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      "I don't know why I agreed to this," Rose said, her fingers brushing down over the borrowed dress. It didn't fit quite right, too short where it had been adjusted to Persinette's smaller stature, but it would do in a pinch, she supposed. And in a pinch, they were, because Agnes had woken up two mornings ago with the inexplicable urge to get married, and Sully wasn't going to let that opportunity pass without seizing it. So, the crew of the Duchess had thrown together a wedding in haste. Rose wondered if it was more Tobias's funeral or the Wastes' steady approach on the horizon that had Agnes so anxious, but she wasn't going to ask him.

      "Because you and Agnes are secretly best friends?" Persinette teased, a hopeful smile splitting her freckled face. The young co-captain had been trying to become Rose's friend since the moment Rose had stepped foot on the Duchess, and honestly, Rose was sick of it. She wanted to scream at the girl that not everyone had to like each other, but it felt too much like kicking a puppy, and Agnes did enough of that for all of them.

      "That's not it." Rose pushed the short tight curls back from her forehead where they had begun to tickle. Persinette held out a headband, and Rose took it with a grunted, "Thank you."

      "Because you're a closet softy?"

      Rose's expression could have curdled milk, she didn't have to see it to know that, because Persinette's smile fell for a fraction of a second. Plus, her glasses were starting to cut into the wrinkle on the bridge of her nose. She’d had to adjust them, again, after they’d been knocked from her face in the engine room last week, and they weren’t quite right.

      "Okay, maybe that's not it either." Persinette lifted a hand to fiddle with her short lavender hair. It looked like she'd borrowed some pomade from Manu and was trying to wrangle it into something resembling neat, but there was a cowlick where a curl would normally have been that wasn't cooperating.

      Rose sighed, taking the comb from the vanity, and murmured, "Let me."

      . . . Maybe she was a closet softy after all.

      They worked in silence for a few moments, Rose wrangling Persinette's hair into something more orderly, and Persinette fiddling with the long necklace around her neck.

      "It's a shame Tobias isn't here," Rose said when the silence got to be too much for her. After years in the labor camp, she craved constant noise, to the point that Benard, the Duchess’s first mate, had gifted her one of Manu's old gramophones from storage—not that she'd asked him to, mind you, she didn’t ask for things from people. Why bother when she could get it herself? She didn't know what it was about the crew of the Duchess, but they did things like that for each other. They cared in a way that Rose had never experienced before. . . Well, not since losing her father, anyway. She didn’t think she liked it. It was too much of an uncomfortable weight around her neck, a responsibility. That’s why she said, "He'd have been the better choice."

      Persinette reached back to still the comb, her fingers tight around Rose's wrist until Rose met her gaze in the mirror.

      "It is a shame," she agreed softly. Persinette hadn't known Tobias long before he'd passed, but Rose had seen the way the two of them had connected. It was like they had each found a kindred spirit after all these years. Rose had been a little jealous of it, if she were being honest with herself. Which she made a habit of doing when she could be bothered. Tobias had been a second father to her, he'd raised her, but that didn't matter when she saw how happy he was chatting with the lavender-haired captain. Persinette squeezed her wrist again, pulling her back to the moment before saying, "but there isn't a better choice."

      She wanted to argue. She opened her mouth to do just that, but Persinette shook her head, and Rose's jaw clicked shut. With a nod that was more for herself than for Persinette, Rose turned back to Persinette's hair.

      "Are you two ready yet?" Sully asked, poking his head in through the door. He'd missed a button on his shirt, and the cravat Benard had picked for him was hanging askew around his throat, but for all the world he looked like the happiest man Rose had ever seen in her life. His dark eyes danced with joy, and the smile on his brown face could have lit the whole of Daiwynn with its brightness. If only she could bottle that joy, maybe then she’d be able to break it down into molecules and matter and understand it better.

      "Almost." Persinette hummed, rising from the vanity, and brushing her hands down over her gown to check for wrinkles. "I feel like I'm missing something. Oh, my⁠—"

      Rose snatched the hat from the bed, and tucked it behind her back. "You're not wearing this feathered monstrosity to Sully and Hagnes's wedding, I don't care what Manu says."

      “I wish you’d stop calling him that,” Sully mumbled, though it sounded like he was laughing, at the same time Persinette asked, "But then how will they know I'm a captain?"

      "Trust me, they'll know." Rose scoffed, keeping herself bodily between Persinette's searching hands and the hat. It had a wide, floppy brim, and the plume dangling from it was so long that it brushed the floor, gathering dust, even when it was atop someone’s head. It was unsightly. Agnes hadn’t said he hated it, but Rose had seen the look on his face when Manu had given it to Persinette. If she wanted to get any peace at all for the foreseeable future, she had to keep Persinette from wearing it. "Now go on. Sully's waiting for you to walk with him. And for gods' sake, fix his shirt. Agnes will never forgive us if we let him go to his own wedding looking like that."

      Persinette huffed, her hands on her hips, but when she turned to look at Sully she deflated. "Oh, all right. It is your day after all."

      "It is," Sully agreed, that smile still in place though it strained at the edges now, not quite reaching his eyes. "And Agnes's. And if he sees that hat, he's told me he'll call the whole thing off."

      "Manu will be disappointed." Persinette wilted further, her shoulders drooping.

      "Manu will live, it's not his wedding." Rose tossed the hat into a corner. Hopefully it would be carted off by bilge rats, but if not, she could always light it on fire. She was sure if anyone would enjoy a bonfire at their wedding, it would be Agnes. "Now go on, before Agnes gets cold feet and takes the first dingy out of here."

      Sully mouthed a quick 'thank you' as he ushered Persinette out into the hall, and Rose dipped her head. "Agnes is in our room, if you could. . ."

      "I'll talk to him." Yeah, I’m was definitely a closet softy, she realized with a disdainful snort. That was the only way to explain how she'd been wrangled into being Agnes's best woman, walking him down the aisle, and now apparently dealing with his pre-wedding jitters. Tobias was probably laughing in his grave.

      "Look at you, my little girl," she could practically hear him saying, a smile making his voice lilting and pleased. "All grown up, with her own family. I'm so proud."

      "He's not my family," she muttered.

      "Isn't he?" She imagined Tobias would ask.

      He'd be right, of course. She didn't like Agnes, but she'd realized rather quickly, that you didn't have to like someone to love them. That didn't mean she was going to agree to such a thing out loud for the all world to hear. Nor that she was going to let Agnes or any of the others wiggle under her skin any deeper than they already had. No. Better to keep them at arm’s length.

      Shaking her head to dispel Tobias and his nonsense, she knocked on the door to Agnes and Sully's room. "Are you decent?"

      "That's one word for it." Agnes grunted, and Rose assumed that meant she was allowed to enter. She found the unicorn sitting on the bed, facing the long mirror on the back of the closet door, his pale, nimble fingers fiddling with his cravat. It was blue, to match his eyes, and it looked hopelessly wrinkled like he'd retied it at least five times. The rest of him was immaculate, from the tips of his well-polished boots to his neatly trimmed pastel rainbow hair. "Did Sully send you to make sure I haven't gotten cold feet?"

      "I think you know the answer to that." Rose moved to swat his hands away from his cravat, giving it a sharp tug.

      "I suppose I do," he said his shoulders hunching forward a little, making him seem much smaller than Rose had ever seen him. Agnes was tall, annoyingly so. A head shorter than Sully, but that wasn’t saying much when the kelpie towered over everyone else. "Tell me whose bright idea this was again?"

      "Yours. Hubert, could we get a little steam?"

      The robot tilted his head at her expectantly from where he stood near her hip, blinking his one working visual sensor at her. He'd gotten rather sassy since coming to the Duchess. Rose wondered if Felicity had mucked about with his programming, or if he was just learning it from Hiccup. There was only one way to tell. Rose sometimes wished people were as easy as robots. Able to be taken apart and put back together so that she could see how they ticked. Maybe then the crew of the Duchess would make more sense to her.

      "Please," Rose amended, and Hubert's visual circuit brightened in approval before he let out a little puff of steam through the opening that some might call a mouth. Rose used it to smooth the wrinkles from the fabric. "There, that's better."

      "He should be here." Agnes's voice was quiet, the words seeming mostly for himself, and Rose didn't have to guess at who he was talking about. It was strange how quickly Tobias had become important to all of them. Well, not strange, not really. Tobias was special that way, Rose had always known it. With the ability to burrow under people’s skin and take root there, dandelion fluff on the wind just looking for a good place to go to ground.

      "I like to think he's here in spirit."

      Agnes huffed a laugh. "You believe in that kind of thing? I thought you were a woman of science."

      "First rule of Thermodynamics," Rose said, retying the cravat into something less extravagant but definitely tidier, "no matter nor energy can be created or destroyed." She tilted her head to one side, then the other, looking at the knot from different angles until she was pleased with it. Then she gave a short hm before continuing. "Kind of hard not to believe in that sort of thing when you think about it that way."

      Her words made Agnes unclench his jaw, his shoulders relaxing, and his chin lifting. It wasn't quite a smile, but Rose knew better than to expect one from him. "Thanks for that. I . . . I think I needed it."

      "I think that's the first time you've ever said, 'thank you' to me." Rose teased, giving the cravat another sharp tug before she pulled away to admire her handiwork.

      "You better burn it into your memory, it'll never happen again." Agnes grumbled, standing up, and heading over to the mirror to look at himself again.

      "Felicity did a good job with the alterations." Rose tilted her head, surveying the way the lines of one of Owen's old suits had been pulled in to fit Agnes. It was amazing what one girl could do when motivated, and given free rein to pilfer through someone else's closet.

      "Is that a compliment?" Agnes asked, a smile quirking up one side of his face.

      "For Felicity."

      "Of course." Agnes chuckled, shaking his head. "All right. This is as good as it's going to get, I think."

      Pulling her watch from a pocket, Rose checked the time. "We've got about five more minutes for you to panic, if you're feeling like you need to breathe into a bag or something."

      "You're the worst." Agnes huffed an annoyed laugh, but Rose would swear she heard some fondness in it—maybe they were all going soft. It was strange to have a friend like him in her life. It was strange to have friends at all. She'd spent the last twenty years avoiding everyone but Tobias, sure that at any moment they'd be ripped from her fingers, and she'd be alone again. Now she had all these. . . people who seemed to want her around whether she was grumpy or not, whether they legitimately seemed to like her or not.

      "So I'm told." She took a breath, rubbing at the bridge of her nose under her glasses, feeling where the nose pads had left indentations behind in her skin. She moved behind Agnes to look at him over his shoulder in the mirror. She had to move onto her toes to accomplish it. "If you repeat this to anyone, it'll be the last thing you do," she warned, and Agnes lifted one dark, arrogant brow in question, tilting his head to look down his long aristocratic nose at her, even in the mirror. Bastard. "You look handsome. You know, if you're into pompous unicorns. Which Sully clearly is so. . ." She shrugged.

      Agnes wrinkled his nose at her, but she could see the corners of his lips twitch upward into something that might have resembled a smile. "Well then, let's go get me married, shall we?"

      "We shall." Rose stepped back, and held an arm out to him which he looped his own through casually, before they headed into the hall.

      "I'm telling everyone you said that, by the way," Agnes said just as they reached the double doors into the galley.

      "No one will believe you."

      "Sure, they will. Hubert will back me up. Won't you Hubert?" Agnes nudged the little robot in front of them with his foot.

      "I do not know what that means," Hubert said, voice grinding with gears. Rose wasn't sure if he was being sarcastic, or bluntly honest, but she had to choke back a chuckle either way when Agnes scoffed.

      Agnes had just enough time to mutter the word 'brat' under his breath before the music started, the doors swung open, and it was time for Rose to escort her maybe-sort-of friend down the aisle.

      Funny how the world can change in just a few months, she thought as she watched the beaming faces of the Duchess and Sultana's crews pass by them.
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      The little robot's metal feet shuffled against the worn stone floors of the library. Its pincers were clasped tight around a well-loved picture book, holding it close to its chest as if the tome were something priceless, and delicate, and indeed, given the state it was in, it must have been precious. Read over and over until the corners were worn and scuffed, and the pages had grown soft.

      "That one? Again?" Kindle asked, her hands reaching for the book to settle it into her lap where the reassuring weight of it would bring some small amount of peace to the turmoil that surrounded them. She'd read this particular book at least a thousand times over to the little robot. If she cared to, she could likely recite the story from memory alone, conjure up the carefully illustrated pictures in her mind, and watch the story unfold from beginning to end like humans once did with films. But that would negate the simple pleasure she and the robot both derived from reading a story every evening, and Kindle was not one to deny either of them such a thing. Not when so much else was going wrong in the world around them.

      The robot chirped, and shifted on the cushions they'd built their little reading nest from like a child trying to find the perfect seat. Once it was settled, it looked up at her expectantly, glowing visual circuits unblinking.

      "Yes, yes, here we go." Kindle snorted, and opened the cover, finding comfort in the way the spine crackled softly from age. The front cover was devoid of a title, as was the front page. All it showed was an illustration of a room full to the brim with books, and a rose made of gears, glowing faintly under a glass dome at the center.

      She gave the little robot a moment to inspect the first illustration, it seemed to like to do that, even for all the times that it had done so before, finding new wonder in old things that Kindle envied. When it was through its inspection, it reached over to turn the page reverently, careful to not rip it from the spine, and then looked up at Kindle again.

      Kindle took a deep breath, and waded in. "Once upon a time," she started, voice soft and low as it flowed over the words, "there was a great dragon king, and he wanted for nothing but hatchlings of his own to pass his kingdom to⁠—"

      The robot twittered, blowing steam out through its ears in a show of impatience.

      "Look," Kindle grumbled, sitting up straighter, and lifting her chin, "either you want me to read you the story, or you don't. I'm not playing this game with you."

      It huffed again, metal arms clinking and clanking as they crossed over its chest.

      "I'll get to the good bits soon enough, you just have to wait."

      With its chin tilted back defiantly, the robot made an aggravated noise that was part clicking gears, part hissing steam.

      "No. I will not skip ahead. Now do you want me to read this or not?"

      It released a soft whistle which might have been a groan, or a sigh, it was always hard to tell which. But Kindle took the noise to be reluctant acceptance, and returned to the book.

      "As I was saying, once upon a time there was a great dragon king, and he wanted for nothing but hatchlings of his own to pass his kingdom to, and to share in his joy of the land." She could picture him, she'd always been able to. The tall, broad man, with dark hair, and a long beard that he would let his children braid when they were particularly bored. He had great red wings, and laugh lines around his eyes from smiling too often. In spite of how some might have feared him, Kindle always imagined that he had been a kind, benevolent ruler of the fae. A good man. The illustrations didn't do him justice. "And so, he married. . . "

      And there was where the words faded into the background even for her, the reader, and Kindle saw the story behind her eyes as one might a memory. The great dragon king, and his wife, happy, and whole. They'd had three hatchlings, all fifty years apart, so that they would have time with their parents, but still be young enough to play together—for dragons aged much more slowly than any of the other fae.

      "The first was born with blue wings, tipped in silver," Kindle said, the page turning as if by itself. "The second green tipped in bronze. But it was the youngest, the baby of the bunch, who was like their father, a great red dragon with her wings tipped in gold. It was known from the moment she hatched that it would be her who ruled.

      "Even with that knowledge, the three siblings loved each other, and were happy. They spent their days running through the castle, laughing, and playing. . ."

      "I'm gonna get you!" the eldest shouted, blue wings flapping and sending up dust motes, which left the youngest child who was running at full speed through the halls screeching in her joy. "You can't run from me!"

      "Catch me if you can!" the youngest cried, her voice not more than a squeak as she was young still, and the flapping of her wings left her short on breath. Her laughter flowed out behind her, so loud it echoed off the stone walls of the king's castle.

      "Gotcha, brat," the middle child growled, arms wrapping tight around the youngest, lifting her up, and twirling her around as she squealed with more laughter before the three of them fell to the ground in a heap of wings, and scales, and giggles.

      She should have known then. The littlest dragon should have known then what her siblings were capable of, but children always thought the best of the people they loved.

      "It was not long after the youngest hatched that the dragon king fell ill," Kindle continued, tracing over the edge of the illustration of the dragon king in his bed, his children surrounding him. "He had meant to live much longer, but the magical world was in upheaval, destabilized by the war between the fae and the humans."

      The next illustration sent screams through Kindle's mind. When the wards that separated the realms had fallen, there had been chaos, and so many had been lost as the realm of the fae supplanted the realm of the humans. . . or perhaps it had been the other way around. The history books weren't really sure how it had happened, and the science books had long since stopped trying to understand it. But the fact of the matter was . . .

      "The moment the realms merged, the king was lost, and he knew it. So, he turned to his children, and imparted his last decree. . ."

      He had begun to fade, his children could almost see the dark bedding through his body, or so the illustrations showed. And Kindle could imagine him reaching for them, pulling the three of them into a hug so tight that they felt it rearrange their bones.

      "When I am gone, you will be left to rule," he said, his hand clasped onto the shoulder of the youngest. The heat of his big palm weighing her down, making her feel smaller than she ever had. "Trust your siblings, they will help you. But as the strongest, it is your magic that our people will need to keep them safe. To allow them full access to their power."

      The littlest dragon had shifted under his tight hold, but had not denied what she knew, for she did know. The red of her wings and scales was a burden she had born since the moment she'd hatched, and her father had told her what it meant. Only red dragons could bear the weight of the world on their shoulders, their power immense, their fire unbeatable. Only red dragons could give the fae full access to their magic as opposed to the half-life many fae lived now. Maybe if the red dragon had been there when the world of the fae had fallen to the humans, she'd have been able to protect her people. She'd have stopped what came next. . .

      "The king had faded by the following morning, his magic spent to ensure their people's safety as the two realms merged. The littlest dragon was lost in her grief. . ."

      She'd been wailing, screaming, sobbing, crying, until she was sick with it. Until her own siblings had been sick of the sight of her, and their mother had given up trying to comfort her. It took days for the littlest dragon to come to terms with what it meant to lose the dragon king. But when she had, she emerged from her rooms ready to lead.

      "Pity she never got the chance."

      The little robot released another long gust of steam that might have been a mournful sigh, but it did not interrupt the story further, just leaned more heavily against Kindle, its metal shoulder digging into her own.

      "For in her absence, her siblings plotted, and the night before she was to be crowned, taking on the mantle of the dragon queen, they stole into her chambers. . ."

      There was no moon that night, according to the book, just the dark of a winter sky threatening to snow. And the siblings had not even tried to hide their movements from the littlest dragon, for they knew she would not fight them. She loved them, after all. She had tried to scream—or maybe she hadn't, the book didn’t show it, but Kindle imagined she had to have—in her terror, but the eldest had bargained with a witch for a sleeping powder, and once it was blown into the littlest dragon's face, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      When she awoke it was to the silence of an empty place. "And they left her there, all alone."

      The robot chirped, a low sound of sympathy, but it turned the page anyway to show the littlest dragon exploring her new home. A prison built from books and magic, room upon room full of stories that whispered long into the night, giving her nightmares. But there was one room, just one, free of books, or shelves, or any other trappings except a pedestal, a clear glass dome, and a clicking clockwork rose.

      "They tied the littlest dragon's magic to the walls of her prison, stripping her of freedom, and autonomy, to power the great library that only they would ever be able to access for it moved at random, always one step out of reach of any other. And with her magic it updated, constantly, always growing, and filling itself."

      The littlest dragon had always loved libraries as a child, she'd spent hours within the one in her father's castle.

      "Maybe they thought they were doing her a kindness imprisoning her in such a place." Kindle doubted it.

      The little robot reached over to turn the page again, and let out a disgruntled noise.

      "How does it end?" Kindle repeated, frowning down at the book. There was a space where pages had clearly been removed from it, ripped away, not just in the back but in the middle too. "What do you mean how does it end? You know as well as I do that the story stops there with the littlest dragon trapped in the library, and the rose ticking away towards twelve." The book never explained what the significance of the rose was, just that it was there, in a place of honor. Maybe it didn’t mean anything. Maybe it was a taunt. One last cruel joke on the littlest dragon, to make her think that one day her time in that empty place might be up.

      An irritated puff of steam left the robot.

      "Yes, I know there are pages missing. There have always been pages missing. I can't exactly help that, can I?"

      More puffs of steam made the air thick with humidity. The little robot ticked faster, and faster, winding itself up in its agitation.

      "Well, there's no use in yelling at me about it. I don't have any control over⁠—"

      Crash. Bang.

      The sounds reverberated through the floor and up into Kindle's bones, making her twitch. She narrowed her eyes on the gloom of the hallway adjacent to the main reading room.

      "Do I even want to know what that was?" But she was already rising from the cushions, pushing her red hair back from her face, and making her way across the worn floors into the hall. She crept through the library, the robot huddled behind her, its pincers holding onto her anywhere that it could reach—a child hiding from a bogeyman.

      They peeked into room, after room, each as perfectly maintained as the next, Kindle's frown grew, until they reached the fairytale wing. It was one that had been her favorite when she'd first come to the Great Library, offering her solace when there was no one to keep her company, that is until the robot had joined her. It was where they'd found the book about the dragon and the rose. Once, it had hummed with life, stories whispering excitedly from the walls, each book full of the tales mortals and fae alike would tell their children before bedtime. But over the years, it had grown quieter, and quieter. And when she pushed the door open now, she found the tomes buried under rock, and rubble where the roof had caved in.

      She took a step back, to brace herself on the wall across the way, her lungs struggling to draw in air past the plummeting of her heart. "Can we salvage any of it, do you think?"

      The robot didn't answer, and when she looked down at it, she found it frozen on its spot, one arm lifted, and completely silent.

      "Blast. You need to be wound again, don't you?" Kindle sighed, scrubbing at her face as her shoulders sagged. She finally managed a shaking inhale. "All right. First thing's first. Let's get you moving again, you old bucket of bolts."

      Lifting her gaze back to what was left of the room, Kindle shook her head, and spun on her heel to head back the way she'd come in search of the robot's turnkey. Her steps were measured, and sure, but they stuttered a moment later when a glowing red light caught her eye from one of the rooms that she was sure she'd closed off months ago.

      There, in the center, sat a clockwork rose, the glass dome over it doing nothing to dim the faint glow of magic that surrounded the damned thing. Of all the rooms that fell to ruin in the Great Library, this would be the last, she knew that. The minute hand twitched one notch closer to twelve—the tick of it so loud it was a physical blow—Kindle jerked back, her red wings fluttering out behind her in agitation before she raced forward to pull the doors shut on the rose again, her ears still ringing with the tok.

      Kindle drew in another trembling breath, her sweating palms slipping off the handles of the door. She could deal with barricading the door later, for now, she had other things to worry about.
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      The party was in full swing. The crews of the Duchess and the Sultana laughing, and drinking, and dancing together along with the refugees they'd saved from labor camp 9C like they didn't have a care in the world. Like they hadn't just buried one of their own. Like there wasn't a war on the horizon.

      Rose shifted, looking out across the wide expanse of nothingness that was more and more prevalent the closer they got to the wall. It was as if the people of Daiwynn were afraid to build anything too close to the Wastes, lest the creatures who roamed there get it into their heads to scale the wall and feast on them. Rose pushed away that errant thought with a jerk of her head. It wouldn't do anyone any good for her to worry about that now. They would be over the wall in a matter of days, and they would need their wits about them.

      "Why aren't you dancing?" A familiar voice asked, and when Rose turned to look over her shoulder, she saw Benard coming up to join her at the rail. He had a drink in his hand, and his long, pointed, pale green ears were flushed pink. The goblin tipped his head a little to one side, waiting for an answer.

      "Why aren't you dancing?" She countered, her eyes flicking back to where Owen was spinning in a circle with some of the children from the camp, his head thrown back as he laughed. She didn't think she'd ever seen someone so jovial as Owen. His grins rivaled even Persinette's, who at times Rose had realized, was forcing them—for the people around her, or for herself, Rose had yet to deduce. "Your husband looks like he could use some company."

      "I have two left feet." Benard winked, taking a long sip from his mostly empty glass. "And they only get worse after I've been drinking."

      "Hmm." Rose hummed, turning back to look out over the darkness of a land uninhabited by people. That didn't mean there were no structures though, there were signs of life everywhere in Daiwynn, even in the places where life hadn't been for over a century. The humans that had inhabited the land before the realms merged, and the war grew in earnest, had crawled across the land like ants, leaving their marks everywhere. But no one inhabited these little square boxes which might have once been residences anymore.

      "You should let yourself live a little," Benard said, his arms folding over the railing, the glass dangling dangerously from his fingers over the open air beneath them.

      "Should I?" Rose wasn't even sure she'd know what that looked like, living a little.

      "Yeah, you should." He lifted his glass to finish off the dregs of it, the extra joint in his fingers, indicative of goblins, tapping lightly against the bottom of the glass to get every last drop. "If there's anything this war has taught me, it's that we only get todays, no tomorrows." The wind picked up around them, and if Rose weren't looking for it, she might have lost Benard's voice for its softness. "And if we spend too much time worrying about the tomorrows, we miss out on the todays."

      It sounded like something Tobias would have said to her, had he been there. He had spent much of the last two decades trying to impart some wisdom to her. Trying to teach her that even in the gray world of the labor camp she could find color, and life, and happiness. She hadn't believed him, too stuck in the pain that cycled through her.

      "And what would you suggest," Rose asked, pulling the sleeves of her borrowed dress down over her wrists to keep the chill at bay, "for not missing out on todays?"

      Benard turned around, bracing himself on the railing so he could look out at the group of dancing people, and Rose followed to see what he was seeing. Once she was facing the right direction, he nodded to a figure who had her body turned surreptitiously towards Rose, but was making conversation with Persinette.

      "That wouldn't be a bad start." Benard gave her a wink.

      When Captain Stella looked their way again, Benard lifted his glass to her. She returned the gesture with a deep bow of her head, before going back to whatever she was saying to Persinette, long navy locks flowing out around her in an unruly tangle to hide her beautiful, bronzed face from view.

      "That's not going to go anywhere," Rose scoffed, but still her eyes lingered on Stella. The captain of the Sultana hadn't put on a dress, like many of the other women had, and Rose could still see at least one pistol strapped to her hip as if she were expecting a fight at any moment.

      "Who says it has to?" Benard tilted his head so he could look up at her again, his eyes twinkling in the lights from the ships. "I told you, stop worrying about the tomorrows. We only get todays. And today, that woman can't take her eyes off of you."

      Without waiting for the disbelieving huff, or incredulous denial, Benard stepped away from the rail, heading back toward the crowd.

      "Oy! Captain, you owe me a dance." He dipped into a low bow in front of Persinette who let out a loud laugh, and fell into a clumsy curtsy, then they were off, leaving Stella standing there with a bemused smile on her face.

      Rose turned back to lean over the railing again, half-hoping that if she wasn't looking maybe Stella wouldn't have the courage to approach. But that was the thing about pirate captains, Rose had learned, they were recklessly fearless, and a moment later Rose heard the heavy tread of boots join her at the rail.

      "Flirting with Persinette got me exactly nowhere." Stella huffed, leaning over the rail so far that one bit of turbulence would send her plummeting to her death. Recklessly fearless, just like Rose had said.

      "So you decided to come and try your luck with me?" Rose pursed her lips to hide the twitch of an amused grin that threatened to take them over.

      "You miss 100% of the shots you don't take." Pushing off from the rail, Stella turned so she could look at Rose, fixing her with those dark, dark, blue eyes—almost black—like the sky at midnight. "So. . . what do ya say?"

      "What do I say to what, exactly?" Rose met her gaze with a quirked brow, and a tilted head. "Use your words."

      Stella threw back her head, and laughed, her long neck elegant in the warm lights from the deck. She was beautiful, startlingly so. All sharp lines, and hard eyes, exactly Rose's type. Maybe Benard was right. . . maybe she ought to start living her todays a little more fully.

      When Stella was done laughing, she lowered her head, and fixed Rose with a look that could only be described as sultry, the wind brushing her long navy hair into her face. "You wanna get outta here, Miss Rose?"

      Rose sucked in a breath, swallowed down her doubts, and said, "Yeah. Yeah, I think I might."

      Stella held out her hand, her head tilted just so, and Rose took it, letting the other woman lead her down the rail to the gangplank, and across to the Sultana.
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        * * *

      

      Rose had just dozed off, her cheek smooshed against one of the fifty or so silk cushions Stella had in her bed. Who knew a woman who regularly had at least three weapons on her—at a wedding, no less—would be so infatuated with silk. She had silk sheets, silk cushions, a silk duvet, and even a curtain that hung from the bed, blocking it off from the rest of her quarters in a deep, midnight-blue silk, that Stella almost disappeared into once they'd fallen into the bed together.

      It wouldn't have been so bad, but Rose found the fabric slippery, and uncomfortable after so many years dealing with the scratchy, coarse fibers of the labor camp. Another reminder that her life had changed yet again—that she had lost people yet again—that had her tossing and turning. But finally—finally—she'd managed to get comfortable, Stella's arm splayed over her waist, her long dark hair tickling Rose's bare shoulder.

      And then there was a loud explosion from somewhere up on deck, followed by shouts.

      "What is that?" Rose mumbled, but Stella was already up, rolling out of the bed and onto her feet as she grabbed for her pants. An alarm started not a second later, a deafening sound of warning that made Rose's eardrums ache. "What is that?!"

      "We're under attack," Stella said, throwing her long coat on over top of her camisole, not bothering with the discarded shirt, and running for the door.

      "Under attack?" Stumbling to her feet, Rose grabbed her wrinkled dress to tug it over her head, and slipped into her boots. She left the corset on the floor, it wouldn't do anything but slow her down, and raced out into the corridor after Stella as another explosion rocked the ship. "From whom?"

      "Looks like an Uprising ship, Cap'n," a young man said, holding out a steaming tablet with a picture on it.

      "Have Kelii and Persinette launched an offensive counterstrike?" Stella took one look at the tablet, and cursed, her feet hurrying up a set of steps with Rose close behind. When they made it to the helm, they found the crew in a state that could only be described as organized chaos. Each person dancing around the others, pressing buttons, and checking gauges at what looked to Rose to be random in their hurry.

      "No. They sent word to only use defensive strikes. Their plan is to make it over the wall before the ship closes in." The young man shook is head, making deep purple hair fall into his eyes that he blew at to try to clear his vision.

      "Of course, it is," Stella scoffed.

      "What does that mean?" Rose asked, standing in the door to the helm, her hands wringing in front of her. She should be doing something to help. But there was nothing for her to do, and Stella's crew seemed to have it under control for the most part.

      "It means, your captains don't want to start a fight with so many untrained passengers on board." Stella ground her teeth, her fingers working furiously over a control panel near the big bay window.

      "It would be pointless to save all those lives only to lose them at the first sign of trouble, Cap'n." The young man had moved up beside Stella to help her along. Rose felt the ship take a sharp turn, and then there was an explosion that sounded like it had originated from them, followed by a more muted blast.

      "I'm well aware of that, Nolan," Stella hissed, but Nolan didn't back down, and eventually she lowered her head to look at the screens. "That should dissuade them from tailing us too close. What do our munitions look like?"

      "We're running a little lower than I'd like going into the Wastes, but we've done more with less." Nolan shrugged, his fingers flying over the tablet again.

      "It looks like they're backing off, Cap'n," one of the other crew members shouted from their post.

      "Good. Get Kelii and Persinette up on the screen, we need to make a push for the wall." Raking her hands through her tangled blue tresses, Stella stood, letting out a long, slow breath. For all the trembling of the ship below them, Stella looked like a general ready for war all perfect erect posture and tilted back chin. Her tanned skin pulled taught over a stiff jaw, navy brows narrowed. "Get me a damage report on both ships, Nolan. I need to know what kind of mess we're looking at."

      "Aye, aye, cap'n." Nolan gave a little salute, and then pushed past Rose back out into the hall.

      The view of the night sky out the window disappeared a second later, and was replaced with Persinette and Manu's faces in sepia tone, the co-captains looked ruffled, and sleep-worn, but alert.

      "Anybody want to tell me why we were just attacked by an Uprising ship?" Stella asked, leaning over to brace herself on the control panel.

      "Not particularly," Manu mumbled.

      Persinette elbowed him—hard, if his wince was anything to go by—and said, "We told you our mission to save the people of 9c wasn't Uprising sanctioned."

      "There is a difference between unsanctioned, and what just happened."

      Rose frowned, watching the captains' faces on the screen. She'd heard what Agnes had said at Tobias' funeral, that enough was enough. That it was time that the Uprising and MOTHER both go down, but she hadn't really realized what it meant. Agnes, and the others. . .

      "There was a direct order from Eddi not to do what we did." Persinette seemed to shrug, as if unbothered by the idea that she'd gone against one of the two most powerful people in all of Daiwynn, and wasn't that just Persinette to a T. "Our operation was pre-emptive. The Uprising planned to launch their own strike."

      "And you interfered," Stella scrubbed at her face. She didn't seem surprised, but she didn't look happy about it either.

      "To save lives," Rose said, when it looked like no one else would. Persinette and Stella's gazes fell on her, and Rose shifted a little under the weight of them. Grasping at what small amount of courage she had she pushed the words, "Right? To save lives?" from her tongue.

      "Yes, to save lives." Persinette’s lips twitched into an almost grin before she schooled her features. "Agnes felt that if the Uprising were in charge of the strike, they wouldn't care about the blood that would be shed. It would have been an attack, an act of war, not a rescue mission."

      Rose's shoulders sagged under that knowledge. People had died in the escape from 9c, but not as many as could have, she knew that. She'd seen how the lives of those inhabiting the camp had been their rescuers' first priority. And from what she knew of the Uprising. . . Well, that wouldn't have been the case if Eddi had been in charge.

      Stella's eyes narrowed for a moment, as if trying to gauge how much of what Persinette and Rose had said was true, then she took one quick breath and said, "All right then. We need to stay ahead of them."

      "We do," Persinette agreed with a quick jerk of her head. "Our weapons cache is better stocked, we'll bring up the rear in case they get close again."

      "We should be over the wall in two days," Manu added. "I don't think they'll bother us once we're there."

      "No. But
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