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“I'M FRANCIS DOON, BY the way. I'm sure you've already figured this out, but you're my prisoner now. Lucky you.” 

Julian flinched at the pirate's words. He'd never been a prisoner before, but he knew it meant the end of his charmed life and philandering ways. He tried to picture himself in a cell, but it was an impossible image to conjure. He didn't have the stomach to imagine it, let alone, live it.  

“Arrest anyone who survived,” Doon barked the order at Bryce as he turned away from Julian. “If anyone resists, you know what to do.” 

Before Doon could walk away, Lettie cried, “Wait!” She boldly seized his arm and tried to pull him back. 

Touching him was a mistake. In a flash, Doon's pistol was raised and pointed at her forehead. When he realized it was a young woman who grabbed him, he slowly lowered his gun. “What do you want?”

Lettie winced at the hardness of his tone. As much as she hated to be stuck with Julian, she was already starting to wonder if Captain Doon would be worse. “Will you give me a chance to tell you my story? I don't belong here! Julian commandeered my airship and I was taken against my w—”

“I'm not interested in stories,” Doon said, which won him a few chuckles from his crewmen. “If you want story time, talk to my first mate. She's a lot more patient than I am.” 

“Your first mate is a woman?” As a female captain herself, Lettie was intrigued by the idea of a woman in a position of power. 

“She is, although the title is mostly for show.” Leaning closer to Lettie, Doon lowered his voice and added, “And you mustn't tell her I said that, or I'll never hear the end of it.” 

Mae, who was standing next to Lettie, caught a couple of Doon's pirates gawking at her. She might have been flattered by their attention if not for their stifled chuckles. They were snickering at her, though they tried to hide it. As soon as Mae discovered the reason for their amusement, she gasped. The front of her dress had ripped wide open, and it was caught by a breeze. She assumed it tore when the airship crashed. Sneering at the pirates who mocked her, she grabbed both sides of the split dress and snapped it closed. 

“I'm not supposed to be here either!” Mae told Doon. “Julian was supposed to take me back to the capital, but instead he—”

“Ladies!” Doon interrupted. “Did you not hear me the first time? I told you to speak to my first mate, Kitt. She'll have a lot more sympathy than me, I'm sure. It'll be her job to decide what to do with you. Right now, we need to focus on getting the prisoners off this airship and into my ga—”

This time, Doon was interrupted. When he saw the dagger hurtling toward his face, he dodged, but barely. As he leaned backward, the blade lightly grazed his cheek. Before his attacker could strike again, Doon raised his pistol and fired.

“Jolly!” Julian screamed when he saw his first mate go down. “Jolly... we'd surrendered! Why would you do that? Why?” 

His answer never came, because Jolly was already dead.

Julian was already on his knees, so he crawled to Jolly's corpse and lifted his first mate's head into his arms. He never appreciated him enough. Julian knew he didn't. Jolly did everything he asked, and he always defended his captain without question. He would have followed Captain Featherstone to the ends of the earth and beyond.

“The eye patch...” Julian whispered. With a sorrowful sigh, he removed Jolly's green eye patch and stored it in his pocket. He always wanted to ask his first mate if the eye patch had any practical purpose, or if it was merely an intriguing ornament. Now he would never know the truth.  

Julian's heart broke as he lowered Jolly's head to the deck. It was such a crushing loss. He would never find a man more loyal than Jonas “Jolly” St. John. 

As Doon wiped the blood from his cheek, Bryce grabbed Julian's arm and forced him to his feet. “You gotta go to the gaol now,” Bryce somberly told him. “Sorry.” 

Julian and his twelve remaining crewmen, including Wiggly Joe, were escorted to Doon's airship. When he realized how many—or rather, how few—of his men survived the encounter, Julian felt horrible. His greed had sent them to their graves. 

“Hands where I can see them!” yelled Wyatt, who was quickly becoming one of Doon's favorites. The man was short, but intimidating. “If y'all don't have your hands in the air in three seconds, someone's going to get shot!” 

Everyone in Julian's crew raised their arms at once. Wyatt roughly pressed his gun into Julian's spine as he led them to their new quarters: Doon's gaol. 

Captain Featherstone's airship would soon be destroyed by the raging fire that consumed it. There was no salvaging it, and looting would be dangerous, so Doon ordered his crew back to his airship. As soon as they boarded, Kitt rushed toward him. 

“Doon... your cheek! You're wounded!” Kitt gasped. “Are you okay? What happened? I was trying to watch through the spyglass, but I couldn't see everything.”

His answer was unsurprisingly dismissive. “It's nothing.” When he tried to sidestep her, she jumped in his path.

“I watched you kill a man.” Kitt didn't sound happy. In fact, her tone was accusatory. “Why do you have to kill so many people?”

“I killed a man who tried to stab me, Kitt. What did you want me to do? Take him in my arms and thank him for slicing me?”

Kitt's nose wrinkled at his sarcasm. “No... but did you have to kill him? Sometimes I think you kill too easily, Doon. You killed a lot of men during the attack, too. Don't you ever get tired of it? All the killing?”

“When it's kill or be killed, it's an easy choice to make.” Doon suddenly raised Kitt's hand to his lips, kissing her palm. “Now... are you finished yelling at me? Because I would like to tend to my wound, if possible. I don't need another scar on my face.” 

“No, I'm not finished!” When Doon started to walk away, Kitt hovered right behind him. “What if these men you kill are actually nice people? What if they have friends? What if they have families? Do you ever stop to think about that?”

“That's a bit difficult to think about when they're swinging their swords in my face, Kitten.” He thrust a thumb at Lettie and Mae. “These ladies wanted to talk. I told them I'd leave their fates up to you. Goodbye.” 

Doon lengthened his strides and doubled his speed, so unless she sprinted after him, she had to let him go. Sighing, Kitt faced the two women whose fates she was meant to decide. “I'm so sorry about him,” Kitt apologized on the captain's behalf. “To someone who doesn't know him, I'm sure our captain seems incredibly rude, but he's really not that bad.” Not that bad. She was describing the man she loved as not that bad.  She felt a bit guilty for downplaying his worth, but at the moment, he didn't deserve a better description.

“It was sad to see Jolly die...” Lettie's gaze dropped to her feet. “He was hardly my favorite person, and he didn't like me, but I wouldn't have wanted him to die. So I'm glad you stood up for him.” 

“Doon killed a man named Jolly?” Kitt asked with a groan. “That makes me feel even worse!”

Lettie shrugged. “But he wasn't especially jolly, if it makes you feel any better. Quite the opposite, really. Still... to see someone die in front of me...”

Kitt's eyes wandered to Mae, who had yet to say a word. When she realized the poor woman was trying to hold her dress together, she told her, “I'll get you some new clothes.”

“Could you?” Mae chuckled nervously. “That would be great, thanks.” When the airship ascended, the wind was twice as furious. In her ripped dress, it was almost impossible for Mae to maintain her modesty. 

“So...” Kitt's gaze shifted between Lettie and Mae. “Doon said you wanted to talk?”

Words spilled from Mae's lips first. “I know it sounds crazy, but I was supposed to meet Prince Nico at a pub in the capital. I made the mistake of leaving with Captain Featherstone, and then I got stuck on his airship. Now this happened, and I'm not sure how to get back to the capital and back to the prince. Maybe Nico cares about me... or maybe he doesn't... but either way, I should probably find a way to return.” 

Kitt turned her attention to Lettie. “And you? What's your story?”

Before she spoke, Lettie raised her chin and readjusted her cravat. “I'm Letitia Rose Jordan, Captain of the Baltmoor Aerial Militia. I was on an important mission when my airship was attacked and taken over by Captain Featherstone. Since then, I've tried to find ways to escape, but to no avail. I finally managed to convince him to give me back my airship... and then he decided to attack Captain Doon as well. And now I'm here.” 

Kitt's eyes narrowed as she studied the ladies' faces. There were parts of both stories that were impossible to believe. Prince Nico? A female captain? Still, Letitia and Mae looked panicked, so she wanted to believe them, if only to make them more comfortable. 

“I'll talk to Doon,” Kitt promised them. “I'll see if I can convince him to drop you off. In the meantime, you should be treated with respect and kindness. If anyone is rude to either of you, don't hesitate to tell me.” She directed her attention to Mae. “Now... if you would like to come with me, I'll get you some clothes.” 

After Kitt and Mae departed, Lettie tried to sort through her thoughts. Doon's first mate seemed kind enough, but was she really in a better place? Julian was supposed to return her airship, but was he telling the truth? If she wanted out of a terrible situation, Lettie could only rely on herself. She could only ever trust herself.

No matter what, she had to get back to her family and fiance. 

When Lettie closed her eyes, she was haunted by an image of Captain Featherstone, cradling the deceased Jolly's head in his arms. She could see him with his hands in the air and a pistol at his back, on his way to Doon's prison. In some strange way, she felt bad for Julian.

But not too bad. 
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JULIAN SCRUBBED HALF the deck before his arms started to ache. When he dragged a hand through his messy brown locks, the sticky sweat on his forehead glued his hair to his scalp. It wouldn't have been such an unpleasant task if there was actually a breeze, but it was an uncommonly stifling day. Even on the aft of the airship, there was barely any wind. 

Julian had been tasked with cleaning the entire deck with nothing more than a sponge and bucket. He would have preferred a mop, but that wasn't demeaning enough. The sight of Captain Featherstone, hunched over on his hands and knees, must have been fascinating to Doon, who walked by every once in awhile to bask in Julian's misery. 

Back and forth, back and forth—the scrubbing was endless. At the end of the first hour, his sponge was tearing in the center, which made a difficult task even more challenging. 

“Scrub-scrub-scrubbity scrub...” Julian solemnly sang as he dragged the ripping sponge across the floor. “Wash-wash-wishidy-wash...” He thought a song might pass the time, but his heart wasn't in it. After losing Jolly and a large portion of his crew, Julian's spirits were crushed. And he had no one to blame but himself. 

After a scrubbing marathon, Julian sat up and stretched. When he didn't resume his scrubbing right away, it earned him a disapproving remark from Jared. “Why are you stopping? We haven't got all day, you know.”

Julian turned around and sneered at the flame-haired youth. His former protege had been asked to guard him, which seemed like a cruel joke. Jared used to swab the deck for him, and now he was scrubbing the deck while Jared watched. Julian was mortified by the reversal of fortune. 

As he sat on his stool, high above Julian, Jared looked like a king—or perhaps a pompous prince. The pistol in his hand was aimed at his former captain, and he had no shame about it. He truly believed Captain Featherstone could benefit from the humbling experience. He needed to learn some humility. 

“Can I have a break?” Julian whimpered at his overlord. “Sweat is seeping into my eyes, my neck is sunburnt, my mouth is dry, my back itches, and my arms are really, really sore. Jared, please let me rest!” 

“I don't know, Captain. I think you should keep working.” Jared winced when he called him Captain. It was a habit he struggled to break. “You're only halfway done, and I already see evidence of a setting sun.” Jared pointed at the golden sky and the rose-colored clouds that dotted it. “I'd rather not be here after dark.” 

“Pleeeeeease, Jared!” Julian pleaded with the younger man. “If you ever had any shred of affection in your heart for me, you'll let me lay down my head for a moment!” 

Jared tapped his pistol against his knee as he considered Julian's request. With a roll of his eyes, he finally agreed, “Fine. But only for a few minutes.”

“Thank god!” Julian exclaimed as his head dropped to the deck. “I've never been more tired in my life, Jared! Never! Never ever!”

“That's because you've never experienced a hard day's work.”

“True, Jared, true. I can't deny that.” Julian whimpered to himself. “If this is to be my life from now on, I don't know if I can bear it! I should probably leap over the side of the airship and end my misery now.” 

Jared shook his head and said, “You wouldn't do that.” 

“You're right, Jared. I wouldn't. I love myself far too much.” Sighing, Julian tossed aside his frayed, filthy sponge. “But if I was forced into this sort of labor every day, I would start to feel the temptation.”

When Julian closed his eyes, a single word echoed in his mind: temptation. He tried to imagine himself in the arms of a buxom blonde or an exotic widow. Women were his life. How was he supposed to live without them? How many days would he be forced to survive without a lady's soft touch? Julian had been a prisoner for less than twenty-four hours, and he was already in agony. 

Jared allowed him a few minutes of self-pity before he barked at his former captain, “get up!”

As soon as Julian's eyes opened, he gasped. He was staring directly at the nose of a ragged brown terrier. Alarmed by Julian's alarm, the dog yipped and scampered away. 

“That's Barnabus,” Jared informed him. “And he belongs to Kitt and Captain Doon, so you better be nice to him.”

“Barnabuuuuus!” Julian opened his arms and tried to call the dog back to him. “Come here, you pwecious puppy! Come here to Julian! Come 'ere, you... come 'ere! Come on!” Barnabus took a few cautious steps in Julian's direction. The dog's gait was somewhat awkward, so Julian had to ask, “What's wrong with him?”

Jared gave him a short response. “He's got a mechanical leg.” 

“Aww... poor baby.” When the dog was within grabbing range, Julian scooped the animal into his arms and cradled him like an infant. In a singsong voice, he said, “Who's the cutest puppy in the world, huh? You are! Yes... you are!” Julian tapped his nose against the canine's. “Seeing your scruffy wittle face is the best part of my day, little buddy! Of course, you haven't had much competition, but still...” 

“Capt—“ Jared stopped himself, “err... Julian. Will you please put down the dog and get back to work? At this rate, you won't be done with deck swabbing until the stars are out.”

“Not if I help him.”

A chorus of angels harmonizing in Julian's head would have been no more beautiful than the female voice he heard. As soon as he saw the lovely, ginger-haired woman standing over him, Julian released Barnabus and focused his attention on the new arrival. “And suddenly, this dog is no longer the highlight of my day. Hello there, beautiful.” 

“I see you found Barnabus.” Kitt reached down to scratch her dog's ears.

“On the contrary, he found me,” Julian playfully corrected her. “And then you found me. This horrible day is getting better and better, I swear.” 

“I don't think we've been properly introduced.” Kitt tucked a mop under her arm as she extended a hand to Captain Featherstone. “I'm Kitt. Well... my name's Catherine Lake, but I prefer Kitt.”

Julian's hands were filthy after a day of deck scrubbing. He assumed she wanted to shake his hand, but he didn't want to taint her beautiful skin with the muck on his fingers. He was already on his knees, so he awkwardly leaned forward and pressed his lips against her hand. “It's lovely to meet you. I'm Captain Julian Featherstone. And you, my dear, are gorgeous.” 

Kitt shyly twirled a finger around her short red locks. “Well... thank you.”

“I would do anything for a moment of your company.” A wicked grin flickered across Julian's lips as he basked in the beauty in front of him. “After seeing your face, I suddenly feel a lot less terrible about the last two days. You're a goddess, Miss Lake. And... truth be told, I've always had a weakness for redheads.” 

Ignoring most of what he said, Kitt replied, “You're going to have more than a moment of my company, because I'm going to help you swab the deck. That sponge you're using is horrible. Here.” She thrust a mop at Julian. “Use this.”

“Oh, darling, you're an angel!” Julian exclaimed, grabbing the mop before she changed her mind. As he rose to his feet, all the bones in his body were snapping and popping in unison. After being on his knees so long, it was a wonder he could stand at all. Julian leaned on the mop, using it for a crutch as he smirked at Kitt. “Now that I get to spend time with you, this is starting to feel like a reward, not a punishment.” 

Kitt's eyes widened. She didn't know how to respond to such excessive flattery. Without saying another word, she dunked her mop in the soapy bucket and proceeded to swab the deck, as she had done so many times before.

Kitt had restored a fair amount of Julian's energy. As his lethargy faded, he soaked his mop and slapped it against the deck. While whistling merrily, Julian and his mop shuffled across the deck. He tried to stay behind Kitt, because it gave him a chance to secretly admire her derriere. 

“Don't get any ideas, Captain Featherstone,” Jared admonished him. “Kitt is Captain Doon's girl.”

“Eeeeew.” Julian's nose wrinkled. “You're with that lout? But he seems so coarse and...”

Before Julian could think of another word to describe Doon, Kitt leapt to her boyfriend's defense. “Doon isn't as bad as you think. He's actually very kind to me... sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” Julian snorted at the word. “If he's lucky enough to have a woman like you, he should always be kind.” 

Kitt sighed. While she loved Doon, she knew it wasn't in his nature to always be kind. And if he was sometimes kind, it was probably a miracle. “Doon can be difficult... he can be a pain... he can be rude... but I do adore him.”

“Does he adore you too?”

Kitt's knuckles curled around her mop's handle, clenching it tightly. “I... don't know.” 

“That shouldn't be a difficult answer, Miss Lake. If you were mine, I would treat you like a goddess, because you would deserve nothing less.” For a moment, Julian was so distracted by her firm bottom, he forgot to work.

That is, until Jared cleared his throat and waved his pistol. With a disgruntled sniff, Julian resumed his swabbing. 

“I'm sure Doon likes me,” Kitt said. “At least... I'm pretty sure.”

“Well, I don't like him!” Julian angrily slapped his mop into the bucket, soaking it in suds. “He killed Jolly.”

“From what I understand, he was only defending himself.” 

“You can defend yourself without shooting to kill!” Julian exclaimed, which was a fact Kitt could not refute. Doon took lives too easily, and it was probably his least admirable trait. “Jolly was my friend. He was my first mate. Sure, he could be a bit rough around the edges, but he was a good man. And now he'll never see another day.” 

“I'm sorry...” Kitt sighed. Making apologies for Doon was becoming commonplace. Now that they were a couple, she felt obligated to clean Doon's messes. “I mean it. I'm truly sorry about your friend.”

For the next few minutes, they mopped in silence. Swabbing the deck was meant to be a punishment, but for some odd reason, Kitt enjoyed it. Nevertheless, she worked quickly. She was determined to finish before nightfall.

“What the bloody hell is this?” 

When she heard Doon's voice, Kitt nearly dropped her mop. She knew he wouldn't approve of her helping a prisoner, but he sounded even angrier than she expected.

“Why are you scrubbing the deck, Kitt? It's supposed to be this man's job!” Doon exclaimed, jabbing a finger in Julian's direction. “And how did he acquire a mop? He was supposed to use this!” Doon picked up the discarded sponge and tossed it at Julian, who failed to catch it. As the filthy wet sponge tumbled down the front of his shirt, Captain Featherstone shuddered loudly. 

“I just wanted to help him,” Kitt said. “It's already getting dark, and he still has a lot to clean.”

“Well, that's just too damn bad for him.” Doon ripped the mop from Julian's hands and threw it across the deck.

“I'm just trying to be nice.”

“You are nice, Kitten. And I like that about you. I really do...” Doon scratched his head. Soft words didn't come easily to him. “But you don't have to be nice to the man who attacked us!” Doon abruptly shoved Julian to his knees, and he wasn't gentle.

As Julian dipped his sponge and returned to work, Kitt watched him with a frown. It was difficult to defend Doon when he was completely devoid of sympathy for anyone. “What are you holding?” she asked, pointing at the black box in Doon's hands. There were knobs on the front of the box, and a long copper wire protruding from the top of it. 

Doon tugged on the wire, extending it as far as possible. “Miles fixed the portable,” he told her.

“The portable?”

“Portable radio,” Doon explained. “We should be able to pick up all sorts of transmissions now. Columbigo's radio technology far surpasses ours.” Doon tweaked one of the knobs and tilted the wire. “Anyway, I thought you should hear this.”

He held up the radio for Kitt to hear. Apart from the occasional hiss of static, the message was loud and clear.

“...in the middle of a national tragedy. I repeat... a national tragedy. Bzzzt... state of emergency. The royal family has been slain. Emperor Giorgio is confirmed dead. Prince Nico is... shhhzzz... dead. Princess Isabella has been confirmed dead. Bzzzzrrrrss...and if you're in the capital, stay in your homes until we have more details.” 

When the message finished, Doon turned off the radio and said, “I guess we picked a bad time to travel to Columbigo.”

“I guess we did,” Kitt agreed, wincing. Though she looked distressed, the expression on her face didn't come close to the panic in Julian's eyes.

He didn't want to believe it.

Nico was dead.

Princess Isabella was dead.
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BUT SHE WASN'T DEAD. 

“Keep your head down as we leave the palace, Your Highness,” Thomas Harriot whispered as he pulled the cloak over Isabella, concealing her face. “Whatever you do, don't make eye contact with anyone, because if you do, I won't be able to protect you.” 

Isabella said nothing. She simply glared at him.

“For all they know, I've killed you.” Harriot raised his pistol and crept to the door. After checking both ends of the hallway, he motioned for her to follow him out.

“What if they demand to see a body?” Isabella's voice was emotionless as she asked the question.

“I've already thought of that. I set a fire in your brother's room. I'll let them think you were incinerated.” As soon as they were in the hall, his voice dropped to a whisper. “No one will doubt the son of Eversio's leader, and no one will come looking for you. I promise.” 

As they made their way down the narrow corridor, Isabella never stopped glaring at Thomas Harriot's head. For all she knew, she was looking at the man who killed her brother. She was looking at the man who was at least partly responsible for the siege of her home, and the downfall of her family. His crimes were nothing she could forgive. 

At the end of the hall, a few members of Eversio were whooping in celebration. Tom opened the nearest door, which happened to lead to a broom closet, and pulled Isabella inside with him. The closet was dark, cramped and brimming with clutter, so they had to be as still as possible. If they knocked anything over, the noise would attract attention. 

“We'll wait until they pass,” Harriot whispered. “When they're gone, we'll go to the servants' entrance. We can't leave through the palace's main gate because Eversio will have it swarmed. The servants' entrance should have less guards.” 

Isabella didn't give him the satisfaction of a response, not even a nod. 

When the Eversio soldiers were gone, Harriot slipped into the hall and waited for Isabella to follow. They were on the third floor, which meant they had two long flights of stairs to descend. The staircase was a well-traveled part of the palace, so Tom was expecting an encounter, but by some miracle, the stairs were empty. They made it to the lowest floor without incident. 

As they made their way to the servants' entrance, Harriot whispered a reminder over his shoulder. “Stay close, keep your head down.” He was surprised by her obedience. After all, she now knew he was a murderer—not only that, she believed he was Nico's murderer. Despite the blood on his hands, Thomas Harriot was her only hope of getting out of the palace in one piece. Perhaps she realized that. 

There was a single Eversio guard at the exit, and there was no avoiding him, because he hovered in the doorway. Tom braced himself for a confrontation as they made their way toward him. 

“Sir Harriot!” the guard exclaimed when he saw the familiar silver mask of his master's son. “I didn't expect to see you here. Is there something you require?” 

“I need to leave,” Harriot tried to explain. “I didn't want to exit through the front gate... there are too many idiots out there, chanting and screaming about their victory. I'd rather avoid that chaos.” 

“Understood.” Though the guard stepped aside, his eyes were glued to the cloaked figure cowering behind Harriot. “May I ask who's with you?” 

“She's a companion of mine,” Tom quickly replied. “And it's none of your business. Just let us pass.”

“I will...” As they started to walk by, the guard added, “in a moment.” When the girl was beside him, he seized her wrist and threw back her hood. 

Harriot's head dropped between his shoulders, and his fingers hovered over his weapons. Was it too much to hope she wouldn't be recognized?

The guard's brow was pinched as he leaned closer to Isabella's face. “Wait... I think I know who this is.” Harriot tightened his grip on his pistol as he waited for the guard to finish. “This is the princess, isn't it?” The man suddenly raised his voice. “Men, Harriot is trying to escape with the prin—”

Before he could finish, Harriot raised his gun and shot him in the head. Isabella shrilled sharply when she saw the guard go down.

“Let's move,” Harriot demanded. As soon as they were out of the palace, he grabbed the princess' hand and dashed away as fast as he could—or, at least, as fast as the princess could. When he realized he was practically dragging her along, he slowed his pace. He could have easily tossed her over his shoulder and carried her the rest of the way, but she already despised him. He didn't want to do anything to intensify her hatred. 

Isabella had no idea where he was taking her, and she didn't feel like asking. Wherever they were going, it had to be better than the chaos at the palace. Besides, she found it difficult to care about her fate when the rest of her family was slain. Even if her journey with Harriot ended in death, Isabella didn't care. She didn't care about anything anymore. 

At the end of a five minute sprint, Isabella's heart felt like it was bursting from her chest, so she tugged his arm and tried to slow him down.

“You need a break?” Harriot released her hand and started to walk. “I think we're safe enough now. Would you like to walk the rest of the way, Your Highness?” 

Isabella simply shrugged. 

“We can walk,” Harriot decided. “We don't have too much further to go. In fact, as soon as we climb this hill, we'll be able to see the lake.”

Isabella's arms crossed as she followed him up the hill. As soon as she saw Harriot's lake, her nose puckered. It was more like a bog. The surface of the water was covered in duckweed, algae and dead bugs, and it smelled like death. Gnarled black trees dappled the surrounding area, and they buzzed with the song of cicadas. 

Harriot approached a small dinghy, which was tied to a stump. As he uncoiled the rope, he offered a hand to Isabella. “Here,” he said, “let me help you into the boat.”

Isabella didn't look at him, nor did she accept his hand. She walked right past him and climbed into the boat on her own. 

“So... you don't want to talk to me. I understand.” Harriot climbed in after her and reached for the oar. Pushing the boat away from the shore, he added, “But you would be dead if not for me.”

Isabella whispered, too quietly for him to hear, “I'd rather be dead.” Losing her mother four years ago was terrible enough. During those horrible days, it was her brother who taught her to live again. How was she supposed to survive with no one to care for her? How was she supposed to find the courage to continue her life? 

“It's only a short distance to my cottage,” Harriot told her as he rowed. “I live on a tiny island, all by myself. I like the seclusion.” Unshed tears sparkled in Isabella's dark eyes. When he noticed them, his heart was wrenched with guilt. The princess was a sweet girl, and she didn't deserve the pain he had caused her. At least he managed to save her life. If he had actually killed her, Harriot wouldn't have been able to live with himself. 

When the first tear slipped down her cheek, Isabella swatted it away. Tom Harriot was the last person who deserved to see her tears.

“So, uh... I built my cottage myself.” Harriot's small talk was an attempt to distract her from her sorrow. “I wanted to live on my own, free from people who might judge me. They tend to react negatively at the sight of my face. Believe it or not, I don't wear this mask all the time. When I'm alone, I have no need for it.” 

Isabella shrugged again. Her disinterest in the conversation was obvious.

“I had a friend. His name was... Gemellus.” Harriot winced as he uttered the boy's name. “He used to say my mask looked like half of a barn owl's face. While that doesn't make me sound very threatening, it was probably an accurate description.” 

A small green frog suddenly leapt into the dinghy, and a wisp of a smile flickered across Harriot's lips when he saw it. The frog made him think of Gemellus and his unusual gift for the princess. When Harriot realized she was wearing Gem's frog necklace at that very moment, the tremendous weight of guilt returned to his heart.

“Look!” Harriot propped his oar against his knee as he reached for the frog. As he captured it, he said, “We have a visitor.” 

Isabella looked away and sighed. She couldn't pretend to care about a frog, not when tears were burning her eyes. 

“What do you think we should do with him, Your Highness?” Behind his mask, Harriot's eyebrow was raised. “Should we keep him? Eat him? Or should we return him to the lake?”

He wasn't surprised when Isabella had no opinion on the matter. He assumed it would be a long time before she started talking to him again.

“I don't blame you for hating me. I really don't.” As he spoke, Harriot's forefinger stroked the frog's head. “What I did to you and your family is truly unforgivable... so I won't ask for forgiveness. Still, it pains me to see you so upset. I never imagined your sadness would effect me in such a way, or I might have thought twice before I... ruined your life.” By the time Harriot finished his speech, the frog's eyes were glazed over with pleasure. Apparently, he was immensely enjoying his head massage. With a slight smile on his lips, Harriot released the delighted amphibian into the water and picked up his oar.

When they reached the other side of the lake, Isabella climbed out of the boat and waited for Harriot to join her on the bank. A part of her wanted to escape, but she had nowhere to go, and there were people trying to kill her. Staying with Thomas Harriot seemed like the only way to survive the night. 

Tom dragged his dinghy onto the sand and tied it to the remains of a rotten wooden dock. In tearful silence, Isabella followed him through the woods, where she found herself dodging attacks from ravenous mosquitoes. By the time they reached his cottage, she had at least three bites on her arms. 

“Here we are,” Harriot announced as he opened the door to the thatched log cabin. The structure looked small on the outside, but the interior was surprisingly spacious. Conveniently, there was even an extra bedroom for a guest. “This will be your home for awhile. I don't know how long, but while you're here, you should try to make yourself comfortable.” 

Isabella rolled her eyes and glowered at him.

“I hate to say it, but when I leave, I'll have to lock you in your room,” Harriot regretfully told her. “Don't look so cross. You're not kidnapped, it's for your own safety, Your Highness. If I let you escape and someone else saw you, it would be disastrous for you. Until things settle down, you mustn't wander too far.”

Isabella shrugged. Whether he locked her in her room or not, it didn't matter. It wasn't as if she had anywhere else to be. “You can stop calling me Your Highness,” she finally spoke. 

“Pardon?”

“You can stop calling me that. I'm not a princess anymore, am I? You and your henchmen made sure of that. The royal family is dead.” With a shudder, Isabella added, “I'm dead.” She certainly felt dead on the inside.

“Very well. How should I address you?”

Isabella shrugged again. She almost asked him to call her worthless, because that was how she felt. 

“Well... here's your room.” Harriot opened the door for her. “If there's anything I can do to make you more comfortable, don't hesitate to ask.”

Isabella intentionally bumped him as she stepped into the room. If she could have gotten away with it, she would have boxed his ears as well. 

“If you don't need anything right away, I should probably return to the palace... otherwise, my father will start to wonder where I am.” Harriot wore a frown as he lingered in the doorway. “Hopefully I'll be allowed to return before nightfall.”

Before he left, he was halted by the sound of Isabella's soft voice. He was glad to hear her voice again. “Mr. Harriot?”

“Yes?” 

“Why?” she asked. “Why did you kill Nico and spare me? I don't understand. Why am I worth saving, and why wasn't he?” 

In a low voice, Harriot confessed the truth. “But Isabella... I did spare your brother.” 

Isabella's brow was immediately creased. “W-What do you mean? I saw you kill him! You stabbed him before my very eyes!”

“There's a very good explanation for that, and I thoroughly expect you to disbelieve what I'm about to tell you.” Harriot reached for the doorknob. “The man I killed was not your brother.” 

And with that, he closed the door before he was forced to answer any more questions. 
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FOR THE SECOND DAY in a row and for the third time that day, Nico returned to the pub where he was supposed to meet Mary Melissa Mae. The thought that he would eventually find her was the only thing that kept him sane. 

He had lost everything. The palace was seized, his father was dead, and his sweet little sister had been cruelly murdered. The first time he read the newspaper's headline, he nearly retched. According to the article, Isabella was burned alive. 

He had failed her. 

When he reached the pub, he paused to listen to the song of a bearded street performer. The man bellowed a mournful threnody for the departed royal family. Occasionally, but not often, a passerby chucked a few coins into the singer's overturned top hat. Nico eyed the coins. For a few awful seconds, he imagined himself pilfering the hat and escaping with the coins. He couldn't blame himself for having such thoughts. After all, Nico didn't have a penny to his name. The previous night, he slept in an abandoned alleyway. He certainly couldn't return to the palace, because the men who seized it would surely kill him on the spot. 

“Mae...” Nico whispered his friend's name as he opened the pub's door. “Please be here, please be here...” If only he could find her, he knew his spirits would improve—though nothing could soothe the pain of losing his sister. He thought about searching the city for Ella, but Kieran's motocarriage was long gone. He assumed they departed yesterday. 

As he scanned the pub for Mae, Nico's shoulders fell. Once again, he didn't see her, and if he never found her, he had only himself to blame. Because of his foolish pride, he had asked her to stay behind. He was embarrassed to bring her to the palace, but now the palace was no longer his. He felt like such an ass. If Mae abandoned him, he could hardly blame her. “Damn me,” he whispered curses to himself. “Damn damn damn.” 

There were only a few people scattered throughout the pub. After the palace was taken by Eversio, mayhem swept through the city. Ordinary citizens had turned into vandals, and everyone was advised to stay indoors. There were only a few brave souls who dared to venture out, and the pub's diminishing clientele was evidence of that. 

The prince approached a mustached old man in the pub's darkest corner. He was smoking a long, silver pipe, and he didn't look happy to be bothered by Nico. 

“Excuse me, sir,” Nico addressed him as politely as possible. “Have you seen a young woman around here? Her name is Mae. She has long blonde hair, and the last time I saw her, I think she was wearing a cream-colored dress.” 

The man removed his pipe and replied, gruffly, “I ain't seen no one like that.”

“Are you sure? You'd know her if you saw her. She's really pretty, she's rather tall, and—”

“I ain't seen no one like that,” the man repeated more firmly. “Now go away, boy.” 

Nico left the man's company and approached a pair of barmaids. A few days ago, he would have been too timid to approach them—but a lot had changed. He had a very good reason to overcome his shyness.

“I don't really care about the royal family, to be honest.” He overheard a portion of the barmaids' conversation. “I don't want to sound heartless. I mean, it's sad that they died, but why should I care if there's an emperor or a president? It's all the same to me.” 

“You have a good point, but those Eversio guys are creeps,” the second barmaid said. “I've heard some crazy rumors about them. They don't actually care about this country, they're just out for revenge. The city certainly hasn't gotten any better since they took over, in case you haven't noticed.” 

“Excuse me,” Nico spoke up. “I hate to interrupt, but I'm looking for someone.”

“Who, hun?” one of the barmaids asked.

“Her name's Mae. She's tall, beautiful, blonde...”

“She sounds like someone from your dreams!” the second barmaid giggled as she teased him. “But seriously... that description doesn't ring any bells.”

Nico sighed. “Okay, well... thanks anyway.” 

When he started to walk away, the first barmaid shared some words of wisdom. “If she was out on the streets last night, I wouldn't be surprised if something bad happened to your friend! It was crazy around here!” 

“And it's still crazy,” the second barmaid added. “That's why I can't support Eversio. They've turned the city into a dump.”

She wasn't wrong. Within a matter of hours, the capital was starting to look like Bordeaux. Nico wasn't too eager to be back on the streets, so he lingered in the pub as long as he could. He questioned two more patrons about the whereabouts of Mae, but neither of them had information to offer. When the barmaids started to shoot scathing glances in his direction, he decided it was time to go. They probably expected him to order a meal or a drink—which he would have done, if not for the fact that his pockets were completely empty.  His stomach rumbled, but there was nothing he could do to appease it. 

Thoroughly disheartened, Nico left the pub and shuffled down the empty road. Along the way, he passed a pair of shrieking hooligans. They were looting a general store that had already been looted once before. Nico kept his head down and charged forward. He didn't want to draw attention to himself.

When Nico reached his abandoned alley, he dropped to his knees and choked on a sob. For so long, he had been trying to hold back his tears. When they finally conquered him, they were relentless. His forehead was propped against the wall, so the warm, salty tears passed over his lips before they dropped from his chin. 

“Why?” Nico whimpered to himself. His hands were shaking, so he stuffed them in the pockets of his coat. “Isabella... why?” All along, Nico's determination to return to the capital was fueled by his love for his sister. He wanted to protect her. If he hadn't insisted on staying at Ella's house, could he have prevented the attack on the palace? Would he have made it back in time to warn everyone? He would never know, but as long as it was a possibility, he blamed himself.

“Who could hurt her... who would hurt her?” As he spoke, Nico's voice was tremulous. He removed one hand and punched the brick wall as hard as he could. His knuckles were split open by the blow, but he barely felt it. His emotional pain eclipsed any physical pain he might have felt. 

Nico cried so hard, he could barely catch his breath. Unfortunately, his loud gasps and coughs attracted unwanted attention.

Three young thugs were heading toward him.

“Hey... look at the baby over here!” shouted one of the thugs. All three were laughing at him. “Poor little baby!” 

“Why you cryin', little baby?” another degenerate heckled him. “Do you need a tissue? Danny's got one for you.”

The man named Danny whipped out a bloody handkerchief and carefully unfolded it. A single gold tooth was bundled inside it. “We removed this from a rich old bugger,” he excitedly told the tale. “We ripped it right out of his mouth as he screamed.” 

He tossed the filthy handkerchief at Nico's face. Nico was so emotionally drained, it took him a few seconds to remove it.

“And now you'll be screaming... because we're gonna rob you too,” said one of the thugs. “Empty your pockets, boy.”

Nico slowly shook his head. “I don't have anything.”

“Empty your damn pockets!” The thug kicked his leg. “We ain't askin!” 

Nico sat up and turned his pockets inside out, revealing his poverty to the hooligans. “See? Nothing.”

“Give us your coat!” Danny demanded. “Do it!” 

Danny was wielding a knife, and Nico didn't have the energy to protest, so he removed his coat and tossed it at the thugs. 

“Your shirt, too!” Danny made a stabbing motion with his knife, reminding Nico that he had no choice. “And your breeches.” 

With an enormous sigh, Nico tugged his shirt over his head. As he handed it to one of his attackers, he said, “But you can't have the breeches.”

“No, we're taking your breeches. And the boots!” Danny cackled loudly. He gave a nod to his two goons, who descended on Nico and forced him out of his boots. The prince tried to swing a punch, but their fists were faster. They punched him down to the pavement and ripped the breeches from his legs. 

“We'll let you keep your underpants.” When Danny grinned, he revealed a partially toothless smile. “That's very generous of us, isn't it? We're real nice, huh?” His cronies nodded, even though their leader was making a preposterous statement. 

Each thug kicked him one more time before they walked away with his clothes. As they departed, one of them cried out, “Good luck, little baby!” 

After they punched him, Nico's cheek was flattened against the pavement. A solitary tear fell from his eye as he sniffled into the cobbled stones.

He never felt so lost. 
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“HONESTLY, HOW MANY times does this damn deck need to be cleaned?” Julian complained to Miles. The old man was supposed to be guarding him, but he had his nose stuck in a book. “It can't be that dirty after one day, can it? Don't get me wrong, my airship's deck was always spotless, but I only required cleaning every other day.” 

Julian had a mop this time, but it was quite possibly the worst mop in the history of mopping. It kept falling off its handle. His feet were shackled today—he assumed Captain Doon wanted to add to his torture. And it certainly felt like torture, because the iron manacles were heated by a blistering summer sun. Every time Julian moved forward, the hot metal seared his ankles. His cheeks were roasted, his nose was bright red, and his forehead was so sunburned, he couldn't even raise an eyebrow without subjecting himself to a significant amount of pain. He envied the dark-skinned Miles, who was seemingly impervious to the sun's wrath. 

“Captain Doon does love a clean deck,” Miles eventually told him. “I believe he has an aversion to bird droppings.”

“With all due respect, he's not making me do this because of an aversion to bird droppings. He's doing this to punish me,” Julian claimed. “He wants to see me suffer. When he sees my burnt skin at the end of the day, he'll have a laugh, I'm sure.” 

Though he listened to Julian's complaints, Miles did so with half a heart. His gaze never wandered from his book. Miles' blue monocle was practically glued to his eye as he devoured the words on the page. 

“I'm sad...” Julian whimpered, and for the dozenth time, the mop's handle spontaneously detached. He'd had enough. In a fit of rage, Julian tried to break the wooden handle over his knee, but he only ended up hurting himself. As soon as he recovered from the initial throb of pain, he tossed the handle over the side of the airship like a javelin. 

“Oh dear,” Miles commented as he turned a page. “I hope that doesn't kill anyone when it hits the ground.”

“If I had any luck at all, the handle would fly up here and skewer me through the heart! Then I wouldn't have to swab the deck anymore!” With a groan, Julian dropped to his knees and picked up a sponge. Miles wasn't paying much attention to him, so he sidled to the left, leaving a portion of the deck unwashed. A sly grin tipped his lips as he reflected on his genius. He doubted anyone would notice.

But he was wrong.

“Hey!” a deep voice spoke. “Don't think I didn't see that!” 

When Julian turned around and saw Captain Doon lurking behind him, he sidled back to the right.

“I'm relieving you from your post, Miles,” Doon said. “I'll watch over him. You can read your book in the comfort of your bedroom, if you'd like.”

“I think I'll do that.” Shutting his book with a snap, Miles rose to his feet. He was a bit unsteady at first, so Doon grabbed his arm and helped him regain his balance. Miles, who had recently celebrated his seventy-fifth birthday, was starting to feel the wear and tear on his body. Furthermore, he was starting to feel like a worthless member of the crew, but Doon and Kitt wouldn't let him believe it. They constantly reminded Miles of his worth. 

When Miles was gone, Doon claimed his stool and crossed his arms. His brows were drawn together as he observed Julian's work.

While scrubbing the deck for Doon, Julian started to sing: “I'm a Captain, Captain Sponge and sponging's what I doooo!” Wiggling his hips, he continued, “I like sponges big and small, I like them more than I like youuuu.” 

Doon cleared his throat and ordered him, “No singing.”

Julian didn't obey. If he found a way to annoy his fellow captain, he wasn't going to miss his opportunity. With bobbing shoulders, he caterwauled, “Spongy wongy little bitty sponges, lots of little sponges, doo wah doo. Squishy sponges, smooshy wooshy sponges, great for cleaning poo!” 

Doon dragged a rough, golden hand across the entire length of his face. He barely spent a minute in the ridiculous man's company, and he was already feeling vexed. 

When he ran out of lyrics, Julian sang instead, “oooooh lalalalalalalalalala... ooh lalala!” 

“Can you please stop?” Doon begged him. “I think it's fantastic that you're enjoying yourself so much, but I've really heard enough.” 

“Ooooo lalala fa lala.”

“Take a break!” Doon exclaimed. “I'll have someone else take over. I wanted to speak to you, anyway.”

“Captain Doon wants to speak to little old me? I feel so blessed!” Julian hopped to his feet and stretched. If Doon wanted to give him a break, he wasn't going to question it. 

“It'll only be a short break, so don't get too comfortable,” Doon warned him. 

“Hey... a short break's better than no break!” Julian stood beside Doon's stool and leaned against the airship's rail. He closed his eyes and filled his lungs with glorious air. 

Doon's eyes narrowed as he studied him. “I wouldn't have wasted my time on you, Featherstone, but Kitt seems to think you're a decent person, so... here I am.”

“Here you are!” Julian repeated with a smile. Doon's mouth was saying one thing, but Julian's mind was thinking something else entirely. In Julian's mind, “Kitt thinks you're a decent person” translated to “I wooed Kitt in a day, she fell for me, her heart's as good as mine.”

Doon pulled a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his greatcoat. As he slipped one out, he asked, “Would you like a smoke?”

“Eww. I don't smoke. I think it's a nasty habit. It really wrecks the body, you know.” When he saw Doon's hurt expression, Julian changed his answer, “But... ehh. I might as well try it once, right? Nothing kills in moderation.” He grabbed one of Doon's cigarettes and popped it between his lips. “Light me up, partner.”  

Doon was sneering as he lit Julian's cigarette. “You're a bit of an ass, aren't you?” he asked the other man.

“Probably.” His first drag from the cigarette made him wheeze and wince. “This is good,” Julian sarcastically squeaked between coughs. “Real real good. I can see why people enjoy this. The choking and gagging sensation I feel right now is... really enjoyable.” 

“Pitch it if you don't want it,” a shrugging Doon grumbled.

“No, I want it,” Julian assured him. When he took another drag, his expression turned sour. “We're enjoying some manly bonding time. Naturally, you can't have manly bonding time without a cigarette or two. And in case you don't know, manly bonding time gets even manlier when you throw a cigar into the mix.”

Doon's jaw dropped and his lip curled into a sneer. Julian baffled him. If he had been watching a dancing monkey, he wouldn't have looked any less amused or perplexed.

“So... Kitt,” Julian began. “She's lovely. And she's your girl, isn't she?”

Doon's nod came slowly. “You could say that.”

“Well, you're a lucky man, Francis Doon. She's absolutely gorgeous.” Julian dreamily sighed at the thought of her. “What I wouldn't give to have a girl like that in my bed!” 

Rage flooded Doon's eyes, but he didn't say a word.

“Hey, now! Don't look at me like that!” Julian exclaimed. “I'm not trying to steal your girl, I'm only appreciating her beauty.” It was a lie, of course. If Julian could steal her, he would. “Honestly, if I had a girl like that, I would never leave my bed. How do you ever accomplish anything, Captain?” 

Doon's face went blank. 

“Why so stony all of a sudden?” Julian asked. “You are bedding her, aren't you? I suppose it's none of my business, but she could be—”

“No,” Doon interrupted him. “I... haven't.”

Julian took a moment to process Doon's answer before he finally shrieked, “What?” 

Doon shrugged. He wasn't easily embarrassed, but for some reason, Julian's reaction made him want to hide his face in shame. 

“Why?” Julian repeated. “Do you lack the proper parts?” 

“No!” Doon shoved him so hard, Julian nearly toppled onto the deck.

“Is she not willing?” Julian asked. “Is she one of those girls, all chaste and virtuous?” 

“I don't think she'd be... unwilling,” Doon sighed. Kitt had tried to initiate intimacy on several occasions, but he always found a way out of it. He was barely comfortable with kissing and light touching. When he tried to imagine something more, he couldn't.

“Is it a new relationship?” Julian asked. He hoped it was. It would be easier to disrupt a fledgling romance. If she wasn't too attached to Doon, it would be easier to get Kitt attached to something else. Like him. 

“I don't know. Does six months qualify as a new relationship?”

“Six months?” Julian
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