I couldn’t resist it. I picked the other one and I bit on it. A smile crossed my face at the sweet and wet fruit sundered between my teeth. 
 
    Swinging it on my hands, I admired how perfect they were, vivid and bright like the red roses in our garden. The rose trees were Mom’s favorites, and that was where she took our names from. Sofia Snow-White and Rose Red, always side by side. I took another bite and looked at Snow. We could have lost our parents, but one thing I knew, I’d always have her. We’d never be alone.  
 
    Snow swallowed, narrowing her eyes. “There are only two apples.” Her gaze shifted to the half-eaten one in her hand. 
 
    “So what?” I shrugged. 
 
    “The picnic was for three.” Her mouth hung open and she clenched her stomach.  
 
    I took mine to my mouth. The tiny pieces danced on my tongue that felt a bit numb. Was it just me, or was the sweet taste a little…bitter?  
 
    I didn’t have time to get another bite when Snow slapped my hand, sending the apple away. 
 
    “What was that for?” I glared at her. 
 
    Snow’s eyes widened. There was something strange on the green circles, it was as if they were taken over by her pupils. 
 
    “Don’t…” 
 
    “Snow, are you okay?” 
 
    “I feel...sick.” Her breaths were too fast, as if she was running from something. My stomach churned so violently I was getting dizzy. Snow grabbed my hand. “Katharina…” 
 
    The word barely left her mouth and she collapsed on the ground. 
 
    “Snow? Snow!” I shook her, but my stomach wouldn’t settle down, making me nauseated. I only had time to look away as I threw up the food I’d just had. 
 
    And everything went black. 
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    My view was blurry when I woke up. Snow was lying by my side, her pale blue form was still as a stone, but something moved behind her. Two hands retrieved the apples. I’d seen that dark green dress before. Katharina. My lazy mind scrambled slowly; I didn’t have energy to think or move.  I tried asking for help; I wanted to tell her I wasn’t feeling good. Snow wasn’t good, either.  
 
    But no words were spoken. 
 
    Katharina walked to the river and threw the red apples in it. Then she came back, grabbing Snow by the shoulders and dragging her to the water. I didn’t understand what she was doing until she did the same with me and walked away. 
 
    The cold, rapid water wrapped around me. It was so fast, I didn’t know where was up and where was down, but the shock jolted me awake. 
 
    I struggled to keep my head above the water. My muscles were stiff, I didn’t know how I found the strength, or if I did at all—maybe it was only luck. Next thing I knew, I found Snow and I reached to grab her. The closest thing my fingers could find was her floating satchel strap. I yanked it closer at the same time I was trying to swim to shore. I found my chance at a big rock. Swimming in towards it until my body collapsed on the rough surface. The river flowed around me without taking me. 
 
    “Snow!” 
 
    It was hard to hold myself on the rock with only one hand, but letting go of her was not an option. The waters insisted on taking us. Snow’s arm and head were caught by the satchel, but she wasn’t moving against the current that was slipping her away from me. Her blond wet hair was sticking around her face and her skin turned blue like her dress. 
 
    Her vivid green eyes were dull and lighter; they reminded me of dad’s the last time I saw him. A dreadful chill stabbed my heart and I knew she wasn’t going to move again. 
 
    “Snow! Don’t leave me, Snow!” 
 
    Please…I can’t lose you too! 
 
    The current was relentless, pushing her. I clenched the leather strap. I couldn’t move out of the river by myself, but I also couldn’t let her go. She slipped a little more, and then the satchel wasn’t around her anymore. Her pale blue form escaped until I couldn’t see her. 
 
    I could only scream as I dragged myself out of there. I tried following her down the river, but my legs were so tired, and everything hurt too much. I couldn’t bear to move. 
 
    Katharina…she did it. That was what she tried to tell me. 
 
    I couldn’t go back home. And I didn’t want to, not without Snow. My hands were shaking as I pulled the satchel closer. Too tired to move, I layed there by the river, watching the blue sky turn orange as the sun set. 
 
    Holding her wet satchel against my chest, I cried. 
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    The first thing I noticed was the pain. My stomach hurt and I moaned, gathering enough energy to open my eyes. The room was big, the curtains flayed by the wind. It was too big to be a hotel. 
 
    Was I dead? I thought spirits didn’t feel pain. 
 
    Someone moved, and Doc appeared over me. He let out a relieved sigh.  
 
    “You’re finally awake!” 
 
    “How…long?” Even speaking was an effort. Every part of me weighed tons. 
 
    “Hours. I don’t know for sure how long.” He sat at the edge of the bed. With one hand, he caressed my hair, with the other, he pressed on my wrist, checking my pulse. “You’re gonna be fine.”  
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “We’re at the castle. Your castle.” He explained, but nothing made sense. Illusion? Delirium?  
 
    “She?” My voice faded.  
 
    “She’s never gonna hurt you again. I took care of her.” 
 
    Now I was sure, it couldn’t be true. My head hurt.  
 
    There were bandages on his wrists and a bloodstain on his arm. He caught my gaze and I didn’t even have to say a word.  
 
    “I’m fine. I’ve been treated. It’s nothing serious. I’ve been through worse and you know it. You, on the other hand…well, I’m just glad you’re going to be fine, now. You need rest. I’ll explain everything when you’re better.” 
 
    My heavy eyelids didn’t give me another choice.  
 
    When I woke up again, the intensity of the light outside was diminishing. The afternoon was getting to its end. Doc was sitting on a chair, reading a thick book.  
 
    “Da…” I mumbled. He quickly put the book down and sat on my bed.  
 
    I wasn’t feeling good, but I was better. Instead of feeling like there were three elephants on top of me, it was only one. I forced myself to sit up and he helped me.  
 
    “I was reading about the poison. The tendency is for people to feel good after twenty-four hours. How do you feel now?” 
 
    “Still hurts…but less.” I pressed my stomach. It complained softly. He gave me a cup of water and I drank it. “What happened?”  
 
    “Eat the soup and I’ll tell you.”  
 
    I didn’t want anything, but I was hungry and I knew he’d tell me I needed my strength back. I nodded, but as he leaned to get the bowl, the door opened.  
 
    “How is—” Blake started. Then his tired honey eyes found mine. “Rose!” He dashed across the room to embrace me tightly.  
 
    “You…know?” I mumbled in confusion.  
 
    He let me go and sat on the chair. “It took me way too long, but yes, I know.”  
 
    Doc got the bowl and started helping me eat the soup as he summarized the story. Then, Blake concluded.  
 
    “I just had to explain the whole thing again to the judge who arrived. And I think the King’s secretary will come tomorrow, too.” He looked at Doc. “They still want to take you to prison for killing Katharina, no matter what I say.”  
 
    “That’s alright.” 
 
    “No, it is not.” I swung my covers to the side, standing up. I still had the same clothes as before, except for the boots. “I won’t let them take him.” Blake jumped up to catch me as I stumbled.  
 
    “You’re in no condition, Snow,” Doc warned, also standing to try and make me sit again.  
 
    “No. They need to know what I have to say about her. She deserved that.” 
 
    “I don’t think they even believe you’re Rose Red Myrlle.” 
 
    “All the more reason for me to speak up.”  
 
    Blake helped me downstairs, Doc came behind, followed by two guards. I knew they were for me too, but it was not like I could put up a fight.  
 
    The three were all sitting in the meeting room. Aiden, Duke Waldeck from the party in New Lattor, and the last one could only be Judge Elena Ritaere, which Blake just had time to mention on the way. Each had secretaries and people to assist them, like David.  
 
    “Am I not Rose Red Myrlle?” I began. My tongue tingled, it’s been so long I admitted that even to myself that I almost forgot this part of me. It was buried so deep within me it hurt. “My dad died having tea in the library on a sunny afternoon when we were just eight.” I pointed in the direction the library was. “Mom died in her room when we were five.” I didn’t try to hold the inevitable tears. “Would I know that if I weren’t who I claimed to be?” I stared at David. “You came here those days with Blake’s dad, didn’t you? You know I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    With a sad grimace, he nodded.  
 
    “You said ‘we.’ Why?” The judge had a soft voice and she seemed worried. 
 
    “Because Snow-White was with me all along. Up until the day she ate a poisoned apple and died right in front of me. I almost did too, if it weren’t for her. I started eating later because I was braiding my sister’s hair. We were at a picnic with Katharina, and everything in there was for each of us, except the apples. Only two. And then she threw us in the river.” 
 
    “Her version was that you went to the lake, but didn’t behave and ran away, getting lost in the forest. She acted immediately, asking for help and demanding all the guards to search for you. Isn’t it possible you were mistaken about the apples?” The judge asked.  
 
    “I was a kid, but I knew the difference. The taste was strange and healthy children just don’t collapse immediately after eating fruits like that. Besides, Katharina’s version didn’t make sense; Snow-White wouldn’t go to the forest because she hated the outdoors. Everyone who knew her could say she was not a disobedient child and wouldn’t go, even if she liked it.”  
 
    “If what you’re saying is true, then why didn’t you seek aid from your neighbors after you survived?” The Duke looked at Aiden. He had been nice at the party, but he was so naïve it was irritating.  
 
    “Because I was afraid no one would believe me and I’d have to go back to that woman. I’d have died on the streets before I went back to her. I wouldn’t.” I sniffed. “I didn’t believe it until it was too late.” My worst secret and deepest shame would be out in the open. It hurt even more to say it out loud. “Snow doubted Katharina. She felt something strange about her. But I defended that woman. Snow didn’t think she’d do anything like that, but maybe if I had supported her, we could have figured that out before…she also killed my father. So, yes, when Doc took me from the streets, I saw it as an opportunity to take back what Katharina stole from me. I convinced them to rob her,” I said. Doc’s mouth hung open, but I glared and he remained shut. “And if Doc killed her today, it was only because he was trying to defend me after she had forced me to eat a poisoned apple.” I put my hand over my chest. “If he’s done wrong things, it was because of me. To blame him would be unfair.”  
 
    “It’s clear how much she’s suffered because of Katharina,” Blake spoke for me. “It is unfair for it not to be taken into account.” He gazed at the judge. “You can’t let that happen.” 
 
    The judge sighed.  
 
    “Robbery and murder are wrong,” she started. “However, I can’t deny the traumas you’ve been through because of Katharina’s doings. Part of me still denies she would have done all of it by what I’ve heard of her. We don’t have any proof of her past murders, or the attempt on your life, but the shreds of evidence against her are disturbing.” 
 
    “Don’t forget my father’s murder,” Aiden interjected with grudge tangled in his voice.  
 
    “We don’t have proof of that either and Katharina’s not here to defend herself. That also needs to be considered.” Elena turned back to me. “But it being true or not, you believe it was. That alone created your trauma from a young age and affected your life choices. You can’t be penalized because of that but, crimes can’t go unpunished.” 
 
    “I don’t understand it. Am I going to prison or not?” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t do that after what you’ve been through,” she said. “We’ll still have to investigate more and I’ll have to consider things before I can indicate a sentence. Besides, since you’re the Lady of this property now, the King will demand a thorough trial. I’ll speak in your favor. What I’d suggest is that you pay a big fee for the crimes you’ve committed, and of course, we’ll leave it as a first warning. You’ll be watched and any future crimes will have severe punishments. The crew, although influenced by you, will have to be penalized, too.” 
 
    “Can you guarantee they’ll have a fair trial?” Blake asked, fast as a gunshot.  
 
    Aiden raised an eyebrow. “Why do you care about these people beneath us?” 
 
    “Beneath us?” Blake scoffed. “Who do you think you are to say that? They’re people like you and I. They have feelings that drive them and they deserve a fair trial. Put yourself in his place. Wouldn’t you like to kill the person who hurt your adopted daughter like Lady Katharina did to Snow? Because I don’t think I’d have strength in me not to stab her, too.” Then he turned to the judge. “Don’t you agree?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure what their sentences will be. First, I want to confiscate the ship and everything that isn’t personal there. They’ll also be put in a crime list and therefore, if they’re caught doing anything illegal in this country, they’ll go straight to prison.” 
 
    The Onyx Falcon had been my home for over ten years, and it had been for Doc and the rest for even longer. It was sad to have to agree with it, but she was already doing a lot, so I nodded.  
 
    “That’s fair. I was the one at fault.” I repeated. They were pirates before they found me, but if no one would get into trouble, I’d take the blame. 
 
    “Good. Tomorrow I’ll go to the city and talk to my team about it. Duke and Marquess Orsin have agreed on helping you with the transition period. Their secretaries are coming to help you with the finances.” She looked at Doc. “When I return in a few days, I’ll want you to leave with some of the Duke’s guards to find the rest of your crew. Until then, you shall not leave this property and must be accompanied by the guards at all times. We don’t want things to get more complicated, right?”  
 
    “No, madam.”  
 
    “Good. Now let’s have dinner and ask the servants to prepare guest rooms for us. It’s too late to leave.” 
 
    She looked at me, but I remained still, mouth agape, blinking in confusion. It was still hard to grasp that I was the new Lady of the house and the new Countess Myrlle, even if the King would perform a formal ceremony later.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” Blake landed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “But what about Katharina’s children? Who is going to tell them what happened?”  
 
    “I can do it,” David said.  
 
    “Alright.” Blake nodded. “I can help you if needed since I’m gonna stay to help with the transition.” He held me again, holding my arm on the way out.  
 
    As soon as we left the room, I made him stop. Doc and the guards followed us, but as I glanced at Doc, he understood I wanted some privacy, so he headed upstairs.  
 
    “I don’t understand. Aren’t you going to the Academy?” 
 
    “No, Rose. Of course not. I thought I’d lost you twice. I refuse to go through that again.” He squeezed my hand. A tingly sensation caressed my heart. “Besides, you’re gonna need all the help you can get. You’re not trained for it, and although Aiden was the one being trained, I know enough to help out. That is, if you want me here.” 
 
    “What about your dream?” 
 
    “The Academy will still be there if I want to go. You need me now. I want to stay with you. I’ve told you before.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to give things up because of me.” 
 
    “It’s my choice and no one else’s. Not even yours. I wanted to go there because of the things my dad learned due to his experience. But I figured that out by myself.” He cupped my cheek. “I’m free to do whatever I want. And at the moment, it is to be with you.” He leaned closer; his warm breath brushed my skin. I grabbed his vest. “Don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. He leaned closer, his lips nearly touching mine, but I tilted my head down.  
 
    “I’m broken, Blake.” I sighed, his thumbs wiping my tears. “Part of me died with Sofia Snow-White. I barely remember my mom, and Dad was so busy, but I always had Snow. We always had each other.” I gulped. “Her loss was the hardest to bear, especially because it was my fault.”  
 
    “Then it’s time for you to be mended. The scar may remain, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be happy again.” 
 
    I couldn’t hold it anymore. I leaned forward, kissing him. Tugging on his clothes, I pulled him closer, but he didn’t waste time, embracing me tightly. I gasped, feeling the same desire from before. I didn’t think he would forgive me that fast, but there was no better place in the world than being pressed against his chest. His heart raced against mine at the same pace.  
 
    When I pulled back, a grin stretched out his lips.  
 
    “Then I’m staying,” he said and I nodded. “I’ll help you to your room, then settle things down here. You should rest, we can talk more tomorrow.”  
 
    Slipping his arm around my waist, he guided me upstairs.  
 
    I was still worried about the verdict, but that night, for the first time in years, I was able to sleep with a peaceful heart.  
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    In the next few weeks, Judge Elena Ritaere helped us with the lightest sentence she could give the crew. Rose wasn’t allowed to leave the castle, but Doc and some of the Duke’s guards had to leave to get the rest of them.  
 
    “If you find an opening, you should escape,” she whispered to Doc in their farewell.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon.” It was his sole answer before he entered the auto-carriage.  
 
    Once they were out of sight, Rose sighed heavily and went back upstairs to her room.  
 
    I spent the afternoon with Christopher and Claudia. It was hard on them. Losing their mother and learning she wasn’t as good as everyone thought was earth-shattering. However, we didn’t tell them the whole truth. At least, not yet. It was especially harder for Christopher, since he was to inherit it all, then suddenly, he wasn’t anymore. He complained some, but swallowed most of his anger.  
 
    Once I finally got them to sleep, I headed to the place I waited to go all day. I knocked on Rose’s door. Her soft voice asked me to enter a second later. I stepped inside, but just a little. Wearing a simple white nightgown, she was standing by the window, bathed in moonlight.  
 
    “I know it’s not really polite to come in this late, but given the fact you could kick me out of here, can we talk?” 
 
    “Why would I do that, Blake? You saved my life.”  
 
    “It’s not right for a man to go into a woman’s quarters this late. Especially a lady.” 
 
    “I’m still a pirate on the inside and we’ve done more things before.” With a sly smile, her eyes traveled my body up and down. My fist clenched on the doorknob, not knowing if I should close it or not. I just wanted to see her again. “I’m sorry I treated you harshly back on the ship.” She continued once the silence had stretched out for too long. “I thought I’d never see you again, or better, you wouldn’t want to see me after that.” 
 
    “I was angry, for sure, but you’re more important to me, Rose.”  
 
    She bit her lip, eyes drifting off to the window. She hugged herself.  
 
    “It’s not an excuse, but I thought you’d have a better life without me. Even if I had to hurt you for that.”  
 
    “I know, and I guess you didn’t want to face the truth, too.” 
 
    “You can read me like a book.” Her eyes drifted away. Was she ashamed? 
 
    I shrugged, letting a bashful smile take over my lips. “What can I say? I pay attention to those who have my heart.” 
 
    “It still hurts, but somehow, the burden is lighter.” 
 
    “Because you’re not carrying it alone anymore.” 
 
    She stepped towards me. I resisted the urge to embrace her warm body, keeping my hands firmly in place. Rose touched the door and pushed it to close. I had to take another step inside to move out of the way.  
 
    “Keep me company tonight?” she asked softly, her breath brushing on my neck. My cheeks were burning and she giggled. “I love making you blush.”  
 
    I threw my self-control out the window and kissed her. One of my hands found her smooth hair; the other found the small of her back. The nightgown was so light it was almost like I could touch her skin underneath. Warmth spread through my chest as my heart fluttered when she stepped back, pulling me to the bed.  
 
    We fell on the big and soft surface. Panting, I stepped away just enough to look into her eyes.  
 
    “All I want is to keep you company. Tonight and all the other nights to come.”  
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    Doc returned three weeks later, with the crew. They were miserable for having lost their ship, but they were together and fine. That was what mattered to them. Their family was whole again. Despite things not returning to the same status for them, Rose paid all the fees for them to be free.  
 
    From then on, they were filed and were to be monitored. Duke Waldeck, the nearest high authority, was to supervise the police’s task. The crew also had to agree to keep their whereabouts updated. Only then they were allowed to leave, if they wanted.  
 
    Once everything was settled, the group sat at the dinner table after the last meal of the day. The servants had just retrieved their plates, but none moved. 
 
    “So, now what?” Teeny asked.  
 
    “I guess we’re gonna have to retire,” Doc said. “That or sneak away, never to return.”  
 
    “I can’t go.” Rose shook her head, letting out a heavy sigh. “I spent ten years trying to get even with that woman, now I got everything she wanted and cared about. The reason why she killed my family and tried to get rid of me. I won’t go.” Her eyes lifted to me on her side. “Besides, if I vanished, I’d be taken as a liar and that would have implications on you and your family, too.”  
 
    “I don’t know about you all, but I needed to retire at some point.” Lazy chuckled, but his shoulders fell. 
 
    “You’re all welcome to stay for as long as you wish, to come and go as you please,” Rose twisted an ebony strand around her finger, glancing a little at everyone. “I’m sorry I’ve never told you about who I was, but you know you can ask anything of me, right?”  
 
    “We’re not mad at you. We were just shocked,” Joy said. “But I guess everyone agrees that we’re not gonna leave you behind. Pirating wouldn’t be the same without you and, well, we’re still young enough to pursue other things.” 
 
    “We can t-think more about it, but wha-what matters is that we’ll all be around.” Doc’s chest inflated as he ordered the words to speak. “This crew is more than just the Onyx Falcon. Wherever we are, we’ll always be a family.”  
 
    With nostalgic smiles, they all nodded. Then Rose asked the servants to bring more wine, as they clearly weren’t done with the night. I laughed, kissing Rose’s hand, I announced I would go to my room. On the way, I stopped to check on Christopher and Claudia.  
 
    Days later, Rowdy chose to return to Awynia a few hours away. Teeny went along with his brother, and they promised constant visits, already planning to bring Ellie along. I still doubted Rowdy had a girlfriend, so I was looking forward to meeting her. The rest stayed at the castle. Joy and Dummy charged themselves with the kitchen, while Doc and Snotty helped Rose and me with the finances.  
 
    Month after month, we got better at administrating the castle. Flowers bloomed and died; days became hotter until they turned colder. Then strong winds brushed dry leaves out of the trees.  
 
    Snow came with winter, covering the ground in white.  
 
    At first, Rose refused to speak or see her half-siblings. All that has happened wasn’t their fault, but she was too hurt. It took her months to finally be able to have meals with them. The two didn’t like any of it either but accepted with some persuasion on my part.  
 
    In my free morning, as usual, I decided to spend some time in the library. I didn’t have time to finish three pages before a soft voice called my name.  
 
    “Blake, aren’t you coming?” Rose said by the door in a red dress. She never entered the library. “Finnian is about to take Doc and Snotty to the train station.”  
 
    “Today? Weren’t they going tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s getting colder and it might snow more at night. Finnian said it’d be better to leave today while it’s still possible to cross the road.”  
 
    I marked the page and closed the book, exiting the library. I followed her to the entrance hall. Servants were helping them with the baggage in the auto carriage parked at the door. Rose embraced Snotty, then Doc. Lazy, Joy, and Dummy were saying their farewell, too.  
 
    “I’m gonna miss you,” she told them with a smile.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll write as soon as we arrive. And we’ll come for spring break.” Snotty said to her while tapping his grandfather on the back.  
 
    “I still can’t believe I’m finally going to be a doctor.” 
 
    “You’ve always been, Doc. You’ll just have the formal title now.” She hugged him one more time and the two followed Finnian outside, who warned us he’d be back for dinner.  
 
    We waved and watched the auto-carriage drive away. Rose’s smile fell. While the other three went inside, she descended the few steps out. Her eyes still followed the black vehicle disappearing in the distance.  
 
    “Are you okay?” My feet stomped on the snow by her side.  
 
    “It’s weird to be without him for the first time since he rescued me from the streets.” She shrugged. “It’s weird not being with Rowdy and Teeny, too. I miss them already. It’s silly, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It’s not. I’ll miss them, too.”  
 
    “And I can’t believe that they’re going to the Academy, not you.” Her gaze finally left the road to see me. “You know I can sponsor you.” 
 
    “Months might have passed, but what I told you still stands. I want to be with you.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Her voice trailed off. I raised an eyebrow.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Forget it.” Embracing herself to shelter from the cold, she went to the garden.  
 
    I tilted my head, following her walk around the dry trees full of snow.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    She turned, facing me.  
 
    “When are you going to ask me? It’s been almost a year already!” 
 
    “Ask what?” 
 
    “To marry me?” Looking away, her grip around herself tightened. “I mean…I thought you’d have asked it by now. And I know I could ask you, too, but…” Her voice lowered and I could’ve sworn her cheeks got redder. “I wanted to hear you ask it.” 
 
    My face heated.  
 
    “I…I just…” I cleared my throat. “We didn’t have enough time for it between assuming the property’s administration, then helping Doc and Snotty to get into the Academy. I wanted to talk about it, but I didn’t think you’d be comfortable with that, yet. Besides, I was afraid people would think I wanted to stay only to be the new lord.”  
 
    “I don’t care what they think. But if it concerns you, don’t you think the natural thought going on everyone’s mind is that we’ll be together? You’re already doing the work.” She bit her lip. “And truth to be told, I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could get an accountant if you didn’t manage it yourself.” 
 
    Her shoulders vibrated with her laugh. 
 
    “You’re so naïve, Blake. That is the least of my problems.” Rose’s eyes shifted to the garden, then the castle. “It’s hard to be here. My step-siblings’ situation is complicated, but you’ve been a bridge to fill that gap. If it weren’t for you, Doc and Snotty wouldn’t have gotten into the Academy. Hell, they could all have been arrested if it weren’t for you.” She stepped closer until she was centimeters away. She grabbed my vest the way I loved as if she couldn’t keep her hands away from me. “You stand by me and give me strength to be a better person.”  
 
    My arms embraced her until her body was pressed against my chest. I could feel her warmth over the cold air. I tilted my head forward. Her lips brushed against mine and it was all it took to make a sparkle light inside me.  
 
    “You know you have me, no matter what, Rose. I love you and I’d love to marry you if you desire.” 
 
    “I love you, Blake.” Her deep blue eyes stared into mine like she could see my soul.  
 
    “Good.” It was hard not to smile. “What do you say we prepare things for spring break when Doc and Snotty are back?” 
 
    “I’d prefer a Snow-White ceremony.” 
 
    “Alright. We have time to do something small by the end of winter. And I’m sure the guys can help us,” I said. She nodded and kissed me again. “I promise you, everything is going to be fine.” 
 
    A little snow-flake descended onto my shoulder, in bright contrast over my dark blue vest. I looked up to meet more tiny spots of snow slowly falling.  
 
    The flake melted under Rose’s touch. Despite the tears forming in her eyes, she laughed. Opening her hand, she welcomed more flakes on her palm.  
 
    “I guess you’re right.”  
 
    Her smile was heart-warming, happier than usual. A blissful peace took over her, filling me with hope and making me even more sure of my words. She embraced me tighter, resting her head between my chest and shoulder.  
 
    Although I shivered, I wanted to stay with her outside a little longer. Resting my chin on her ebony hair, we watched the falling snow. 
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    Hi, dear reader!  
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading this book, I hope you enjoyed the ride as much as I did!  
 
    This was my first attempt at a retelling and wow! I really liked to weave elements of the original tale in this narrative (actually, the two tales), yet making something totally new and different. Speaking of which, did you know there was a tale of “Snow-White and Rose Red”? I’ve heard about it before but never researched it in depth before the making of this book, but I started having ideas to intertwine the two “Snow-White” tales - and they’re not the same, by the way.  
 
    Originally, I was gonna make it a short story for an anthology, but, well, the characters demanded a “bit” more, hehehe. And I’m glad they did because I loved writing this story! In fact, it grew so much that now Teeny (or should I say Katsu) is demanding a story of his own too, so that’s in the making! It’ll be a different retelling and I can’t wait to share it with you! For more about the making of this story, I’ve listed some curiosities on the next page.  
 
    If you’re interested in talking to me or getting to know more about the upcoming releases, reach me out on social media. I’m most active on Instagram (author.marilia), I’d love to talk to you!  
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    In this section, you’ll see some curiosities of the making of this book, I hope you’ll enjoy them:  
 
    - It started as a Cinderella retelling, “Ella” would leave on her choice as a kid and probably have disguised as a boy (mixing Mulan vibes), then she’d become very good at disguises in her quest for revenge. The superficial ideas were good, but it lacked something deeper, that was when I changed Cinderella for Snow-White and things started to click. 
 
    - The inspiration also came from a different tale, Snow-White and Rose Red, also published by the Grimm’s brothers. In the tale, Snow-White had light hair and Rose Red had dark hair, like in my story. 
 
    - It started as a short story for an Anthology, but the story grew way more than I anticipated. 
 
    - Like Dummy, my great-grandmother was deaf since she was a toddler and she could read lips perfectly, even in side profile. That was how she watched soap operas on TV and she liked it. I wanted it to be a tribute to her.  
 
    - When Snow tells Blake to stay in the center of the ship to try to avoid seasickness, it was because my Granddad, who worked for the marine, said the center of the ship is the place that rocks the least. 
 
    - In chapter 12, I wanted Blake to give Snow a red rose to foreshadow her identity, but when I was writing it, I thought the white rose was more fitting and it served as a foreshadow about her sister. 
 
    - Teeny’s fake name at the fancy party in the middle of the book was “Yuki” because it means Snow (in Japanese).  
 
    - I tried putting little easter eggs of the possible origins of Snow-White’s tale in the story. For example, a possible inspiration for the story was Margareta von Waldeck. Margareth is Snow’s fake name at the party and Waldeck is the surname of the Duke in the story. Another possible origin was the story of Maria Sophia von Erthal, which was Snow-White’s first name. Margareta’s stepmother was named Katharina. 
 
    - I later found out that Margareta von Waldeck died on March 15th, which, Ironically, is Blake’s birthday. 
 
    - In the Snow-White and Rose Red tale, there’s a prince who had been turned into a bear, and that’s why Blake’s sigil was a bear. Because of that, his surname, Orsin, comes from an Italian name, Orsini, which means bear.  
 
    - The Pirates’ original aliases were inspired by Disney’s 1937 version. Doc’s stays the same, since his alias had an important meaning in the story. 
 
    Sleepy = Lazy 
 
    Sneezy = Snotty 
 
    Grumpy = Rowdy 
 
    Bashful = Teeny 
 
    Happy = Joy 
 
    Dopey = Dummy 
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    This skyship needed gas to fill its balloon in order to soar above the clouds and that wouldn’t be possible without a few important people in my life! So thanks to:  
 
    My parents, Ana Maria and Eduardo Barbosa, for shaping my character through the hard work of raising me. And to my little sister Maria Eduarda who helps me translate my stories and supports my writing journey.  
 
    My dear high school friend, Nathally Simonetti, who reads basically everything I write, from fanfics to original stories! Thanks for helping and supporting me for so long!  
 
    My friend on the other side of the world, Indré Lionikaite, for being the first person to read this story. Sorry for putting you through the first crappy draft of it, but thanks for helping me improve on this story. Your feedback was awesome!  
 
    My friend Diego Pessoa, for always helping me with my biology questions when I need to hurt or poison one of my characters.  
 
    My dear beta readers who helped me improve this story: Sahana, Makenna, Winter, Karine, Stephani Shaver, Trisha Goswami and especially Rebecca, for reading it twice! You all helped me in such a short deadline that you all agreed to and took the challenge seriously, which meant the world to me.  
 
    And to my editors, Kate Higginbotham and Faith Lane, for all the corrections and details I needed to do to make it on point.  
 
    And of course, to YOU, reader. It wouldn’t be fun to have this story out here if there wasn’t anyone to enjoy it. Half the fun of writing is in the joy of sharing it with you!  
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTOR 
 
      
 
    Born and raised in Brasilia (Brazil), Marília Barbosa is the oldest of three sisters and graduated in Design and Japanese, but is also graduating in English. Living with her head in the clouds, she fell in love with creating stories at 14, when she started playing and creating stories with her friends at school. With time, she took the writing more seriously and now it takes all the author’s free time that by every story she finishes, she has already five new ones in her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    You can find her on:  
 
    Instagram: @author.marilia  
 
    Wattpad: https://www.wattpad.com/user/MariliaGB  
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    Between the Land and the Sea (YA contemporary supernatural romance, short story)  
 
    Thor, the Cat (YA contemporary romance, short story) 
 
    Thor’s First Christmas (YA contemporary romance, short story)  
 
    Valentine’s Day Under the Stars (YA contemporary romance, short story)  
 
    The Night of the Last Disappearance (contemporary supernatural suspense, short story) 
 
    A Tale of Blood and Flames (fantasy romance, short story) 
 
    The Duchess at Sea (historical romance, novella) 
 
    Snow and the Seven Pirates (fantasy and romance, retelling with a little steampunk). 
 
      
 
    You can find these books here:  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Mar%C3%ADlia-G-Barbosa/e/B08ZJPSVPT/ref=dp_byline_cont_ebooks_1  
 
      
 
    More books, novellas and short stories are coming soon! 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    If you enjoyed this short story, please leave a review and spread the word in social media. 
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    Turn the page for a preview of my other book, The Duchess at Sea, available on Amazon.  
 
      
 
    Synopsis: All Duchess Lenna desired was a way to solve her problems, but what she didn't expect was to find herself in the pirate ship of Captain Callum. In her journey, Lenna will have her heart weighted by an anchor and an unsure future in her hands. 
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    My arm hurt as I was dragged down the deck. The man who had just found me went up the stairs to the quarterdeck and opened a door behind the wheel. Laughing, he threw me inside and I almost lost my balance.  
 
    “Look what I found, captain! I knew there was some food missing, and this girl is the bloody reason for it!”  
 
    The man sitting at the table was nothing like I had expected for a pirate captain. He had a short brown beard and straight bangs fell slightly over his eyebrows; he was incredibly neat despite the creased gray shirt. He slowly folded the paper he had been reading and put it inside the first drawer of the table as his honey eyes traced my body up and down. I hugged myself and stepped to the side, getting away from the man who brought me here.  
 
    The captain gestured for the man to leave and he complied, shutting the door. His shiny black boots were on the table, and he placed his intertwined fingers over his belly. I didn’t dare speak a word.  
 
    “You got in at the last harbor two days ago, am I right?” I nodded in response. “Do you know we still have about five days to get to our next destination?” My answer was the same. “Well, we can’t have you aboard and do nothing. You shall cook for us as payment.”  
 
    I gulped and my voice was low. “I don’t know how to cook.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows in fake surprise and his feet went to the floor so he could stand. Walking around the table, he approached me. Once he got too close, I stepped back until I hit the door.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure we can find some other use for a pretty girl like you on my ship.”  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine, regretting my desperate choice at that harbor only two days ago, but what could I have done? They were about to find me, and the ship I had bought a room in had already set sail without me.  
 
    A stubborn tear slid down my cheek as I looked away.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that.” He grabbed one of my shaky hands. “I’m sure your soft, rich hands can survive washing the dishes for a few days.” He laughed the moment my jaw dropped. “You are not to be harmed in my ship,” he said and walked away. “You are very lucky I’m a gentleman, but what were you thinking, boarding a pirate ship? And alone, nonetheless.”  
 
    Did he think I was stupid?  
 
    “I didn’t know it was a pirate ship!” I hissed, and he turned a surprised look at me for speaking so assertively all of a sudden. “It looked like a nice, normal commercial vessel that was going to the city of Keanys,” I remembered his words and then quickly added. “And I’m not rich.”  
 
    As a pirate, I didn’t doubt he was already thinking of ways to profit over me. Maybe that was his main reason to keep me unhurt, but I didn’t want him to know my family was the richest in the country. I was already on a secret journey to ask for my grandfather’s assistance and I didn’t need to give him another trouble to handle. However, as he walked closer to me again with a smug smile on his lips, maybe I should promise him some money to guarantee I wouldn’t get hurt until we reached our destination.  
 
    “Oh, you are. Maybe not much, but enough so you’ve always had someone cooking for you, isn’t that right?” He carelessly grabbed the tip of my side braid, playing with my dark curly hair.  
 
    I stepped to the side, causing the strands slid away from his fingers. I had to hold the anger boiling within me. Who did he think he was to touch me like that?  
 
    “If it means anything, can I have your word that I won’t be harmed?”  
 
    “You have my word.” His tone was dead serious, and then he put a hand over his heart. “I am nothing but a gentleman.”  
 
    I let out a laugh. “You’re a pirate.”  
 
    “I’m not only that, my dear.”  
 
    “The name is Lenna,” I lied. I wasn’t willing to give him my real name.  
 
    “All right. Lenna. I’m Callum. You’ll be sleeping in my cabin until we reach our destination.”  
 
    “Thank you, but I’d prefer to sleep in the navigation room.” I looked around. “I believe it’s not taken during the night, right?”  
 
    “Not usually. But anyone can enter here at night, and although my crew is loyal and obedient, some are hard to control when they drink too much. I won’t be there to stop them.”  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine once again. I could stay alone in here with the possibility of anyone walking in—including that big guy who found me—or I could be in his room. At least I’d have only one person to worry about. The latter didn’t seem such a bad option. Although intrusive and arrogant, Callum was also polite.  
 
    “Fine, then…but don’t touch me,” I demanded.  
 
    “I’ll keep my hands to myself.” He laughed and raised his palms innocently. “And yes, of course, you’re a rich folk, you demand just like one…” He opened the door. “Well, then, let me show you my ship.” He extended his arm as a noble gentleman would. He just wouldn’t waste a chance to mock me! I ignored the gesture and walked out by myself. He also stepped out of the navigation room and started leading me through a small tour around the ship.  
 
    It wasn’t that different from other Galleon ships I’ve been to, there was the main deck with the forecastle in the front—where I was hidden with many barrels of foods and drinks for the two days, and where my satchel still waited for me. At the back, there was the sterncastle, with space for the officer’s quarters and of course, the captain’s quarters. Above it was the quarterdeck, the helm, and the navigation room.  
 
    We went downstairs to the gun and berth deck, where many cannons were displayed near the hatches and men slept on nets or improvised beds on the floor. At the front part was a room for the infirmary and gunpowder stock. At the back, there was the galley with two cooks working. There was another level downstairs for food stock and what I assumed was their treasures, since he told me I wasn’t supposed to go further down. I didn’t care, though.  
 
    “Now, it’s time to introduce you to the crew,” Callum said as he looked to a red-haired man approaching us.  
 
    “Nate told me about our unexpected guest.” He turned to me. “I’m pleased to meet you, my lady.” He bowed for a second, but I couldn’t tell if he was sincere or if he was only teasing me.  
 
    “This is my best friend and second in command, Felix.” Callum put a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “I’m Lenna,” I said.  
 
    “So it’s true?” Another voice reached my ears right before I saw another guy coming towards us. He was wearing a red shirt, and he had an easy smile as he grabbed my hand to kiss it. I quickly pulled away. “It is like a dream to have a beautiful flower-like you aboard; a sight for sore eyes!”  
 
    “I’m obliged.” I took a step back.  
 
    “By the way, I’m Enric, but you can call me Ric, or the man of your dreams if you will.” He leaned closer; he had interesting copper skin and dark curly hair. He looked like the opposite of Felix.  
 
    Callum pushed Enric away from me, but the red hair was the one to speak. “I ask my humble apologies for my friend, he rarely knows how to act with the ladies.”  
 
    “I think I’m supposed to wash some dishes, don’t you agree, Captain?”  
 
    Felix choked a laugh, exchanging looks with Enric, I guess as if to say he had no chance with me this time. Callum suppressed his grin and nodded, taking me to the galley. He introduced me to the guys in the kitchen and after I was given some food, my dish-washing work began and I had to ignore the disgust for the rest of food.  
 
    When all the dishes were inside the cupboards that the cookers showed me, I walked around the ship. It was good to finally stretch my legs after spending two days hidden behind those barrels.  
 
    I expected everyone’s eyes to follow me all the time, however, the feeling of being watched was still annoying. I crossed the gun deck and went up the stairs; the main deck was less full, which was a relief. There was nothing but the beautiful blue ocean and sky everywhere I looked. I still needed to get used to the movement of the ship, although it wasn’t making me seasick. Stumbling around, I bumped into someone. The tall man glared at me; he had shoulder-length light brown hair and a beard.  
 
    “Lenna,” he said. 
 
    I was about to ask how he knew my name since we hadn’t been introduced, but I didn’t need to. At this point, Callum must have told all the crew, and since I was the only girl aboard, it wasn’t hard to know my name.  
 
    “Yes. And you are?”  
 
    “Alastair.” Then, he just walked away, bumping my shoulder as he left showing he didn’t care. How rude! He was more like the picture I had of a pirate. Anyway, I was glad he seemed to be the only one aboard who didn’t care to look at me with hungry eyes. I’d have preferred all of them to do the same, staying away and ignoring me until we reached our destination.  
 
    Trying to get away from all the stares, I went to the only place I could be in closed quarters on this ship: the navigation room. Luckily, it was empty. I stayed there until it was time for dinner so I ate and started the dishwashing job once again.  
 
    When my task was finally over, the captain escorted me to his room at the sterncastle. His cabin was the last one; to go through it, we passed by a small corridor with four doors, they were the officer’s rooms. I bet at least his best friend, Felix had one of those.  
 
    “Please, make yourself at home,” Callum said. This was the last thing I wanted, but I remained silent as I entered.  
 
    The room was about the same size as the navigation room; both had a little balcony at the back and a small door leading there as well. Big windows allowed me to look at the horizon, but he closed the curtains. There were also some cabinets on the wall under the windows. The bed was on the right side; it was big with drawers under it, and a shelf by its side, attached to the wall.  
 
    On the opposite side, a huge drawer stood with a jar of water and bathing things lying around; at least he had some hygiene habits, or so it seemed. Near the window, there was a long sofa. A small table stood in the middle of the room with a chair. Callum opened a drawer under his bed and grabbed some blankets, giving them to me.  
 
    “Enjoy your stay.” He gestured at the sofa.  
 
    I was happy it was way more comfortable than the floor behind the barrels in the forecastle. I left my satchel under the sofa with the few clothes I had and took off my boots before I lied on the sofa. Using a folded blanket as a pillow and the other to cover me. Callum blew off the fire in the lamp on the table; the dim moonlight around the curtains barely allowed me to view him as he changed his clothes before he lay down on his bed.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to change, my lady?”  
 
    “I am fine as it is.”  
 
    “Alright then.” He shrugged. “One more thing, if you get scared at night, all you have to do is cross the room.” He mocked me.  
 
    I frowned and turned to face the opposite side. My tone came out more sarcastic than I had intended.  
 
    “I’m obliged with your offer, though it’s completely unnecessary.”  
 
    He laughed but didn’t say anything else. And then the room fell dead silent, apart from the wood clicking from time to time and the seawater against the ship.  
 
      
 
    You can read the rest here:  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B087CWP2FC/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_taft_p1_i7  
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