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      Phoebe

      

      There was one place in the world I really didn’t want to be, and that was the Emperor’s palace. Particularly, with my feet bound in heavy chains. Especially particularly, wearing nothing but a filmy underdress and thrown onto the floor of an unlit room, with the door shut behind me.

      I swallowed. Yelling for help was obviously pointless. My guardians were all far away from me now.

      I had gotten a glimpse of the room by the guard’s torch before the ominous boom of the heavy wooden door closing. It actually didn’t look too bad, all things considered. I had seen a honest-to-goodness canopy bed with a mattress and blankets, and a tapestry on the wall with a picture of ladies in gowns. There was a window, but it was curtained and I wasn’t getting much light through it, only enough that I could tell where the window was in the darkness. I struggled to my feet and slowly walked forward until I bumped into the wall. My fingers brushed cool plaster.

      I tried to open the curtains. The window was pretty high on the wall. Maybe there was some piece of furniture in here I could climb onto? But then, with my feet bound up, I wasn’t sure I could climb onto a chair or a table.

      Well, it was good to have some puzzle to occupy my mind. Anything to stop me from thinking about the fact that I was captured, and my fourth guardian was none other than Commander Abel, the man who had captured other priestesses before—priestesses who had met a swift demise shortly afterward. Emperor Leonidas said it was suicide, but it was entirely possible that someone had killed them. My other three guardians would surely sense my location and try to save me, but I was skeptical they could get into the imperial palace.

      And that’s why you need to stop thinking, Phoebe. Just get yourself out of here.

      My ears, sensitive in the darkness, suddenly caught the sound of a breath.

      I froze. I’m not alone?

      “Who’s there?” a voice whispered nervously from the bed.

      I shrieked.

      “Who are you?”

      It was a female voice, and it seemed kind of familiar. The accent, I realized. It was formal in the same way as Rin—the prince of Gaermon. The prince had been traveling with us, and he was the lover of my guardian Gilbert, along with protecting all of us a few times with his swordsmanship.

      “Princess Himika?” I ventured.

      “Yes…”

      “I’m Phoebe, the Priestess of the Gate. I was traveling with your brother. He’s worried sick about you.”

      “The Priestess? I didn’t know there were priestesses anymore!”

      “I get that a lot,” I said, with a faint sigh of defeat as I stopped trying to open the window and instead stumbled over to the bed.

      “I’m sorry to scare you…I was sleeping when I heard the door open. I didn’t know what had happened or who you were. For all I knew, you might be a man here to kill me. But when I heard you stumbling around in chains, I thought you probably were not that. I knew it,” she said. “I knew a priestess would rise again.”

      I found the mattress and struggled onto it. It was a very tall mattress. Right now I didn’t feel like I was ‘rising’, unless you counted clamoring onto a bed. Every other priestess had died here in this palace. Not a good situation for breeding optimism.

      “This seems almost like a proper guest room, not a prison,” I said. “The guards took me up some grungy stairs to get here, though.”

      “I believe that was a servant’s passage,” she said. “But you’re right. We are in a nice part of the palace. The very nicest, in fact. The emperor’s chambers are just next door.”

      “Is he…treating you all right?”

      “He has not laid a hand on me… But he would like to marry me. I don’t know what he’ll do with you.”

      “We have to get out of here!”

      “I would be happy to get out of here, but tell me how. The only way out is through a door that is well guarded, and a window that is six stories high and drops into the courtyard.”

      “Do they ever let you out?”

      “No.”

      “Does the Emperor visit?”

      “Yes. He has tried to talk to me after I refused to pledge loyalty to him. He was angry about that.” Himika paused. “Does Raio know that I’m captured here and that I didn’t pledge my loyalty to the emperor?”

      Raio was Rin’s real name, but he didn’t use it while he was trying to hide, obviously. “He knows. He’s been trying to find a way to save you, but…it’s not easy.” I added, “I was in the crowd when you refused to pledge loyalty. That took some guts.”

      Himika was quiet, but I felt her shift on the mattress, turning away. “There is something I’d like to ask my brother. If you should ever see him again, will you ask him?”

      “Of course, princess.” I bowed my head a little, not that she could see me, but hanging out with a real, super beautiful and brave princess was making me feel very polite. Not that I could see how beautiful she was right now, but I already knew.

      “Where—the hell—was he?” she cried.

      So much for formalities. “Um…you mean, when your castle was attacked?”

      “Yes! And before that! The whole time we were getting warning messages from the northern border, where was he? I mean, besides running around with his bard boy toy. Because if he doesn’t have a better excuse than that…” She growled out, “Does he?”

      “Mm…let me be honest. He’s not much of a talker.”

      “Is he still with Gerard?”

      “Gilbert?”

      “Whatever it was.” She paused. “Is he one of your guardians? My disloyal brother? At least that would explain it.”

      This was turning awkward. I wondered if the Emperor would give me a new room. I was okay with a dungeon if it was private. And had a chamber pot. And no rats. And a bed. A nice, private dungeon.

      “Nooo,” I said. “Gilbert is my guardian. Your brother just came along with him. I would like to make it really clear that I have no choice in any of it, and also, your brother talks about you and how worried he is about you all the time. Nonstop.”

      She sat in sullen silence for a moment. “He promised me that he would always protect me. He was the one meant to lead…everything was promised to him, and the only promise made to me was that I would always have him to watch over me. I suppose I know how good that promise was.”

      “Wouldn’t you be of the age to get married anyway?”

      “No. I’ve always been very sickly and fragile. My bones break if you breathe on them wrong. The doctors said I am not well enough to bear children. No marriage for me.”

      “Yes, Rin you’d never even left Gaermon Castle before.”

      “That’s true,” she said, with some regret. “At least, for once, I got to see another place…” Her voice turned to me again. “There was so much expectation on him. To become king, to marry a princess he didn’t really like, to take care of his poor sick sister for the rest of my life. And I knew he liked boys. Father wasn’t very happy about that; it would be very offensive to Princess Leisha when they got married. I know why he left. I do. I might leave too, if I was him.”

      “Still, it must be terrible for you too,” I said. “So…the Emperor wants to marry you, even if you’re not strong enough to have children?”

      “He claims he will find a way to heal me…but even that would never convince me.”

      I thought she must have yearned for a normal life as long as she could remember. If the Emperor could find some way to offer her that…

      “You are the priestess,” she said. “Have you found all four of your guardians?”

      “Sort of. One of them is Commander Abel himself.”

      “Oh, no…”

      “Yeah, he doesn’t want anything to do with me now.”

      More shyly, she said, “If you’re the priestess…is it true that you have to have a relationship with all four men at once?”

      “Yes…” My cheeks burned, but more than anything, I felt a physical ache. I had grown used to being touched and pleasured every night, and although it still seemed impossible, I felt the same yearning for all four of my men—even Abel, the only one I had never joined with. The connection between us was so strong that even if it was created by magic and not love, I couldn’t tell the difference. I wanted to think that the magic simply knew what I needed. Gilbert’s tenderness, Niko’s masterful ways, the mystery of Abel…and Sir Forrest, my first protector…

      “That’s a lot to handle,” Himika said, rather coy.

      “It is.”

      “Back home, men won’t even get close to me. They called me the Glass Princess. I had a cloistered life. Somehow, just because I was too weak to have children and I had to remain chaste, they expect me to be pure and good and inspiring to everyone. As if the physical reality would have changed my heart…I was as interested in handsome men as any other girl.” Then she said, “How many of them have you been with at once?”

      “Just…two,” I managed. “So far.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” she said. “I’ve read about the priestess. Your power comes from your sex.”

      “I guess. But they drain the power from me. I feel more like a passage between something outside of myself, and their abilities. I don’t do anything.”

      “That didn’t used to be true. The priestess used to be regarded almost as a goddess. She was the center of it all, the master of the gate. Her guardians fought for her, but they also followed her command.”

      “No one follows my command.”

      “Are you commanding?” she asked, which was a fair question. “I can’t help but be jealous, to be honest. Princesses are political tools without much power at all. In my case, I don’t dare to even have sex considering how fragile I am. It means I’ll be treated like a child forever.” Before I could express any sympathy, she continued, “Do they like each other, your guardians?”

      “Um…sort of? Niko and Gilbert actually know each other from before…but Sir Forrest is my problem.” I smiled in the shadows. “He wants me all to himself.”

      “Ooh…knights are always so handsome in their armor. What is Sir Forrest like?”

      “He’s gruff and reluctant.”

      Himika laughed. “Sounds like you’re enjoying the challenge.”

      “I enjoy every minute with them,” I admitted. “It feels so right. And it feels like more than just having sex. I also just feel alone, like, I can’t talk about it to anyone.”

      “You could talk to me! I can live vicariously. It’s better than nothing. So what is Gilbert like, anyway?”

      Once I started talking about the guys, I couldn’t stop. I missed them so much and it was such a relief to talk to another woman who didn’t judge me on my position. Sometimes I felt kind of grumpy that my fated role in life seemed to be just having a lot of sex with four men. I mean, that’s the kind of dream you save for a naughty moment, not one you go blabbing about to everyone, even if I was pivotal in saving the world from monsters. Having some other girl get envious of my position—a princess at that—reminded me that the priestesses had been keeping the gate sealed for hundreds of years, and enjoying it too. Not bad.

      We stayed up all night talking, as I found out when a door creaked open—not to the narrow hall I had been dragged up in my chains, but to a wide, carpeted hall—and the emperor stood in the door, letting in light from the hallway, where the windows didn’t have curtains.

      And I remembered that I might never see my guardians again, because this place was the end of the line for all the other priestesses.

      “Good morning, ladies,” he said. He threw open the curtains.

      Himika and I squinted. I finally got a good close look at my new friend. I had seen her before on a magical projection displaying the defeat of Gaermon, and in the distance as she defied Emperor Leonidas in front of a crowd, but up close, she was smaller and younger looking than I expected. Her skin was so pale it almost had a bluish tinge, with no color in her cheeks, and her eyes were a very light golden color. She looked like she never saw the sun. Her hair was black and very long, past her waist, but thin. I’m not sure she was even five feet tall. Her voice was more authoritative than her appearance. Still, she had immediately drawn up into a regal posture when Leonidas entered.

      “Are you two getting along?” he asked. “I’m sorry about the chains and the prison cell, Phoebe. My guards insist that you need to be chained in my presence as long as you can’t be trusted. In history, young women have occasionally brought down kings… Still, I don’t want anyone to harm you either. That’s why you’re kept up here, in my personal chambers, watched by my personal guard.”

      “How long will we be kept here, then?” I asked.

      “I don’t really see an end to it,” he said. “You are safe here as anywhere, priestess. Abel suggested maybe the elders have a way of killing you from afar. You have nothing to fear from me… I want you to live out your days. As long as you’re alive, no new priestess will be born.”

      “What do I have to do to get the chains off, then?” The weight was very unpleasant and chafing my ankles.

      “Be good,” he said. “It’s as simple as that. Why aren’t you wearing a proper dress?”

      “I don’t know. I was. Your guards stripped my dress off.”

      “I’ll remedy that immediately.”

      I didn’t say much in response. I still had a terrible feeling about this.

      “I have a surprise for you,” he told Himika.

      “I don’t want your surprise.”

      “Those steamed onion buns you mentioned? I found a woman in the city who is from Gaermon and she is in the kitchen as we speak—”

      “I don’t want them. I’m not hungry.” She stared at the wall.

      His face was a mask of patience. He looked at me again. “I heard you were once a Strawberry Girl, Phoebe.”

      “Yeah…”

      “I would love if you would perform for me and some of my comrades tonight.”

      “I don’t feel well.”

      “I have the full complement of musicians.”

      Some little part of me said, Hey, why not? I loved singing and dancing, and I missed it. Once you stopped being a Strawberry Girl, you never got professional musicians to back you up again, unless you lived in some big city like this and found work after your time in the troupe was over. Will Abel be there? I so wanted to ask, but I already knew the answer. Abel never wanted to see me again.

      He must come to the palace a lot, though. I would be hard to avoid if I became part of the palace scene. Tempting…but I wasn’t sure what game we were playing. I had a tendency to be too trusting. I wanted to impress Himika with my defiance.

      “I would rather not,” I said.

      “Very well,” he said. “I will give you both more time to realize I am not your enemy.”

      He sent up the onion buns anyway, and I couldn’t help it. The most delicious smelling steam was wafting off them as their perfect white flour skins sat in a shallow pool of golden broth. I was so hungry. I ate three of them before Himika said, “Hey…wait,” and grabbed the rest of the plate.

      Some maidservants came up and changed out my heavy chains for lighter shackles that hobbled my gait to very short steps, but it was better than before. They gave me a simple, elegant gown like the one Himika was wearing, and brushed my hair. After which, I promptly crashed into bed, rumpling everything. I was all messed up with day and night now, but having a quiet moment, I tried to sense the guys. I knew Forrest, Niko, and Gilbert would be trying to rescue me. I could feel their anxiety from a distance.

      Abel…

      He was the one I had never been able to sense. But now I also knew that someone had tried to burn his sigil away. Someone had never wanted him to know what he was. Not just a guardian, but a shadow guardian.

      Abel…? Please…

      I felt a flicker of him. I had a vision of him sitting at a desk with his head in his hand. I felt him turn to look at me and then try to push me away. You don’t want me.

      But I do, Abel…I swear to you, I do. I’m meant for you. I don’t even know what’s going on, but we’re meant to find the truth together!

      Get out of my head, Phoebe!

      And then the vision shut down like a slamming door.
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      Phoebe

      

      A day passed, and the guys hadn’t come for me.

      Okay. I mean, of course they wouldn’t just coming busting into the Imperial Palace. It was heavily guarded, and there were only three of them, and I wouldn’t want them to die attempting to rescue me. They had to make a plan.

      Another day passed. So, still planning then. Of course, sure. It was better if they took their time with the plan.

      And another and another.

      Whyyy haven’t you rescued me yet? WHYYY.

      Imprisonment was very boring. And also, extremely stressful. Nothing bad had happened, but I was always waiting for it. Every time keys rattled the door open. Every time the Emperor checked in on us. What was the plan? Was he really going to leave us locked up here forever? Was this just my life now?

      He kept asking me to sing for him and his friends, and I always said no. He kept asking Himika to share a meal with him, and she always said no.

      I should have known the Emperor wasn’t much more patient than I was.

      “Ladies…enough of this.” He had entered the room on this particular evening—I no longer was entirely sure what day it was—with an air of purpose. He wore a stunning jacket of dark green velvet with gold buttons, his mane of graying golden hair brushing the collar, and he seemed to fill the room with royal presence. I think we both sensed that he meant business. Himika was lifting her chin, ready to spar. “Phoebe, you will perform tonight. I know you are itching to leave this room. And Himika, you will share my table with me. I’ll show you there is nothing to fear.”

      “You will have to drag me,” Himika said.

      “Must I really?”

      “Yes. You must.”

      “I won’t have to drag you, Phoebe.”

      “Oh, yes you will!” I wasn’t about to go willingly when Himika wouldn’t.

      “I have a surprise for you. Something you have been looking for.”

      “What?”

      His face, handsome in a slightly craggy way, broke into a grin that only made me more nervous. “She has four paws and two wings…and she has some of the guards quite charmed. But you will only see her if you are willing to stop being so stubborn.”

      “Wretch?” My jaw trembled. “How did you get her?”

      “Abel caught her yesterday.”

      “Where?”

      “She flew in the open window of his office. You can imagine his surprise.”

      My winged cat had been missing since the monsters attacked us back at the guard station. I’d been looking for her everywhere in despair. If Leonidas was telling the truth, I almost felt annoyed at her. Stupid cat. Flying right into Abel’s window? She should be smart enough to know that he couldn’t be trusted.

      Still…that was proof of something that had been nagging at me from the beginning. Wretch wasn’t just my randomly acquired pet. She had saved us from the monsters, drawing them away from the walls of the guard station. And Niko used to have a winged cat he called Astria that I was starting to suspect more and more might have been Wretch herself. Wretch was trying to bring us all together. She was trying to show Abel the truth.

      And he had turned her in to the Emperor. What a bastard!

      Damn it. They had me now. I definitely needed to see Wretch.

      “Fine…I’ll perform for you.”

      He put his fingers to my chin, lifting my eyes to meet his. “Is is really so bad, Phoebe? I don’t ask much of you. You have performed for me before, haven’t you?”

      “Not privately.”

      “Well, it is an honor, though you may not think so. Some of the most prominent people in the city will be at my soiree tonight. I can’t let you leave my palace so at least let me give you an occupation. Himika, are you sure I can’t convince you?”

      Himika looked at me, and I’m sure I looked nervous.

      “I suppose I’ll go,” she said. “To support Phoebe.”

      “Good, Princess.” He tried to touch her hair, and she flinched back, turning away from him. His hands gripped her shoulders. He was so tall, and she was so small, that his chin didn’t even reach the crown of her head as he spoke down to her. “I want to find a cure for you. I swear it.”

      “Please…don’t. Don’t touch me. You destroyed my kingdom.”

      “If I can’t cure you, surely I will give you more than your family ever did. Your brother fled to pursue his own whims. Your father kept you like a priceless vase, too scared to let you see or do anything. I would take you with me when I travel. You could see the world. You would be my empress.”

      “Stop, I just want to support Phoebe tonight. Our families have been at odds for my entire life; why would I ever believe you? I watched you order a man’s execution.”

      “If you have never seen your father order a man’s execution, then it’s no wonder my army defeated him, is it? This world is full of danger and I stand against that danger every day. If you consider it a little further, you might realize that I am not your enemy at all.” He released her. “I will see you tonight.”

      Himika clutched her head. “Phoebe…”

      “We’ll get out of here. We’ll just humor him for tonight,” I said firmly, despite my own nerves.

      “What if he’s right?”

      “He’s not right. You’ve been here too long.”

      She nodded.

      “Raio misses you so much,” I said. “He definitely regrets abandoning you. He would risk his life to save you and take you home. The guys will find me, and they’ll rescue you, and when I become priestess and seal the gate, you and your brother will take Gaermon back. Your people are counting on you.”

      “You’re right… Thanks for knocking a little sense into me… I do believe being trapped here is doing things to my head.”

      I was glad she felt better, but even as the words came out of my mouth, I thought it sounded far fetched. I didn’t know if I would even be rescued from this fortress. She was never going back to Gaermon, was she?

      I felt very small and ordinary, like there was no way I wouldn’t let everyone down.

      Some attendants came with clothes for the evening. I had a more mature version of a Strawberry Girl costume, a little white dress with a short skirt and flowing sleeves, and tall red boots. Himika was offered an elegant gown, pale cream and forest green with hand painted birds on the skirt. It covered her from neck to wrists and down to her feet with elegant, easy lines; no worries at least that the Emperor was going to objectify her. But she did look every bit like an Empress, especially when they put her hair up with silver ornaments.

      “The Emperor won’t be able to take his eyes off you,” the attendant said.

      “I have no wish to please him.”

      “Of course,” the attendant said gently. “I hail from Estero. My mother remembers when my city was conquered by the emperor’s father. It was painful for her.”

      “Why did you come to work for him, then?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “The position is honorable, and he is not the demon I thought he was.”

      “Oh no?”

      “No. He has a generous side that, I imagine, would make for a pleasant husband. The wife of Leonidas would have everything she wanted.”

      Himika shook her head. “Only a person with no honor would choose the life of everything they wanted over loyalty to their own kingdom.”

      I didn’t have to wear any shackles now, not with so many guards around. They ushered us down into a intimate sort of lounge that reminded me of clubs. Candles flickered in colored glass shades, and long sofas lined the walls, with plenty of pillows. The walls were paneled with dark cloth that had a faint gold pattern of stars. The Emperor spread out on the center sofa, with a female servant pouring him a drink. Dozens of fancy people in gowns, military uniforms and elegant suits were mingling around the room. They glanced at us but no one looked very friendly. I’m sure they could tell I was not one of them. I didn’t even stand like one of them. They were all very willowy, somehow. The Emperor motioned for us to come over to him.

      He had Wretch in a birdcage. I flew to her side. My poor girl! The cage was too small for her to move much. She meowed piteously when she saw me and reached a paw out between the wires.

      My heart was in my throat. “Let her out, that's too small for her!”

      Leonidas opened the door without protest. Wretch slipped out and immediately spread her wings, flying into my arms with a lot of meowing chatter.

      “Where have you been?” I cried.

      She wriggled in my arms, climbing onto my shoulders, and rubbed her cheek against mine, but offered no explanation. At this moment I only two things: one, that she was back and I was deeply relieved, and two, that having a mystery pet was the most aggravating thing ever. She squinted at me, just to drive me nuts.

      “Stupid little sweet pea,” I said, nuzzling her face as a robust purr rumbled through her so strongly that her wings vibrated.

      An old man was whispering something to Leonidas. He looked like an advisor in his long robes. But the Emperor stopped listening and looked up as a woman in a black gown swept through the doors. She was definitely middle-aged but still delicately pretty, with white-blond hair swept into a cascade of curls at the back of her head. Her gown was demure but ruffled all over, with a striped petticoat peeking out beneath. She had several young men in uniform with her; bodyguards, I think. (Hot bodyguards, who stuck quite close to her. Maybe I could ask her for tips on juggling my lifestyle.)

      The Emperor watched her for a moment and then looked away.

      “Who is that?” Himika asked.

      “Miss du Barien, one of the lesser daughters of the banking family,” he said dismissively. “I didn’t invite her. But she shows up anyway, on occasion. She’s rude that way, although I don’t know why she wants to be here in the first place. We don’t exactly get along.”

      She was across the room and picking up a tiny pink pastry from a small table stacked with sweets on silver trays, but I saw her smile. She glanced at me and whispered to one of her bodyguards. I really thought she was going to talk to me, but she didn’t move.

      “Why don’t you get along?” I asked.

      “I hate beautiful women who refuse to marry. What a waste.”

      “Maybe she has other interests she wants to pursue,” I suggested. I’d read about the du Bariens in the society pages. She wasn’t the one who came up the most; that was strong-willed Emmaline du Barien, her grandfather’s darling and the one who was notorious for briefly unleashing a fashion designer named ‘Pizazz’ onto the city.

      “She doesn’t,” the Emperor said. “She is not one of those ambitious types, if that’s what you’re thinking. Selfish woman, and too old now for anything else. Also terribly paranoid.”

      I would bet money, by the sound of his voice, that he had tried to woo her once. I gave her a faint smile. Well, good for you and your hot bodyguards, Miss du Barien. Dodged a bullet, didn’t you.

      She gave me a piercing stare with her blue eyes and then moved on for good, talking to some other woman. Weird.

      “But enough about all that. Dear princess, sit beside me,” he said.

      Himika seemed immobile.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he said. “This is where I relax, I’m not going to execute anyone here.” Like that was something to joke about. “We’re just going to enjoy Phoebe’s performance.”

      I have never seen anyone sit as slowly as Himika did. It was almost performance art in itself. Her leg muscles must have been stronger than one would think, just to manage that.

      “They’re setting up the stage,” he said. “At least, they should be. Roa, find out what happened to them, would you? I hope you remember all the songs, Phoebe. But if you don’t, we’re all working on getting drunk. Would you like something yourself?”

      “Sure.”

      The attendant poured me a drink, offering me the cup with an elegant hand. She was the same attendant who helped Himika into her gown earlier, I realized, just more dressed up now, so I smiled at her. After a few days of captivity, even seeing a familiar servant was comforting.

      I glanced around. I knew Abel wasn’t here. I would have felt it. But something inside me still collapsed with disappointment. I couldn’t help wanting to see him, even if he hated me. Once I awoke a guardian’s sigil, I was helpless to resist.

      I took another drink. I was already on edge, and weird looks from strangers didn’t help.

      “Why don’t you sit too, Phoebe, since they’re running late?” the emperor offered the spot on the other side of him.

      “It actually helps me to stand before the show. You know, to warm up.”

      “Mmhm.” He looked like he found me funny, which drove me nuts. “Have you considered at all what I told you about the Elders? Abel thinks the Elders might be the ones killing the priestesses, even from inside my palace. If that’s true, you would be in danger even here.”

      This again. “Is that supposed to make me feel better, Your Majesty? In the end, it doesn’t matter who my enemy is. I’ll be dead either way.”

      “No, it isn’t supposed to make you feel better. But Abel’s a smart man. I wonder if there is any way to prevent your death…”

      “Um.” I swallowed. “How did the other priestesses die?”

      “Poison, by the look of it.”

      I put the drink down.

      He laughed. “This wine has already been tasted first. All of your food is tasted. Although I don’t really like this wine, do you?” He tried to take my glass. “Bring something better,” he told the attendant. “This tastes like peasant wine.”

      “It was from the House of d’Averro,” she said apologetically.

      “Well, give it to the servants and tell my wine steward that he should been aware this was an unacceptable vintage to serve to a princess.”

      Although Leonidas was old and composed, he must have been spoiled rotten as a kid…like most heirs to thrones, I guess. It made him seem a little more human. He had weaknesses, I thought. Some servants were now assembling a stage right in the room with interlocking planks, and musicians were filing in. My stomach twitched with anxiety. I loved performing, but maybe not like this.

      “Do you need to warm up your voice?” Leonidas asked.

      “Um…sure.”

      “Show her to a private room.” I saw him leaning closer to Himika as a footman led me out.

      I didn’t warm up. I was shivering and nervous. I had never performed for a private crowd that included the emperor before. I yearned for the secure feeling of having my guardians around me. And someone might try to poison me at any second.

      It seemed like only a second passed before someone told me it was time, and I had to wobble back out there on shaky knees and walk on stage. Himika was now sitting between the Emperor and a woman in white healer’s robes. They were both focused on her intently as they spoke, and she was listening just as closely. The healer gestured with her hands along Himika’s arms and rib cage. The old man advisor was nodding. They all looked concerned.

      Clearly, the Emperor was trying to woo Himika with the promise of healing her. She was wavering. What would Rin say if he tried to save her and she refused to be saved?

      The whole time I kept trying to watch them, the guitar player was trying to show me lyric sheets and ask me if I remembered all the songs and telling me about the set.

      Twin violins struck a note behind me.

      “Are you ready, Strawberry Girl?” Emperor Leonidas called. “Before the party has ended, please.”

      Ugh. He was so overbearing. I mean, obviously, he was the emperor.

      But when I heard the music kick in, I couldn’t help enjoying it, even if I was rusty. They started with April Hearts, and while I assumed the Empire sponsored the dance troupes just for the sake of morale, Leonidas actually seemed like a genuine fan. He was clapping along, and so were a lot of the other guests. This made me want to work it even harder, and soon I was bounding around the stage belting the music with my cat flying around my head.

      And this crowd was actually enjoying it. I saw an old lady who looked like she was worth a million gilden, in a trailing evening gown and diamonds, clapping her hands over her head to Taffy Girl. It was easy to forget that Strawberry Girls had been singing the same songs for decades, so old ladies were young when they first heard them. A snotty looking blonde guy started tearing up during Once Beneath the Ocean of Stars. The music was like a uniting force between rich and poor, old and young.

      During the break, they cheered like they were trying hard to maintain dignity and failing, and offered me more to drink. Himika looked happy. I was having a good time. Wretch was back in my arms. I almost forgot how hopeless everything was. When the entire set was done, and I had sung every classic number of the Strawberry Girls (plus the Sunflower Girls favorite, Why Are You Sad, Boy?), I got showered with attention and compliments and people telling me memories of going to Strawberry Girls concerts and which season was their first. “The one with Tamra as the lead singer…must’ve been thirty years ago…”

      “You look like you’re having a good time.” Leonidas approached me, leaving Himika on the sofa.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said, trying to play it cool. “You must have your pick of performers here in the palace.”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “The troupe girls usually come from other cities, and when their year is over, they head home. They don’t belong to me. They belong to the people. And so…we’re all tired of the ones who live in Capamere.” He laughed. “The princess is feeling tired. Maybe you should take her back to your room.”

      “Is she okay?” I asked. Himika looked kind of droopy and pale. She didn’t notice me staring at her, but leaned her head against a pillow.

      He lowered his voice. “To be honest, I am concerned about her condition. I have sent messengers to Gaermon, asking for her personal physician to come to her, because my old healer isn’t familiar with her situation, although she’s trying her best. I want to know how her condition was diagnosed there. The princess seems to know very little about what’s wrong with her, and she said she didn’t take any medicines.” He paused. “It’s odd.”

      He actually sounded like he was genuinely concerned, which I didn't expect. I remembered that there was a time when he seemed like a hero to me. I suppose he had some admirable qualities.

      “She’s had a lot of commotion tonight,” he said. “I’m glad to hear her laugh, but now I think she needs rest. She’s a very delicate young woman… Phoebe, please take good care of her for me, will you?”

      “Of course.” All my easygoing mood drained out. “I mean…she isn’t…dying, is she?”

      The healer came up behind me. “I think she will be fine with rest.”

      “Do you know what’s wrong?”

      “Not exactly, but I will say this. I don’t think it is a natural illness. Maybe it’s not an illness at all.”

      “Are you implying that someone in Gaermon has been poisoning her?” Leonidas asked.

      The woman bowed to the emperor. “Unfortunately, that is the most obvious explanation, although I don’t understand why it would be so, especially from such a young age.”

      Leonidas motioned to a guard. “Carry her to bed.” She was slipping in and out of sleep. I had never seen her seem this sick. Usually she was pretty normal. “Sleep well,” he told her.

      “Mm…” She barely stirred.

      I didn’t know what to think. No one put the shackles on my feet, and the guards left the window open, like Leonidas was starting to trust us.

      “Himika?” I nudged her shoulder. “How do you feel?”

      “Just…weary.” Her face was white in the moonlight. She managed to look more beautiful the worse she felt, which was an enviable trait. When I was sick, I just looked washed-out and grumpy. Princesses, man.

      “Do you ever feel like this at home?” I asked.

      “Yes…sometimes. I have good days and bad days. You hadn’t seen a bad day yet. Well…here you go. Enjoy. Now you can see why Rin wanted to leave.” She glared at the ceiling.

      “Nah,” I said. “He never complained to me. I don’t think he left because of anything you did. He was probably just young and horny.”

      That almost put a smile on her face. “Yes, he was that,” she said. “The healer here said he thinks I’ve been slowly poisoned since I was a little girl.”

      “He told me that, too, but it makes no sense. Wouldn’t your family have realized?”

      “You would think so. But he said the only other explanation is that I have been cursed by some cruel magic. Either way, there is something they didn’t tell me. Now, my father is dead and my kingdom belongs to the empire.”

      “But you can’t trust Leonidas. I have this weird feeling he’s tricking you. Remember how angry he looked when you wouldn’t pledge loyalty to him?” I felt a duty to her brother to make sure she stayed strong.

      “Yes…,” she said. “He’s also the first person to ever ask me about my sickness, and question whether I could get better.” She shut her eyes. Wretch padded over to her on the bed and flopped down against her arm. Himika slowly stroked her head. “I’m so weak, Phoebe. Just stay with me. I’m scared.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

      Which turned out to be the big lie of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sir Forrest

      

      Phoebe…

      I could always feel her just out of reach. We all could, but I liked to think I felt it more than the others. I was her first guardian, watching over her even before she knew who I was. My entire life had been devoted to her from the day I left the Black Army.

      The last time I saw her, Commander Abel himself was carrying her away from me. The sight of her, sluggish from the half-completed ritual, in the arms of that man…

      I tried to go after her. I would have cut down anyone in my path. I would have cut down Abel himself. But Niko and Gilbert held me back. We fought off the soldiers and escaped back down into the old sewers, only for Niko to lead us out a different way from where we had come.

      “Phoebe’s scared,” I said. I could feel her fear and all I wanted to do was kill as many men as I could, to fight my way to her side or die trying.

      “Forrest.” Nike grabbed my shoulder and stared straight into my eyes. “Patience, or you’ll get us all killed. Abel is stronger than we are right now. We need a strategy.”

      “We won’t get any stronger without Phoebe,” I said. I could practically feel the heat of magic that poured out of her and into me when we joined. It was burned into my memory.

      “Not true,” Niko said. “Perhaps your only definition of strength is straightforward, but I’ve gotten plenty strong without Phoebe.”

      “I’ve seen what the Emperor does to nations, to entire armies. And we’re no army,” Rin said, sounding grim. “I don’t know how to outsmart them now.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I do,” Niko said impatiently. “The two of you don’t need to be the brains.”

      Gilbert wasn’t saying a word. The bard just looked uncomfortable. I’d noticed that when Niko spoke, Gilbert tended to defer to him, even though Rin was his lover and I was the first guardian. Niko was nothing but bossy. I was getting damned sick of it.

      “Gilbert, you said you’ve been to the Imperial Palace,” I said.

      “Yes…”

      “Niko, you have one day to figure out a plan or I’m charging in there. If Gilbert won’t follow me, he can at least draw me a map. I know where Phoebe is. I’ll find her.”

      Niko gave me a smile that would suit a serpent. “All right, Sir Forrest. One day.”

      The next morning, he walked into the room where I was eating breakfast alone and sat down at the table, uninvited. He was holding coffee and dressed in a robe. I was staring out the window, gnawing on a pastry without tasting it.

      “Forrest, you don’t care for me,” he said.

      “I don’t care for the man who barges in on me and acts like he doesn’t give a shit about the girl we’re supposed to protect? Well, you don’t say.”

      Niko paused. “Who ever said—“

      “You don’t even know her.”

      “In a way, not yet. But…I feel the bond between us, the same as you.” When I didn’t say anything, he added, “I saved your lives earlier. I was the one who had my spies keeping an eye on you, and I was the one who acted immediately when you didn’t come back. I found a passage into the temple. Before Abel took her, I gave Phoebe the dice I have had as long as I can remember.”

      “Dice.” I scoffed.

      Niko was clearly a superstitious guy. I’d known the man for a handful of days and he didn’t seem to make a single move without considering his ‘fortune’. “You know the very idea of fortune telling was invented to make a buck.” I couldn’t resist saying it.

      He rapped his fingers on the table. “And I’ve made quite a few. Forrest, I don’t pretend to know the explanation, but as long as I roll the dice first, I’ve had good luck.”

      Coincidence. Niko was both gullible and cocky. It wasn’t a combo I trusted. But I wouldn’t argue. “All I care about is the end result. Phoebe’s safety. And not just because of the sigils.”

      “Because you love her,” Niko said. “And you hate that I am meant to love her too.”

      “I accept my fate.”

      “No. You really don’t. But it’s all right.” Niko got to his feet again, slowly, in a way that I think was meant to keep me calm.

      “The thing about the fortunes,” he said, “is that I’ve learned to trust them. My fortune teller told me to wear this band to cover my sigil.” He pointed at the slender band of silver that circled around his head and covered the sigil on his forehead with a flat disc. “Maybe she knew that this fate would not bring me good fortune. But from the moment Phoebe showed me the truth, I knew I couldn’t turn back. Even if it brings me pain. Even if I die.” He looked at me. “I want her every bit as much as you do.”

      “I understand, yeah, I just don’t want to talk about it.”

      “You can trust me with her,” he said. “I ask nothing of you, except that you believe me in this.”

      I didn’t. Not really.

      I had tried my best to court Phoebe like a girl I would marry someday. I would never have dreamed of having sex with her on the very first night, even after watching her for years. But on the very first night, she told me, Niko expects to spend tonight with me.

      And so he had. Niko got what he expected. Niko and Gilbert both spent the night with her, as it turned out. I had the feeling even that was under Niko’s control. If Niko had control of Gilbert, then it was two against one.

      Two against one what? We were supposed to work together. We had to share her. I was the failure here. I didn’t know how I could stand to let her love a man like Niko.

      I had never liked men like this. He operated outside of the law, with his business smuggling women out of the city and off to new lives abroad where life was more free. Some might say that was noble of him, but all he wanted was money. No man could have this much money and not be corrupt. I’d seen it too many times. And fortune telling? That told me he was a man who didn’t know his own mind.

      “I am waiting on a man who works in the palace,” Niko said, snapping my attention back. “He’ll tell me where she’s being kept and how she’s guarded, and as soon as I know, we’ll move. It will probably be another day. But it’ll be worth waiting. We’re a team, aren’t we?”

      “Sure.”
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      Phoebe

      

      I was vaguely aware of a sound in the room, and I opened my eyes just in time to get something shoved in my mouth, muffling any sound of protest I might make.

      “Mmm!” Obviously, I panicked.

      “Shhh.” It was our attendant. Roa. I glanced at Himika. Still sleeping, with Wretch curled up beside her.

      “Mmm?” I made an urgent sound.

      Wretch was definitely stirring awake. She spread her wings and growled.

      “Mm,” I pleaded. Please don’t hurt her.

      Roa lifted a stone with a faint red glow and pressed it against my arm. It burned my skin with an immediate, searing pain.

      “Mmm!” What the hell was that for?

      “I wanted you to know that I’ll hurt you if I must.” The stone was the only light in the room besides the moonlight, casting a tortured red glow on her face. She barely resembled the familiar handmaid. “Come with me.”

      As my arm throbbed, I immediately thought of Abel’s scar. Someone tried to burn off his sigil when he was a child. The pain must have been intense. That was why I had never been able to sense him clearly. But when we were close, I was still able to stir his sigil to life.

      That was when he had turned into a dragon. A stunning dragon, who looked like he was shaped from ice. It frightened him in the moment, and he had sent me here, but surely the incident must never be far from his mind.

      I thought about him now, trying to sense where he was. His own estate was not far at all from the palace. And he was awake. I just knew he was awake.

      Abel—please. Help me. I tried to project the vision of what I was experiencing. I knew some part of him wondered why his sigil had been burned away, and why his family lied to him.

      Abel was only one man. And he should be my enemy. Whatever else happened, he had still killed Elder Dion and been the Emperor’s lackey for many years. But I felt like everything would be okay, if I could only get him to trust me.

      I saw Himika’s eyes open, a gleam in the night, just as Wretch flew at Roa.

      “Mmm!” I did my best to warn Himika before I took a shot at Roa, kicking her. She pulled out a knife along with holding the stone but I had been around some real warriors long enough to see that she wasn’t one.

      She slashed at Wretch, who flew out of the way. I didn’t want to lose my cat now that I had her back; I tried to grab her. Roa seized the moment, snatching a pillow and shoving it in my face. I stumbled back, bumping into the bed. Roa wrapped her arm around Himika’s neck.

      “Oh!” Himika gasped. She still looked so weak.

      My eyes skimmed the room, looking for something I could use as a weapon, but there wasn’t much here. During the day, our attendants brought food, drink, and amusements, but they were taken away before bed. We didn’t even have glasses of water during the night. “Let her go.”

      “Take one step closer and I will crush her fragile bones.” She put one of her boots on top of Himika’s foot.

      “Who do you work for?” I asked.

      She smiled. “The Elders.”

      “The Elders?”

      “Fuck it,” she said. She stomped on Himika’s foot, and Himika let out a horrible scream. Everyone must have heard it, but the fact that the door stayed shut indicated that either the guards were on her side, or they were down for the count.

      Wretch flew at her with a hiss, and Roa swung at her with the burning stone. She had put the knife away before grabbing Himika.

      I remembered the chamber pot under the bed, grabbed it and pitched it at her, showering her in piss. Himika got hit with some of it too, and her howl of pain took on a tone of utter disgust.

      “I’m a maid,” Roa said. “I’ve already dealt with a lot of piss in my life. But I can’t blame you for trying. Shall I do the other foot?” She was still holding Himika, who seemed to be trying to get ahold of herself, but the pain must have been intense. Her foot, bare for sleep, was quickly swelling up huge and bruising, way more than a normal person’s foot should just from being stomped on. She really was fragile.

      “Wait!” Himika’s eyes were overflowing with tears of pain. “Fine,” I said. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Get your cat out of my face.”

      “C’mere, Wretch.”

      “Phoebe…,” Himika said. “She might kill you. You need to survive.”

      “I’m trying my best!” What else was I supposed to do? I grabbed the furious ball of fur and feathers that was Wretch out of the air and clamped my arms around her wings. She bit my hand.

      “Shh.” I tried to soothe her. She remained wriggly. “I forgot how irascible you are, Pumpkin…”

      “Quiet,” Roa hissed. “Go to the servant stairs and open the door.”

      I assumed those were the back stairs where we had originally come from. I opened the door. A guard was slumped on the stairs.

      “Go past him and walk down,” she said.

      I felt the heat of the stone get close to my back and I quickly started moving. “I don’t understand,” I said. “The Elders want me to become the priestess, don’t they? Why would you be working for them?”

      “I said, shh!”

      “I was just at the Temple of Stones, and you don’t look like an Elder to me.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, a guy suddenly appeared out of the shadows and grabbed me. Wretch sprang out of my arms as he covered my mouth. That got my heart going even faster. He was a big, muscular guy with a deep voice as he said, “I’ve got her. Man, she’s just  a kid. I sure hate this.”

      “I know,” Roa said. “It’s unpleasant but it has to be done.”

      Oh gods, it seemed like a really bad sign when your bitchy enemies didn’t even like whatever they had planned. I didn’t even bother protesting that I was not exactly a kid. I guess the “nightgown and sleep-rumpled-hair” look wasn’t great for projecting maturity.

      An old man walked up behind the other guy. Leonidas’s advisor, in the robes.

      “Hello, priestess,” he said. “I’m very sorry. I want you to know that I am aware none of this is your fault. The priestess is just the tool of the Elders. I wish I knew a better way to undo what was done.”

      “You’re an Elder?”

      “I was an Elder. I work for Leonidas now.”

      So, it was just as I thought all along. Leonidas was trying to kill me. For a moment, I actually had started to doubt.

      Why did I ever doubt? Because he sounded so sincere?

      Lesson learned. It was in my nature to trust people. I couldn’t do that anymore. Not the Emperor I used to revere, not the handmaiden who seemed kind. No one but my guardians and the Elders.

      And even then…

      A hand slapped me and my eyes flew back open.

      “What are you doing?” Roa demanded. “Magic?”

      “No, I was—uh—freaking out.”

      They didn’t trust me either. But I really wasn’t doing anything. I was out of options. I had never had any magic of my own. I could only lend my power to my guardians. For a second, Himika had made me feel better about that, but now a surge of frustration and bitterness ran through me. I didn’t want to be helpless.

      I heard Himika screaming upstairs. “Leonidas! Guards! Anyone!”

      “Never mind her. Bring the priestess downstairs,” the old man said. “We’ll begin.”

      “Begin what?”

      “A few experiments.”

      “Experiments?”

      I don’t think anything pleasant had ever come out of someone telling you they were beginning experiments on you. But if they killed me, all my guardians would die. That was what the book said. I had to stay alive as long as possible even if they tortured me. My eyes tracked Wretch, who was crouched on the floor wriggling her ass, about to pounce. But I didn’t want her to fight for me. They might kill her.

      The door at the top of the stairs opened. Himika pitched a vase down the stairwell and it struck Roa in the head. “Please!” Himika gasped.

      Roa whirled. “You! How did you walk that far?”

      Himika did look like she could faint at any second. “Let Phoebe go,” she said.

      Roa leapt up the stairs toward her. “I don’t want to have to hurt you any more than I already have.”

      Himika shoved her hard. Well, not that hard, but Himika had more leverage because Roa was on the steep little stairs and didn’t have good footing. Roa obviously didn’t expect that. Her feet stumbled off the stairs and she fell down, tumbling down the hard stones. I watched, somewhere between horrified and satisfied, as she crumpled down at the bottom.

      Both the men looked at her like they couldn’t believe that had just happened.

      Damn. If Himika wasn’t sick, she would have really been a heck of a future ruler for Gaermon or whatever kingdom she married into.

      Roa groaned, struggling to get back on her feet. “I never expected such a thing…”

      “Well, you expect it now,” the elder said. “Watch her. Just make sure she doesn’t run off. Then meet us at the rendezvous point.”

      They dragged me down the stairs as I said, “Why did you hurt Himika? I thought Leonidas wanted to marry her.”

      “He does. But she will never know that he was in any way responsible for her injury. She will only know that he will nurse her through it.”

      “Gods. Did he order her to be hurt just so he could take care of her?”

      “It was more of an accident.” The old man looked at me, rather calmly now, as the big strong guy muscled me along. “Perhaps it will bring you some comfort to know the truth.”

      “Comfort? Nothing is going to bring me comfort right now!”

      “Child, I was once like you. I believed in the divine gifts of the Elders, and I hated the Emperor. I grew up in Rungenold and was accepted for magical training by the Elders when I was a boy. But as Rungenold was conquered and occupied, I realized that the Age of Elders would never return. Some eight hundred years ago, the Elders created the priestess and her guardians. They wrote the first sigils on their skin and used the four sacred ornaments to bind the sigils to the Elders’ magic.”

      The ritual I just went through…

      But the Elders had not been able to complete the ritual before Abel interrupted.

      “The Elders,” he continued, “having created the sigils, used them as a force that closed the gates to the Shadow World. Every priestess and guardian has been a slave to the Elders, and the Elders used their power to control the world. The House of Tallyan, Leonidas’s ancestors, were the ones who realized they could simply let the gates open, and live with the monsters, while exposing the Elders for their corruption.”

      This kind of matched with what Abel told me. That the Elders were actually bad, and I was just a pawn. At least these guys had their story straight, I’d give them that. “Isn’t the Emperor abusing his power now?”

      “How so?” the old man said. “He protects the people. The walls are always in good repair. There is enough food. I hear you are a former entertainer. The Emperors even thought of giving the people joy.”

      “But we’re living in terror! He won’t let people leave for the other continent either!”

      The old man looked at the guy who was muscling me along. We had reached a chamber in the bowels of the castle. Naturally, it was dark and moist and contained what looked like an operating table with restraints and some tools and jars and magical stones on shelves. If I had the time to visualize a room for some creepy experiments, it would have looked like this. Wretch didn’t come in with us. I wasn’t sure where she had gone.

      The guy kept shoving me past the table to some chains on the wall I hadn’t noticed in the darkness. I mean, this room was so intense it had a table with restraints and a wall with chains? He turned me so I was facing outward and locked chains around my wrists. I should note, I tried to fight him a little. But it was almost a comical effort. He was as as strong as Forrest and Abel.

      “Isn’t there a way to work together?” I kept trying, even if it was no use. “I want to use my powers for the people, like my family and friends back home, that’s it. I don’t want to work for the Elders or the Emperor.”

      The old man laughed. “You don’t have a choice. If you complete the ritual, the Elders will control you, like it or not. All I want is to end the cycle of priestesses being born. I haven’t managed it yet, but then, I only get a priestess to experiment on every five or six years. I’m going to attempt to burn off your sigils.”

      “Is that what you did to Abel?”

      “Abel, yes…that was actually a less precise attempt made before I came along. But so far, it’s worked. His guardian powers haven’t woken in all these years. Or…?” He looked at me. “You know about his sigil?”

      “Um…”

      “He’s your guardian?”

      “Yes. And he’ll die if I die.” Maybe this was my only bargaining chip. The emperor wouldn’t want to lose Commander Abel.

      “Commander Abel would die?” the big guy asked, pausing by the wall.

      “Well…if Abel’s sigil has stirred to life, that means he can no longer be trusted,” the old man said.

      “But no one has been as loyal to his majesty as Abel…”

      “Do we have any choice? Maybe it’s time for Commander Abel to retire.” The old man rubbed his trim white beard. “Maybe burning the sigils doesn’t work after all…”

      “Maybe whoever did it before didn’t do a very good job.”

      “Or should we cut them out?” The old man looked me over like he was considering how much I could stand. “We only have one shot in so many years…to burn, to cut…” The old man was looking over the tools.

      “Could you maybe have this conversation later?” I asked.

      No, I’m kidding, I didn’t manage a quip. I was just blubbering, “Please please please don’t…” I tugged against the chains that held my arms back. I had never felt so helpless. And I had already felt pretty helpless when Abel took me away from the other guardians. It seemed like every day kept getting worse and worse.

      “I’m going to give you a safe dose of monster’s bane,” he said. “You will vomit up everything in your stomach and then you will pass into a coma and you won’t feel anything. I won’t wake you up until it’s done.”

      “Wait—please! Please.” I didn’t know what to say. “There must be some better way to do this! Can we make a deal? What if you went with me to do the ritual and go to the gate and—”

      “His imperial majesty does not want the gate closed. People can’t handle that kind of freedom. You are just a young woman…but at the same time, you have the blood of monsters. We can’t let you tap into that power.”

      “I do? But—no—only the Shadow Guardians are monsters…right?”

      “Every priestess has the blood of both human and monster. Somewhere in your bloodline. That is why you are the priestess, and why you mate with two humans and two monsters to seal the gate.”

      “Do you mean monsters…or dragons?” I asked.

      Recently, I would have been horrified to think of becoming a monster myself, but that was before I saw Abel. The thing he had turned into…I couldn’t call it a monster. He was graceful and exquisite in his other form.

      “There are no dragons anymore,” he said. “Only monsters.”

      The same thing Niko told me, kind of like this was a local catch phrase. Maybe it had originated somewhere.

      “But the monsters are dragons, aren’t they?” I asked. “There’s something wrong with them. They’re sick or something. Maybe there’s a way to help them.”

      “Why?” the old man asked. “Why would we want dragons here? We’re human. We don’t need them.” He sounded dismissive, reaching for a bottle of dark liquid. “I can see that you want so badly to believe you have a divine purpose, but you don’t. You were created by the Elders as a tool for controlling the world. Now you will either be cured and sent home, or you will die. I’ll try my best to— Ungh!”

      Something struck the back of the man’s head and he dropped like a stone.

      An arrow.

      Abel was standing in the dark hall, with his dark hair mussed and his eyes wild, wearing an untucked shirt and sloppily laced boots. He fired another arrow at the bigger guy almost before he had time to react. Wretch flew in after him, with an excited trill, like she had brought him to me, although I had a feeling he was already coming and she just happened to meet him on the way.

      “Abel…”

      “Is it just these two?” he asked, charging into the room.

      “There was a woman—Roa—“

      “But she wasn’t part of this conversation?” He paced right up to me, his pale eyes eerie by the light of a single lamp. His cheeks looked a little gaunt in this light. I couldn’t stop looking at him, the sheen of his eyes, the way they seemed to bore past my skin and down to my soul.

      He stepped behind me and took a moment to figure out how to unlock the chains. I couldn’t really see him now. The men he had killed were slumped on the floor.

      “You took them out…fast,” I said. I wasn’t sure how happy I should be about this.

      He grabbed my arm and jerked my ear toward his mouth. “You told them I was your guardian. So I had to kill them.”

      “I was trying to save my own life,” I snapped. “They might have killed me. Then it wouldn’t matter what I told them. You’d be dead.”

      He cursed gently.

      “You need a key for those,” I said. “The big tall muscly guy has it.”

      “The big tall muscly guy?” Abel sneered. “Lotta good it did him.”

      “I wasn’t implying you were short. I just don’t know his name!”

      He glared at me and I realized I had not made things any better. “I’ve got it,” Abel said, fishing keys from the man’s pocket. He released the cuffs and I pulled my arms forward, rubbing chafed spots. Then I started shivering. I noticed for the first time just how cold it was down here in the palace basement.

      “I’m getting you out of here right now,” Abel said.

      “But Himika—“

      “She’s not my concern.” He forced me to walk with him, out into the hall. He didn’t even take the lamp.

      “You’re a jerk!” I snapped, trying to twist away. The passage was almost pitch black. I stumbled on the uneven stone floor. He still walked confidently and kept an iron grip on my arm. I had no idea where I was going, except that he was pulling me along. “Himika is in danger too. The Emperor ordered those people to kill me and injure her foot, but he wants her to think that the Elders sent them. He wants to marry her.”

      Silence.

      “Abel?” I pressed. “Did you know about that?”

      “No.”

      “Well…we can’t just leave her there!”

      “I am the one who brought Himika to him.”

      “Right. I saw that. And I guess you always knew the emperor kills the priestesses, too. You must have.”

      “I knew that if the priestesses lived, there would be dire consequences,” Abel said.

      “I see. And you believe it. You believe everything the emperor says.”

      “If I must pick a side, I’ll pick the emperor every time. The Elders waged war against other nations, and the priestess and her guardians would sometimes join them on the battlefield. They were just tools of war. That’s all.”

      “Abel, you’re a tool of war now.”

      He spoke stiffly. “But it’s the right war. People are trapped behind walls, but their hearts and minds are free. Maybe you don’t know; your village is far from the cities, isn’t it? But here in the capital, the Elders used religion to control people.”

      “You weren’t alive back then,” I said. “Even you’re not that old.” Abel had been a young military hero when I was a little kid, so I guessed he was in his early forties. But he looked younger than Sir Forrest. “Are you sure the emperor isn’t exaggerating some of this for his own ends?”

      He made an abrupt turn down the hall.

      “Can you see in the dark?” I asked.

      “It’s not that dark.”

      “Um, yeah, you can definitely see in the dark. It’s pitch black in here. I already know you’re not human, so you can give up pretending.”

      He growled. “I can sense moisture in the walls down here.” I heard him put a weapon away. Then he opened a door. I was hoping the door would lead to light, but it was just another dark hall. I was starting to feel very claustrophobic and disoriented, and yet—I still trusted him, in a way that ran so deep that I couldn’t talk myself out of it.

      His hand still gripped my arm, but I took my other hand and touched his fingers. “Abel…”

      “Do not touch me.”

      “You’re touching me first.”

      “I’m not touching you the way you’re attempting to touch me.”

      “You are very good at being…this,” I said. “Acting like you don’t care. But like it or not, I can sense what’s inside you.”

      He faced me, now gripping my shoulders. “You proved your point. I’m a guardian. Fine. I don’t want you to be killed because I don’t want to die. But it ends there.“

      “Abel—the Emperor tried to kill me. He’s not your friend. Come with me…” My eyes searched the darkness. I lifted my hands to touch his arms, feeling his muscles just beneath the thin cotton shirt.

      “I was raised to serve my empire,” he said. “You’re not the problem, Phoebe. I grew up hearing countless stories of the ways the Elders ruined people. And I know that if I serve you, ultimately I will serve them. It can’t all be lies. I’ve read the histories, seen the lists of names of the men and women who were shunned by the temple… If I carry their sigil, it’s the mark of evil. That thing I turned into—was a monster.”

      “You were beautiful,” I said. “Not like a monster at all. Like a dragon.”

      “Dragons are gone.”

      Wretch suddenly interrupted with a “mrow?” She landed softly on my shoulder.

      “See, she knows,” I said. “How did you catch her, by the way? Did she really fly right in your window?”

      “She did.”

      “Winged cats used to be the companions of dragons,” I told him.

      “Even if what you say is true…” He got us moving again. “Watch it. More stairs,” he said. Wretch settled onto my shoulder, her little claws digging in. “Even if I wanted to join you, although I do not, I can’t leave my position. I’m too conspicuous. I would only put you in danger. All I can do is to stay right where I am and try to keep the Black Army from catching you and killing you. And that is all I will do for you. If you bring the Elders back to power, I’ll take you down even if it means my own life.”

      I heard a door slowly creak open somewhere in the distance and a torch appeared. The light briefly made me squint, since I wasn’t used to it, but a sense of safety washed over me. I could hardly believe it, but I felt the presence of my other guardians.

      “Phoebe!” I heard Forrest whisper out my name, the sound traveling down the stones, and my heart warmed. I saw Abel’s face, lit by the glow of flames. The angle of his nose seemed sharper than usual, against the shadows, and his eyes, with heavy eyelids and a slight slant that reminded me of his other form, were so serious.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.
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      Sir Forrest

      

      I could hardly get to her fast enough. I rushed forward, breaking away from Niko, Gilbert, and Rin.

      Then I saw Abel standing just behind her. And I stopped. His hand had moved to his blade. A warning.

      “This is convenient,” Abel said, taking a step forward to block me from Phoebe, but lowering his hands. “I want to negotiate.”

      Phoebe was looking at him warily. If he’s hurt her, I’ll kill him, I thought. I don’t care. I could hear Gilbert’s breath hitch, like he was about to grab me again.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I want your sword,” Abel said.

      I had not expected this.“You would ask a knight for his sword?”

      “It’s not yours. Elder Dion gave it to you. Give it to me, and you can leave with Phoebe safely.”

      The Emperor must have learned about the Monster Cleaver from Elder Dion before killing him.

      “That was not what we agreed!” Phoebe cried.

      “We didn’t agree on anything,” Abel said.

      It went without saying—I didn’t want to give up my sword. Elder Dion had given it to me for a reason, and I’m not sure we would have made it here in one piece without the Monster Cleaver and its particular power to cut through the tough hides of the monsters. But we were also on Abel’s turf, in the Emperor’s palace, and he had Phoebe, who was more important than any sword. Was this a trick?

      I really didn’t want to play along with Niko’s superstitions, but I couldn’t help looking at him.

      “Phoebe, you have my dice,” Niko said. “Take them out and open your hand. What do they say?”

      She opened her hand. “Six.”

      “Darkness,” Niko said. “A bad omen. Don’t give him the sword.”

      “Then what?” Rin asked. “What do we do?”

      “If you gentlemen are considering fighting me, I would strongly advise you against it,” Abel said. “I can call the imperial guard before you can get to me. Forget your omens. It’s a simple choice. What is more important to you? Your priestess, or your sword?”

      “Abel, don’t you dare.” Phoebe sounded more pissed off than despairing, which was a little strange. I had the feeling they had gotten to know each other somewhat while we were separated. From what I knew of Abel, he wasn’t much of a talker. I thought he would have hauled her straight to the palace without a word.

      “Phoebe, he leaves me no choice.” I took off the belt and offered Abel the Monster Cleaver like it had no more importance than a pouch of gold. I could barely stand to look at it now. Elder Dion had given it to me with trust that I would keep this ancient blade and wield it well, but Elder Dion was dead.

      Abel took the sword and shoved Phoebe toward me.

      “Stay well out of my way and I will stay out of yours,” he said. “That, I swear.”

      He walked off into the shadows.

      I didn’t believe him. He was a man of some honor, yes, but that honor was loyalty to his emperor and nothing else.

      Niko scoffed. I’d worry about him later.

      I pulled Phoebe against me. My entire body was rocked by her presence. The more I made love to her, the closer the magic between us knit together. My physical hunger for her was strong, but my relief at seeing her safe, at seeing her bright eyes and feeling her spirit near mine, was even better.

      My wife, I thought. I couldn’t help it. I wanted to will the thought into truth.

      She melted against me, but she looked back at Abel before she looked at me. He had already disappeared into the shadows; I heard his footsteps drawing away. “Abel! Wait!”

      “Fuck him,” I said.

      “Did he hurt you?” Gilbert asked Phoebe.

      Phoebe looked at me, her eyes welling with something I couldn’t quite read. Not sadness or fear, but something in between—or beyond that. “He’s—he’s the fourth guardian.”

      The fourth guardian?

      The horror of the statement struck me instantly.

      I heard Gilbert gasp and Rin cursed.

      But no one knew Abel like I knew Abel. He was a killer, an executioner. I had seen him take Elder Dion’s head like it was all in a day’s work. He was the emperor’s greatest weapon, merciless and cold. That man was not fit to lay a finger on my Phoebe.

      “It’s a trick,” I said. “He kills priestesses.”

      “He doesn’t kill them…,” Phoebe said, in a careful tone. “He’s a guardian and when he was a boy, his father tried to burn off his sigil.”

      No. I could see his face in my mind. All the times I had seen his face, heard him encourage the soldiers of the Black Army…always calm. Nothing fazed him, not killing nor death.

      Were we really hurtling toward the same destiny? The same girl?

      It was too terrible to comprehend. Every mythical hell ever imagined by every religion on earth could not surpass the horror of sharing Phoebe with Abelard du Lac. I traced Phoebe’s shoulders with my hands but my vision blurred. I wanted to kill him before he could touch her.

      Phoebe was clutching me. “Forrest…!” She sniffed. “You’re here! I already tried to convince him to come with us, but I can’t. Let’s just get out of here. It’s been so scary.” She wrapped her arms around me tightly. Then she moved to Gilbert and threw her arms around him.

      “I suppose you didn’t see the menagerie?” Gilbert asked gently.

      She laughed through her sniffling. “No…” She held out her hand to Niko. “Your dice.”

      “Thank you. I knew fortune would return you safe and sound.” He smirked and took them back. She didn’t embrace him, but leaned into Gilbert and started talking rapidly about everything she had seen there.

      “Rin, I shared a room with Himika.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “Well…” Phoebe bit her lip. “The girl who tried to kill me also hurt Himika’s foot, but she still tried to save me from the assassins. She was everything I imagined a princess should be. I’ll tell you more when we get home. I’m—I’m shaky. I think I need a drink.”

      “And a hot bath. And what have you been eating?” Gilbert asked.

      When we first encountered Gilbert, I didn’t like the idea of him being with Phoebe either, but that had faded quickly. He took care of her in ways I wasn’t very good at, and we were starting to find a groove where we complimented each other.

      Meanwhile, Phoebe’s cat had flown into Niko’s arms and he had been whispering to her. Strange. Now he interrupted my thoughts. “Forrest.”

      “I know what your dice said, but he had us up against a wall,” I said, defensive.

      “That isn’t what I wanted to talk about.” He raised a brow. Wretch was nuzzling her cheek against his. “All right, you goofy creature,” he said, scratching her between the ears. “I get it.” To me, he said, “We need him.”

      “Abel? No, we absolutely do not.”

      “Did Phoebe tell you my background?” Niko asked.

      “What background?”

      His lips and shoulders twitched in a faint smile-and-shrug. “Well, well. I wasn’t sure if she could keep a secret. Good to know that she can. Sir Forrest, I have no family that I am aware of. When I was younger, I woke up in the forest outside of the city. I had the clothes on my back and I had this cat for company.”

      “That’s Phoebe’s cat.”

      “Exactly. Astria left me ten years ago, and now I know where she went. I didn’t need her as much as Phoebe did. And why did she leave Phoebe and, I’m guessing, end up in Abel’s hands? I’m not sure of Astria’s role in my life, but I know she isn’t a mere pet. In the ancient legends, winged cats were once the companions of dragons.”

      “What dragons?”

      “What dragons indeed. There are no dragons now. But there are monsters that resemble dragons. Twisted, sickly dragons with rocks jutting from their hides that come out of the gate.”

      I didn’t want to keep playing the ‘what-and-why’ game with him. “If you have a theory about all of this, by all means, tell me.”

      “I think Abel and I are descendants of dragons,” Niko said. “If my older copy of the book is more true than yours, Abel is a shadow guardian, as I am. And if that is also true, then why did I wake up in a forest with no memories, no parents, no home, while he was raised as a lord and the lackey of the Emperor, to fight against everything that ended up being his destiny? Why would his father burn off his sigil? I don’t need to be a genius to make a few assumptions. Abel’s father knew he would end up being a guardian. Was the man his father at all?”

      I frowned. “It could be very dangerous to jump to conclusions and see Abel as the victim.”

      “Ah, yes. I understand your caution. In some ways, I am even more wary of Abel with this in mind. I know how dangerous I am. And he has all the training and backing of the Empire behind him.”

      “You really think you’re hot stuff, don’t you,” I muttered.

      “And you don’t consider tact a virtue, do you?” Niko replied with a grin.

      “Well, what makes you so dangerous besides cockiness?”

      “You can scoff all you like, but as long as I pay attention to the signs and follow the instructions fate gives me, I always come out ahead. That’s how I went from a penniless street urchin to one of the wealthiest and most connected men in the city in just twenty years, even in a city where family connections are among the most powerful currency. Today, however, I went against the dice, and I’ll admit that makes me nervous.”

      “We had no choice.” Damnit, I wasn’t going to let this superstitious bullshit get to me. “Did you check the signs or whatever before we left on this mission?”

      “No,” he said. “As you said…we had no choice.”

      For a second, I saw a look in him that I identified with. He had no choice. Same with me. I had to devote myself to Phoebe, and despite it all, I couldn’t even regret it.

      “I shudder to think of what might have happened if someone had found me in the woods that day, frightened and desperate as I was,” Niko said. “I might have believed anything in order to have a home. Back then.”

      “Frightened and desperate? That’s hard to imagine,” I said.

      “I’m not heartless,” Niko said. “I just see no value in letting people know that. It’s no news to anyone, but every time you fall in love, you give yourself a weak point.”

      “You give yourself something to fight for, too,” I said. I would never understand this guy.

      “Anyway…I know you hate Abel,” Niko said. “I saw the look in your eyes. I know how little you regard me, and yet I think we’re best friends in comparison to how you feel about the Lord Commander, eh? But he is the key to everything. If any priestess will succeed where the rest have failed, it’s Phoebe, because one of her guardians is the Emperor’s sword arm. If we turn him against his master, we win. I’m not leaving this city without him. It’s all or nothing in times like these. We need the priestess to join with all four guardians.”

      “Niko, we need to get her out of here,” I hissed. “Now that they know she’s here, and they know all of our names and faces—“

      “Nah. You think the Empire is the most powerful man in Capamere? Well, there’s one family that could frighten him. The du Bariens.”

      “The bankers? You think bankers will shield us from the emperor?”

      “Even emperors need money now and then.”

      “Well, they’ve certainly given it to him in the past.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything except that it made sense at the time,” Niko said. “Trust me, they have no loyalty to him. In fact, rumor is it’s the opposite. I’ll find a way to weasel in.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…,” I said. “Maybe I believe you.”
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      Phoebe

      

      It was so good to be home. Well, if you could call Niko’s place home. Before Abel kidnapped me, I wouldn’t have thought of it that way. To me, a home was a cottage with a garden, a well and a chicken coop and a pair of goats, not a massive building with a shady business operating on the ground floor behind boarded windows, servants and guards everywhere, or even the intimidating surroundings of the luxury apartment on the top floor, but now I was just so glad to be out of the palace. I relaxed a lot more than I had before.

      I drew a hot bath and washed all the palace off me while Wretch kept walking around the edge of the tub and making me nervous. She liked reaching a paw in and licking the water off of it, but if she fell in she would turn into a weapon of mass destruction.

      “Hey, sweetie buns, I’m glad you’re back, but how about sleeping on that towel down there?” I tried to push her off the ledge.

      She used that magic cats have to make herself really heavy and pliable, and wouldn’t budge.

      I sighed. “Is your name really Astria? Were you really Niko’s cat all along?”

      She licked my hand and then took a tentative step onto my wet shoulder and pressed her nose to mine.

      “You’re still my baby, huh? But—please—I need this rest.” I splashed her and she finally jumped down and got into some very indignant grooming of the wet spot.

      We had tried to talk everything over on the carriage ride home. I told them that everyone in the palace said the Elders were bad, and that Leonidas’ advisor used to be an Elder, and that apparently priestesses had the blood of monsters who might actually be dragons. I couldn’t answer many follow up questions because I was as confused as anyone. Most especially, I was having a hard time telling Rin about Himika. Maybe over dinner?

      Niko’s cook—or maybe she was a chef, actually, because I asked if she could make noodles and Niko was all offended and said she could make a pasta dish—would have dinner on the table after I got out of the bath and I knew I’d have to attempt to explain. He kept asking and I could only put him off for so long.

      The meal looked amazing, I had to admit: sausages and pasta with lots of fresh vegetables and bread, all steaming and fresh and I didn’t have to worry about poison. “Himika…well…” I took a drink. “She’s kind of upset at you for running off.”

      “I didn’t ‘run off’. I told her I’d come back.”

      “Really? That’s really what you told her? I mean, how did you word it?”

      “I had no idea the Emperor would send the Black Army to Gaermon at the time. We thought he would take Imiri first. It was a surprise attack. I knew—or so I thought—that she would be safe with our father.” His brow furrowed. “What are you implying?”

      “I mean…well, is it really true that she’s sick and she can never run off with anyone or even, like, be with someone? And you were supposed to protect her but you left and told her you’d ‘come back’?”

      “I think what matters is that we rescue her,” he said.

      “Well, yeah, definitely. But…it was a little bit of a dick move.”

      “No. It’s just—“ He rumpled up his hair with one agitated hand. “Look, I knew I shouldn’t have done it, but the royal culture is so damned stifling. Not for one second was I allowed to be anything but ‘Prince Raio the Fourth, heir to the throne, future head of the House of Kai.’ I hardly even knew who I really was. I used to…to sort of wish that the Black Army would take over just so I didn’t have to do it. No. You’re right. It was a dick move.”

      Gilbert put a hand atop his. “Rin…”

      “You seemed so free,” Rin told him.

      “I was,” Gilbert said.

      “And now you’re not free anymore.”

      “Well—no, not quite.” Gilbert took his hand back, looking contemplative and I wondered where Gilbert would have fit in anyway, if Rin returned home to all those expectations. I’m not sure Rin thought it through that much.

      “I have made terrible mistakes,” Rin said. “Do you know what the Emperor wants with her?”

      “He…wants to marry her. I’m not sure why.”

      “She isn’t strong enough to marry!”

      “He is telling her that he can cure her. And that…your family poisoned her. I’m sorry, I know that’s obviously not true,” I added, knowing this would infuriate him.

      “She would never believe that!”

      I chewed my lip, unsure what to say. “Sometimes when people want to believe something…”

      “She wouldn’t,” he insisted. “Why would she want to believe that?”

      “Well, if Himika is sick, she can never do all the things you’ve done,” I said. “I don’t blame you for leaving, but I think she does, and I can’t blame her for that either.”

      “She seemed supportive.”

      “Did she really? She thinks Gilbert’s name is Gerard.”

      Gilbert puffed up indignantly. “Oh, I bet she knows Bard Keith’s name.”

      “For the record, I’ve never heard of Bard Keith,” Forrest said.

      “You have never heard of Bard Keith? He headlines the Harvest Festival every year and the ladies adore him.” Niko said, just to be shit-stirrer.

      “Guys, I hate to say it, but the Emperor could take advantage of that,” I said. “He might be able to convince her that he can take care of her illness.”

      “They’re hurting her…manipulating her… I need to—“ Rin put his head in his hands. “I used to have an army and now I’m alone. You have to help me. The people of Gaermon have long been loyal to the priestess…” He was grasping.

      “I would love to help the princess, but all we can focus on is Phoebe,” Sir Forrest said. He was adorably predictable, but I was uncomfortable with giving up on Himika, now that I’d met her. “If we win, we can save Himika. I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but it’s all we can do.”

      “What kind of priestess am I if I abandon people in trouble?” I asked. “I’m afraid we won’t have time to help her if we don't do it now.”

      Rin gave me a look of hope. “My lady, your kindness is truly worthy of your position.”

      “Do you think I want to abandon Himika?” Forrest said, sounding almost exasperated with me. “I’m a military man. I know that strategy involves making difficult choices—otherwise you lose the whole damn army. Bear with me. Niko says we need to remain in the city…”

      “Yes,” Niko said, stabbing a sausage onto his fork and leaving his chair and his half-eaten ‘pasta’. He wandered off somewhere briefly while Forrest shook his head, and then he came back with a map of the city. He moved aside the salt shakers and stuff to spread it out.

      “They’ve closed the gate,” Niko said. “But Sully can get us out if we must. There’s an old passage that had collapsed, but has since been cleared for escape. The army doesn’t know about it. So we can leave any time. However, first I want us to speak with Emmaline du Barien. She’s the most beloved granddaughter of Corian du Barien, of M & S Bank.”

      “Pizazz!” I said.

      “Don’t speak of Pizazz,” Niko ordered. “The bubble hat he designed is now considered a national embarrassment. However, Emmaline is still Corian’s favorite and her little boys are already being groomed to inherit the business someday. Her husband is in the upper management, although he’s always overseas. If we can impress her, she might be persuaded to aid us.”

      “I saw another du Barien woman at the emperor’s palace,” I said.

      “Which one? Priscilla?”

      “Wore all black, with bodyguards?”

      “Priscilla.” Niko shrugged. “She’s always been the strange one. No need to bother with her. What matters is that the du Bariens have no special allegiance to the Emperor and they would have every interest in sealing the gate. It would increase their wealth through trade. We must convince her to favor us and put in a good word with Corian. He could protect us if he was so inclined. Their guards are almost like their own militia.”

      “I still say this is the plan from hell,” Forrest said. “I just gave away my sword and now I’m supposed to convince some rich lady to protect us?”

      “Not you,” Niko said. “You keep quiet. Gilbert and I will handle this one.”

      Gilbert looked at me like he wanted to make sure I approved of the plan. I’m sure he remembered all the fuss I made about wanting to make decisions.

      “Sounds fun,” I said. “I mean, I’d rather take a shot at making friends with Emmaline du Barien than go right back to sleeping on the ground. Do I get to buy more dresses?”

      “Of course,” Niko said. “But if you mention Pizazz, you get nothing.”

      “And the ultimate goal is to get Abel to come with us?” Forrest crossed his arms.

      “We need him…,” I said.

      To be honest, I was increasingly terrified that Abel would die. With my sigil open, it didn’t matter that he was an enemy. I sensed something inside him now, and I refused to believe he was a hopeless case, even if…

      I want him.

      It was also harder than ever to imagine closing the gate. The Emperor would probably be furious if Abel betrayed him. Abel was famous all over the world, and everyone in the Black Army knew him, so going incognito would be even harder than before.

      I want him to touch me.

      On a personal note, it was impossible to imagine that Forrest would ever…claim me…so intimately…with Abel doing the same.

      I want them both to touch me, even if they hate each other.

      My cheeks flared hot as my imagination briefly went to me pinned between both of them, my bare skin close to theirs, their hands touching me everywhere…

      Niko stopped whatever he was saying about the du Barien parties and said, “A gold piece for your thoughts, madam.”

      “Oh—nothing.”

      “Nothing? Have you not missed us at all?”

      His voice, low and soft and slightly rough, didn’t fail to stir something in me. “Of course I missed you.”

      “Who do you want first tonight?”

      “First? Who said I wanted anyone, much less a first and a second?”

      He laughed, seeing right through me. “All right, Phoebe. Tell us what you want.”

      I felt like I should resist, but I didn’t really want to. Niko knew, much more than Forrest, that I must have been fated to be the priestess for a reason. Now I had faces and names for all my guardians. The quintet was complete, all four of my sigils stirred to life, even if one of us refused to admit it.

      I was ready.

      A powerful sense of desire was slowly building inside me, a force of nature I was helpless to resist. I wanted them all, wanted to know what it was like to lose myself in them. Even my love for Forrest couldn’t hold me back; I couldn’t protect his feelings for long. He would have to learn that I was not marked for him alone.

      Still, I did love him. He was the only one who truly had my heart at this point. I knew he wasn’t ready to share me with Niko. And I would be lying not to say I missed him the most, that he was the one I imagined comforting me when I was scared and alone.

      Forrest, I thought. I want Forrest first. But then…gods, my body wants more of Niko. Plus, Niko was going to have me no matter what. I just knew it. And when I thought of that, I only wanted him more.

      And then there was Gilbert. It was easy to put him last because he had Rin. But Gilbert was the one who always really took his time to relax me and make me feel pleasurable from head to toe, and after all I’d been through, that sounded wonderful too. Plus, he was definitely the best friend out of my guardians and I hated to always leave him last. Especially since I wasn’t sure if he’d have Rin for long.

      Maybe time away had been good for me. When I found out I was the priestess I was so overwhelmed. We had a book that told us what we needed to do as priestess and guardians, but not how to handle it as human beings (or…whatever some of them were). I had just gone along with whatever was happening.

      Now I realized that attitude could open me up to becoming a pawn. Like Himika.

      I needed to take a little more control of this situation. They weren’t all necessarily compatible with each other, but they all had the same link to me. I couldn’t let Forrest be the boss just because he was the first one to know he was a guardian, or Niko just because he was—well, bossy. It would only get worse when Abel arrived.

      These men had so much power over me. The book even warned me…she must guard against being dominated by her shadow guardians.., Niko and Abel.

      But I needed to remember I had the same power over them. And they had to accept that. The only way the Grand Quintet would ever work was if I took charge.

      “I want to spend time with each of you,” I said. “I’ve missed all of you equally. Surprise me.”

      I saw Niko smile.

      As usual, I had finished eating before anyone else, so I stood up. Wretch flew up onto my shoulder. I avoided looking at Forrest, because damn it, he still had that effect on me. “I’ll be waiting in the bedroom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      I didn’t really have a bedroom of my own, as far as I knew. I’d only spent one night in Niko’s house and he had put me in his own bed, so I returned there now. It was huge and surrounded in heavy curtains and I flopped onto it and thought, Mine. Yes. This will be the bed I claim for my own as my consorts visit me at my order…

      Mm, that was a nice thought. Ordering them around a bit. I knew they would be hard to control, but that was part of the fun.

      I found a little rose water in a bottle in the bedroom and touched some to my wrists and neck, and helped myself to one of the chocolates on the table by the window, and then I stripped off my boots and settled onto the bed.

      I relished the sense of power. I knew how much they all would have missed me, how much they would hunger for me now. I imagined them fighting over me. Maybe I was high on escaping from danger or something. I was thinking about the night ahead, wondering who would come first and what they would do to me. Not a bad thought.

      The sun went down completely. I heard Forrest raising his voice about something out there and it didn’t sound like a gallant duel for my favor.

      Oh, for the love—

      Just as I was about to walk outside, Niko’s servant Polaris opened the door. She was a Silver Scribe imported from overseas; that is to say, an artificial girl with a girl’s face but hands that were just a metallic skeleton. Her eyes were always glassy and she always seemed to be around. Niko told me her main purpose was just to observe and record.

      She was holding a box. “The Master said to change into this. They will be here soon.”

      “What are they yelling about?”

      “Commander Abel.”

      Sorry I asked. I opened the box.

      “He ordered it for you,” she said, speaking in a more quiet voice. “It is a little bit like an ancient priestess costume, he said, for you to be ready for your guardians.”

      It looked like a golden necklace or choker with two tiny loops on the sides where two very long silk scarves were sewn onto it. There were two gold clips; maybe for my hair. And a pair of very insubstantial panties. The fabric, what little of it there was, was sheer, and they tied on the sides with ribbons so they could be taken off without even shimmying them off the legs. Finally, there were some sandals that laced up the legs. It was basically a box of scarves and ribbons more so than clothes.

      “I can help you put it on,” she said.

      “Put what on?”

      “The clothes in the box.” Of course. She was mechanical. She didn’t understand sarcasm. “Take off the clothes you are wearing now,” she said.

      I hesitated.

      “The Master said you should wear this,” she said, with calm insistence.

      So much for being in charge. I should have known Niko would find a way to put me in my place before he showed up.

      And damned if it wasn’t making me more impatient than ever.

      Even though Polaris was just a stupid robot, I still tried to remove my current pair of underwear very carefully because I’d already gotten wet with my fantasies and it was embarrassing, especially when she was so blunt. I could just imagine her saying, “What are these excretions, flesh person?” I bunched all my clothes into a pile and tried to dump them somewhere but she calmly but firmly took them and put them in a sack that she took out of the closet. I was standing there awkwardly naked, so I picked up the necklace and fastened it around my neck. Of course, I was still struggling with the clasp at my neck when she walked back over.

      “I can do it,” she said, working the clasp easily. Then she took the two scarves and criss-crossed them under and across my breasts, lifting them up a little, and clipped them at my back with one of the gold clips. Then she brought the scarves in front and clipped them just below where the sigil would appear on my pelvis. The wide ends fell across my legs in front, sort of like a loincloth, but the fabric was so soft and fine, I was barely covered at all.

      Then, still clinical like only a mechanical object could be, she lifted the panties around my legs and tied the ribbons at my hips.

      I was clothed again, but not really. Any of the guys could come in, nudge the scarves aside and see as much of me as they wanted. If Niko wanted me to be especially turned on by the time he arrived, it was working.

      And if they spent the whole night arguing about Abel instead, I was going to kill them.

      “The Master speaks about you in a different way than other girls he has had,” Polaris said, as she laced the shoes up my calves with her metal fingers.

      “What other girls?”

      “Sometimes he has had girls over who live in the city, but I am sure he doesn’t love them at all. I am not sure he’s even excited to see them. But he is excited to see you.”

      “Oh.” I tried not to react, considering that she was Niko’s spy. “That’s a weird thing for a robot to say. How do you know he doesn’t love them?”

      “When you’re around, his pulse quickens. I’ve never noticed Niko’s pulse quicken for anything before. Well, except moments of danger. But even when he’s in trouble he remains calm compared to other people. He doesn’t have as much control around you as he does with other people.”

      “That’s as it should be,” I said, pleased. “I’m his priestess.”

      “Yes. You will be with him forever now?”

      “That’s how it works.” The way she said ‘forever’ made it sound like a very long time.

      “Wait here and he will be here soon,” she said, standing up. She took the bag with my clothes and left. I saw some guards standing in the hall so I hid inside the curtains, because now I wasn’t in a state where I wanted to be seen by strange men.

      Which I’m sure is exactly what Niko wanted…

      Now I just had to wait and I was even more excited than before.

      Finally, the door opened and I was surprised to see Gilbert. He was holding a candle, which he set down on the bedside table. It cast a beautiful soft light on his golden hair.

      “Is that argument finally over?” I asked.

      He nodded and sat down beside me.

      “What was it about?”

      “What to do next. Niko has a plan, and that plan is to kidnap Abel and drug him and bring him to the gate whether he likes it or not.”

      My eyes widened. “What? And then what? Make him complete the ceremony at knife point?”

      “Give him an aphrodisiac. But he probably won’t need it. I didn’t like the plan either, at first. But as Niko said, the magic that binds us is already so strong that none of us will ever know where our feelings begin and the magic ends. Abel hardly has a choice even as it is, so what does it matter if we kidnap him? It’s for the sake of closing the gate. Forrest, on the other hand, still isn’t convinced we should bring Abel at all. The book does say even one guardian is enough. But the book was also written in a different time.”

      “No, no, no. I don’t want to force Abel to do anything. We’re supposed to be the good guys! He’ll come willingly if—if we could just have time with him. Why didn’t you talk to me about it?”

      “Uh…you left the room. In a slightly dramatic fashion.”

      “Oh.” I had already forgotten about that.

      He leaned back onto one elbow, looking more amused, and reached out to brush my hair back. “Phoebe…I’m so glad you’re safe and sound.”

      “Me too.” I fell into his arms. “It was…hard to be away from you. I think out of everyone, I wished you had been there. You know how to calm me down.”

      He looked a little surprised to be singled out. He embraced me, solid and sure. “We won’t let it happen again.”

      For a long moment, I just relished the safety of his arms, the tender way he held me. “I’m glad you came to me first,” I whispered. “Gilbert, you’re the only one who— I mean, you’re not just a lover, but also a friend.”

      “I’m good at that,” he said, not entirely like he took it as a compliment.

      I knew Gilbert was having an increasingly hard time balancing his relationships. Rin didn’t seem jealous until Niko entered the picture, and I pleasured Gilbert instead of the other way around. And I had to admit, it was hot. Deep down, I liked making him mine…and then I felt guilty for liking it so much.

      Emotions flitted across his face, and I could see him wrestle with them and decide not to tackle any of them yet. His hand trailed across the bare skin at my side to the ribbon tied at my hip. “You wore quite an outfit for us. I like it.”

      “You think I picked this? Niko gave me this and his weird robot took my normal clothes away!”

      He laughed. “That makes sense. But you do like over the top fashion.”

      “This isn’t over the top. This is under the top.”

      He slid his palm to the sigil on my breastbone and stirred the glow to life. I sighed, all my troubles melting away at the warm caress. I tangled my hands in his hair.

      He pressed his forehead to mine, his breath hitching as he shifted the scarves to cup my breasts so they bared my nipples. He looked but didn’t touch, building anticipation inside me. His mouth opened, hesitating. Then he caught the back of my head in one spread hand and slipped his tongue deep into my mouth.

      It wasn’t like I had never kissed Gilbert before, but we had never kissed like this. Alone. Like we were the only two people in the world. He tasted so good, and he was so sweet, but he was a little less controlled than before. He pulled my body beneath him and scooted me down the mattress, his weight settling against me as his tongue made a thorough acquaintance of my mouth. It was the longest kiss I’d ever had. I could feel him growing hard against me and I pressed against his erection.

      “We’ve never been together like this,” I murmured, running my hands all through his hair.

      “No…but—“ He swallowed. “That’s not my job.”

      “Not your job? Well, this isn’t the Quintet. This is just us.”

      His lips covered mine again, and where the last kiss had been slow, this one was more urgent. My hands explored anything they could, caressing his face. He was clean shaven, and I was more used to touching Forrest like this, with his stubble and sometimes beard. But up close, I could feel the tiny stimulation of hair just beginning to grow again brushing against my soft skin, and his hard shaft through the thin scarves, and I made an urgent noise.

      “I want you,” I said. “I want all of you.”

      “I told Rin—“

      “You’re never going to do this with me?”

      “Phoebe.” He shut his eyes, his cock throbbing against me.

      “You want me too.” I reached for him, stroking him, and then slipping my hand past his waistband. I was getting too aroused to think straight.

      His eyes shot open. I saw panic in them and it snapped a little sense into me, I guess.

      “When I got together with Rin, I never knew it would be so complicated,” he said. “He left his home and family. Was it for me? Was it just to escape? Does he stay now because he thinks we can help him rescue Himika? But I’m not sure he knows how to be alone. He would be in danger without us. It’s all so confusing, and through it all, my body wants you, but I promised him I wouldn’t. Just let me bring you pleasure.”

      “Do you love him?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      I don’t know why, but I didn’t expect him to sound so sure.

      “What…what does it feel like to fall in love without magic?” I asked. “Why do you love him?”

      He paused. “You’ve never fallen in love before this?”

      “No.”

      I think he was a little sorry for me, or maybe I was just a little sorry for myself.

      “I don’t even know how to explain,” he said. “I saw him watching me while I was playing music for the royal families, and we met eyes, and then we talked afterward, and…in some ways, it isn’t that different from meeting you. It feels like magic, even if it isn’t. It doesn’t make sense. It’s like a spark that lights up inside you when you see certain people, and then you follow it to see if there’s a fire. I could tell you that he’s handsome, that he’s a prince, that he’s kind, that he has a sense of honor paired with something that was dying to be set free. I could also tell you he can be a spoiled pain in the ass who doesn’t tell me what he’s thinking often enough.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Meeting him felt like an invitation. I wanted to be the one.”

      “You wanted to set him free.”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he want to give you something too?”

      Gilbert paused. “Yes. I think so.”

      “What is it?”

      “I haven’t told Rin where I came from. But I think he knows, deep down, that I want to be a man of honor and respect too. I didn’t want to be a thief or a whore. Even though he was a prince and we got along so well, I hesitated. I didn’t want him to think I was taking advantage of his position. Men are not really known for their restraint, but—I made him pursue me. Even though I was already so attracted to him… Who wouldn’t be?”

      His eyes were getting a little dreamy.

      And he was right. I was attracted to Rin too. What girl doesn’t want a prince? None of my guardians came close to being a prince, not even Abel and his mansion.

      “I’m sorry.” I tried to pull away from him now, but he held me down under him. “I got caught up. I don’t mean to pressure you. I don’t want to make anyone be with me.”

      “No, my lady, no… I can love both of you. Just let me worship you as my priestess, let me keep that boundary. Don’t bring me pleasure again. That’s all I ask.”

      But when I did, you damn sure liked it.

      And so did I.

      I didn’t know how long we could manage this.

      Maybe I could talk to Rin about it alone. Maybe we could figure it out… Sometimes I caught him looking at me too.

      But gods, I already had four men, why was I even thinking about a fifth one?

      Gilbert slipped a hand under the thin fabric and found my swollen clit. It was already so ready to be touched, and yet, no matter how many times these men touched me, the first breach of my most private and sensitive place always felt like the first time. Like a secret stirring inside me. His touch was firm, his fingers pinching and stroking, no inch of me left unexplored. I groaned and twisted beneath him.

      “You do love to be worshipped, don’t you?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes…”

      He took my nipple between his teeth and nibbled on it, bringing a little pain along with the sensuous pleasure of his touch. I let all of my thoughts go as Gilbert’s hands stroked along the planes of my body, taking detours to linger on the good parts. His mouth followed where his hands went, culminating in the silken glide of his tongue all over my soft folds, slowly bringing me closer to a climax. I closed my eyes and accepted the reverence of his hands and mouth, making sounds of pleasure.

      “I love watching you,” he said.

      He brushed my hair back and kissed and licked my ears as he brushed his hand to my sigil and the other hand slipped between my legs again. “Mm…Gilbert…”

      “Will you look at me?” he said gently. “I like it when you meet my eyes.”

      It was a simple request but it made me blush. It felt so much more intimate to know he was watching me. My eyes met his, such a clear blue. Gilbert looked like an angel, but the more I got to know him, the more I saw his harder side. He would be very easy to underestimate, I thought, but he was as tough as the others.

      My core was blazing, but I was having a hard time coming. I started making a little whimpering sound. I had been gone for days and I wanted someone to fill me up inside.

      The door swung open.

      I jumped. Gilbert slowly peeled away from me.

      Niko came over to us and slid his hands on the bedspread. Right into Gilbert’s ear, he said, “It’s quarter after, Gil. I gave you a little extra time. Of course, you’re welcome to stay.”

      “No,” Gilbert said. “I’m not breaking my promise again. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right, Gilbert.” I took his hand. “Go be with Rin. I’m sure he needs you.”

      Wretch had been sleeping on a nearby chair, but when Niko entered the room, she flew toward him. Gilbert left, casting back one last look, and Niko sat on the bed with a lazy confidence. He was in shirt sleeves and a vest of dark brown velvet, with a black cravat already slightly loosened—halfway between formal and informal. He reached for my shoulders and pulled me up into a seated position, glancing me over. The scarves were still pulled down under my breasts. He brushed a hand across my nipples with a careless sense of possession before dropping the hand down again.

      I looked down, deeply aroused and sort of ashamed by it.

      Wretch started weaving around between both of us. “Mrow?” She seemed urgent.

      “She’s been fed, right?” I asked.

      “Astria.” He took a treat from his pocket and held it up above her head.

      She swatted his hand and he dropped the treat. She ate it and looked at him expectantly again.

      I didn’t like this. “She’s my cat,” I said.

      “Priestess,” he said, “I think you need to learn to share.”

      “Only if you do.”

      “Me? I am more willing to share than anyone here. I am not a possessive man. It would only be a problem if you couldn’t satisfy me, but you can.”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “You are a creature of desire,” he said. “Don’t be sorry.” He wrapped a hand around my cheek, plucking my mouth open with a finger and then tracing my lips. “When I was fucking you and you were sucking off Gilbert, you loved every minute of it. You have two shadow guardians to dominate you because you need it. Two humans wouldn’t be enough.”

      “I—“

      “No?” he asked.

      I pushed his hand away, trying to shake off the haze of lust Niko always produced. “Can we just talk for a minute first?”

      “We don’t want to keep Sir Forrest waiting, do we?”

      “Um—I don’t know, I just—are you always ‘on’?”

      He smiled in that way he had, like even his smile was naughty but unreadable. “As far as I know, I don’t have an off switch.”

      “I want to talk about the cat for a second. Our cat. Like, if we’re going to share custody we should settle on one name.”

      He sat back, palms on the bed. “Astria is a much more dignified name than ‘Wretch’.”

      “I think it’s cute.”

      “How old were you when you named her?”

      I didn’t really want to answer that.

      “I’ve heard you call her twenty different names already,” he said, with vague sarcasm. “Surely you can let me have one.”

      “Do you know anything else about winged cats? If they’re the companions of dragons, what is it they do?”

      “I think what she wants right now is to bring us to Abel, or Abel to us. A priestess can complete the ritual with just one guardian, yes. But in the Era of Elders, that was a last resort if one or more guardians were killed. Abel is my counterpart. He seems like a monster because he is a monster, but nevertheless, he is our monster. And we need him. In the meantime, I need you.”

      It was really hard to get Niko to talk instead of heading right into seduction. Even harder to resist Niko, and make him talk.

      All my resolve to control him was flying out the window.

      He pushed aside the scarves covering my pussy and spread my knees open. “You are so nice and wet. Hungry for me.” Holding my knees wide open and leaning into me, he kissed my mouth. The longer he kissed me and held me open like that, the more I needed him to touch me and fill me. I reached for the buttons of his vest, plucking them open. He pulled apart the knot of his necktie as I did the same to the buttons of his shirt. So many damn buttons. Just a few more now, at his trousers. I released his hard cock and wrapped my hand around it.

      “Take me, then,” I said.

      He stroked my head a few times, looking at me carefully, and then he guided my mouth toward his length. “This is mine,” he said. “Your mouth. I’ve seen what it can do for Gilbert. Now show me.”

      If I could time travel back and tell myself how my summer was going to go, this would definitely be on the ‘hell no’ list. But I was a different girl now. I couldn’t help but take it as a challenge. I wanted to make Niko call out my name.

      I let him urge me onto my knees. He was too tall for me to reach, but he held up a finger for me to wait and kicked over the ottoman that paired with a chair by the window.

      “There,” he said, that one word so commanding. He drove me out of my mind even as he stirred up my stubbornness. Who are you, really? I don’t think he really wanted me to know.

      I took the head of his cock in my mouth, licking and swirling my way around the soft flesh. I remembered that Gilbert seemed to like it when I touched him at the same time. I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with balls, but I tugged Niko’s trousers down until I could cup them in my hand and gently fondle them. Men were so vulnerable here, really. Everything felt like I just bite it off or crush it if I wanted to.

      I don’t know if it was Niko’s intention, but I felt powerful. I wrapped my lips tightly around his shaft and worked his length, slowly stroking him, taking my time with him, but occasionally getting a little rough with him to see if he would stop me. He never did. As always, the taste of him reminded me of some foreign sea. I felt the muscles in his legs growing rigid and he rocked a little on his feet. I took him deeper, trying my best to torture him. I had a pretty good idea of what would torture a man by now. In the end, we couldn’t be that different. When I had him starting to breathe faster, I sped up my pace.

      “Mmph…” His fingers wrapped around my hair.

      When he tried to take charge, I dragged my teeth up and down his shaft and bit the head of his cock. Not too much, but a warning. I looked at him. I’m in charge of you right now, Niko.

      “Priestess…”

      He seemed helpless to say more. I knew what it felt like to be stripped down to nothing but pleasure.

      I clutched his ass and kept stroking my lips up and down his shaft, swirling my tongue around the tender head, and just when I thought the tired muscles of my mouth and tongue were going to rebel, I had him. He was silent, but he pressed into me, his fingers tangling in my hair, panting as his seed pumped into my mouth.

      “Ah—“ He made a sound like he was gritting his teeth around the sensation. He gripped my hair until he was done, and then he pulled my head back.

      I swallowed like he wanted me to do. But then I looked at him.

      “Not bad,” he said.

      “Not bad? Give me the name of the girl who’s done a better job.”

      He started rolling down his sleeves and carefully fastening the buttons. He scratched Wretch’s head.

      “Why are you all being so difficult?” I snapped. “I could be more difficult too, you know.”

      “Could you?” He took a step closer, now working his way up the buttons of his shirt. “I told you I will never belong to you. My heart is not for the taking. You’re the one who’s being difficult. You love everything I do to you and you’re trying to test the limits of my control. Don’t even bother.”

      “I am your priestess, Niko.”

      He fastened his trousers and tucked his shirt in, then sat down next to me and put his hands on my hips, slipping his fingers under the ribbons and pulling me toward him. He circled his thumb heavily around my clit, which was instantly back where Gilbert left it, on the brink of orgasm. He was rough with me as I had been with him, pinching my clit between his fingers and shaking it until I cried out. His other hand slid along my thigh, admiring but cold.

      “Say it again,” he said.

      “I am—your priestess,” I gasped.

      “Yes,” he said. “You give me power, and I will use that power to crush this city, this emperor and all his evils. You are my priestess. Embrace it. You must be a lucky girl, because I’m a very lucky man.”

      He let go of my clit and pushed me down onto the bed. “Wait here. I’ll get Forrest,” he said.

      “You ass,” I said, feeling confused and annoyed and like—damn it, I still wanted him. Not just Forrest.

      He nodded, and left me there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Sir Forrest

      

      “She’s waiting for you,” Niko said, strolling into the room where I was trying my best to compose a letter back home. I had gotten as far as the date and a greeting. I was waiting for her, waiting to comfort her after her trials and love her alone.

      “Thanks.” I put the pen down and picked up the lantern.

      “And she’s all yours,” Niko added.

      “Fine.”

      “I would rather if it was just you that she loves,” Niko said. “I turn her on, but she loves you. And I don’t want her love. I just need a release if she’s the only woman I can have.”

      My brows furrowed. “You’re not getting out of this, you know.”

      “I understand.”

      “You don’t want her to love you?”

      “Definitely not.” He squinted at me. “So try not to look so sour.” He strolled off somewhere. I was not convinced.

      Actually, the opposite.

      I wondered what he’d said to her. Something cruel? He’d better not. Phoebe had a big heart. She deserved to be loved.

      I already knew Gilbert was struggling with the love he had chosen and the love he’d been forced into. He might have hurt her feelings too, even if he didn’t mean to. I paused at the door, feeling turned around. Maybe I wanted her to myself, but even more, I thought, I didn’t want them to hurt her. How dare they not love her like I love her…

      I opened the door and she was sitting on the bed, looking flushed and pensive. Her eyes hooded as I walked toward her. “Don’t tell me you just want to talk about something,” she said. “Niko and Gilbert have already teased me thoroughly.”

      My body throbbed with hunger for her, and even at the idea that she had been left teased and unsatisfied. It felt so dishonorable to get right to the point, but as soon as I stepped within reach, she grabbed my collar and pulled me into a kiss. She smelled like roses and she was wearing some sexy outfit that left a ton of her skin bare. I spread my hands on her back. Her skin was so smooth and perfect and so warm.

      “Forrest… I missed you so, so much…and I’m still so sorry about your great-grandmother.”

      “That’s sweet, but you don’t look like you’re really thinking one bit about my great-grandmother.” I half-smiled.

      “If I wasn’t thinking one bit, I wouldn’t have said anything, would I? Still…it is hard to think straight. I want you inside me.” Her big brown eyes plucked at my heart, but I’m not sure all the books in the world could have prepared me for seeing the young woman I had been keeping watch over for the past several years transform into the priestess. It was simple magic: her body was a vessel with four channels of magic, awakening to our touch. I should be glad that she was willing, and the book made it clear that this was her duty. It seemed like it would take a lot of mating for her powers to fully awaken and allow us to take on the Emperor, because none of us had demonstrated the breadth of powers from the book yet. But a part of me wanted to slow her down.

      “Don’t look at me like that!” She bit her lip. “You all have different ways of making me feel bad.”

      That was the last thing I wanted. “No…” I stroked her hair. “I’ll take care of you, milady.”

      “Please,” she whispered, tugging open my shirt.

      I urged her to lay back on the bed, and I picked up her palm and kissed it. I saw that her scant outfit fastened with a single golden clip and I pulled it away from the fabric, brushing aside the scarves. She was wearing panties that were hardly more than a few decorative ribbons and a scrap of sheer fabric. Gods.

      I took the golden jewelry from my pocket. It was marked with my own sigil, and it had belonged to my great uncle, but it looked like the ornaments the Elders put on her during the ceremony.

      “Do you think that does anything? It’s probably just a copy of the real thing from the era when priestesses were revered,” she said, as I fastened the clasp around her hips. “All it will do is block me from touching your sigil, like Niko’s headband.”

      “That might be so, but I want to be sure. I never got to ask Gran what she knew about it. Anyway, you don’t need to touch my sigil.” When our sigils met, it stoked our desire. She was definitely beyond that need.

      Maybe the jewelry was just a replica of the real thing, but the gold had a sense of age. It felt a little smoothed over, like it had been touched and handled often during a long period of time. The marks of the sigil looked handmade. It must have been very expensive, so either way it made no sense for my great uncle to have such a thing. He was a soldier, rising in the ranks, but he had died before reaching far enough to have been able to afford this much gold for his fiancee.

      “Ooh, it’s making my sigil warm,” she said, as I adjusted the position of it. When we made love facing each other, our sigils brushed against each other, glowing warm. The circle of gold fell across that point where our sigils would meet. “Maybe there is something to this after all.” She lifted her legs to hug the sides of my body. “Take your clothes off already, big guy, why do you come in here wearing a bunch of leather?”

      “I can get it off fast if I need to. In the army, you know, we learn to dress and undress and be ready to go within seconds. But even in this house, I prefer a little protection. Niko has way too many ‘men’.”

      My fingers whipped through the various fasteners of my leather doublet and arm guards, the boots, and finally the shirt and trousers beneath. With every passing moment I was putting all the troubles out of my mind and seeing only the girl before me. Troubles could wait.

      I dropped onto the bed above her and slid my cock against her slick folds. “Is that better?”

      “Better, yes…but come on, I said no teasing. What does a girl have to do to get a cock around here?” She gripped my arms and took charge, positioning herself to take my length inside her. I thrust into her. I was big; I always worried about hurting her, but she let out a ragged sound of relief.

      The gold jewelry burned hot between us. Almost too hot, but it didn’t hurt at all. It was just…strange, bordering on alarming.

      This definitely was no replica.

      Well, we’d think about that later. I wrapped my arms around her and she did the same to me, and we kissed as I worked up and down her exquisite channel. It was easy to forget how wonderful this felt. Maybe I had to share her, but at least this was mine. The sweetest spot of all.   She was making urgent sounds, and I changed angles a little until I found the one that made her sound the most urgent.

      Just as things were going well, damned if her cat didn’t wander over and start purring right in my ear. Phoebe batted her away but Wretch’s response was to circle around to our other side and stare at Phoebe.

      “Ignore her,” Phoebe moaned. “Keep—keep doing that—please—oh gods—yes.”

      The gold jewelry seared with heat, and something flashed through her and then me. She seemed to glow faintly. She was clutching my back. Suddenly I felt claws digging into my flesh. Her eyes slitted open and her brown irises had turned a strange, translucent color that seemed to catch the lamplight in tiny rainbows.

      Even as alarm bells rang in the back of my head, something was happening to me too. I felt ten times more powerful than before. She screamed as I brought that power to bear on her, but it didn’t sound like a bad kind of scream. I felt her inner passage clenching and pulsing around my cock and I growled with barely restrained pleasure. In that moment, I didn’t care about our circumstances at all. She was my priestess and all I cared about was giving her everything. All of my body, all of my heart, all of my strength to defend her to the death.

      Her hands flopped back behind her head and they were not her arms. Not human arms. They were covered in translucent scales that shimmered with faint pink and purple hues, and her fingers had grown long and clawed.

      “What is happening?” she gasped, through the throes of pleasure.

      I couldn’t answer as I came hard inside her. My mind was lost to primal need.

      As soon as it was over, all the alarm of this strange moment slammed into me and I pulled out.

      I watched the scales melt away as she turned back into ordinary Phoebe.

      “I felt really strange for a minute,” she said.

      “Your arms were covered in scales and claws,” I said, breathing heavily. “And I feel stronger than ever.”

      “What? I—“ She shivered. “Was I a monster or a dragon?”

      “You were a girl with claws. Definitely not a monster.” Whatever I was feeling was such a rush that I’m not sure I would have cared if she had turned into a monster.

      She looked stricken. “When I touched Niko’s sigil, he started turning into a dark…thing. But when I touched Abel’s, he turned into—like an ice dragon. He was actually—rather beautiful.”

      “Niko turned into a monster?”

      “Sort of. Not all the way. I never saw for sure. I stopped him.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you don’t like him already. And he told me not to.”

      “Did you tell Gilbert?”

      “Well, Gilbert was there.”

      “Ah.” The syllable snapped out of my mouth. “I think that is important information.”

      “Yes. It is. I’m just—scared, okay? I really, really need you all to get along and be a team, that I can trust to protect me and each other at all times. I need that. I have this bond to all of you and I can’t lose any of you and I don’t want to waste time convincing you to like each other. Okay?” She was shaking.

      “We are all trying.”

      Her eyes welled with tears and she blindly reached for my shoulder. “I don’t want to turn into something else!”

      “I’ll take the jewelry off for now. Shh, it’s all right. But we all need to know these things. The deeper we go, the more it’s becoming clear that we are missing some crucial pieces of information. Maybe the other priestesses failed because they didn’t understand something important…”

      “Yes…yes, but then what?”

      “Let’s see what Niko can dig up.” I turned back the covers. “Do you want me to stay?”

      “Of course I want you to stay!”

      On the road, Phoebe didn’t always sleep well. I tried to be there for her when she had a nightmare, if I didn’t have to keep watch. Here, hopefully there was nothing to fear. I settled in next to her, trying to ignore the faint smell of Niko that lingered in his bed and the winged cat that insisted on sleeping in the tiniest space between us.

      The moment had passed, and Phoebe was back to normal. But I had a hard time sleeping. Adrenaline raced through my veins. I had never felt so strong…or so hungry to fight. When I finally fell into sleep, I dreamed of battles past, only I was stronger than I had ever been. I was grabbing men and tossing them aside like they were children. When I got up to piss, I wasn’t looking forward to trying to sleep again. I rummaged in my clothes and found my flask. It was almost empty, but knocking back my head, I could squeeze a few drops out of it.

      When I lowered my hand, the flask was crushed flat in the middle where my fingers had squeezed.

      I looked at the girl still sleeping in the bed, her breathing soft and slow.

      We’ve only begun to scratch the surface of your powers, haven’t we, my lady…
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      Rin

      

      I should have anticipated this. I, of all people, should know her better than anyone…

      I opened the tiny portrait case and looked at the picture by moonlight. Himika and myself, aged twelve and fourteen. She had painted it, in one of her many idle hours. She was already a very good artist for a twelve year old, and she painted us like we really were. She was glaring straight ahead and I was looking sideways, “looking for bugs to put in my hair”, she said at the time.

      Everyone back home treated Himika with pity and admiration. She was the poor, sick, beautiful, noble little princess. The girl who could never marry or do the things other girls did, but was so beautiful, like a living symbol of all the virtues of our nation. The very idea of ladies of Gaermon riding horses had fallen out of fashion—simply because Himika couldn’t ride horses.

      I knew how much she hated all that. I knew that deep down, Himika could be sour and downright furious, and that she grieved for the life she couldn’t have. But there was no room in Gaermon for a princess with moods. She did her best to be the girl that everyone expected her to be, and only a select few ever got to see her human side.

      In that way, our positions were similar. As Himika was expected to do nothing except give inspirational speeches, look beautiful and dignified, and give money to orphans, I was expected to do everything else. Since our mother had died giving birth to Himika, I was the only son of the House of Kai. I was to be the paragon of strength and masculinity, the future leader who must be powerful enough to stand up to the emperors of Capamere. I was trained in the twin blades, while Himika watched. Balls were held for me to choose my future wife, while Himika watched. I sat in on my father’s military planning meetings while Himika was taken out in her carriage for fresh air.

      And through all those years it became increasingly clear that, as a manly future king, I was broken.

      I liked music and art. I liked seeing men in makeup and frills. Sometimes I liked girls, but not the ones I was supposed to like. Not the one my father wanted me to marry.

      I liked other boys even better.

      But Gilbert was the one who broke me for good. He was so beautiful, I don’t know how anyone could keep their eyes off him (and indeed, many could not). And when I talked to him, there was something so tender and sad about him, but at the same time, something very strong that I instantly felt I could trust.

      I told myself we would only sneak off to Pentia, the next city over, a secluded retreat for the rich with hot springs and fresh fish. I told Himika I would be back soon, that I just needed to get away before I was trapped forever.

      I just couldn’t make myself go back. And Gilbert and I were strong enough to handle the monsters we met on the road. Just one more city, I said.

      Now here I was.

      Deep down, did I ever think I would lose Himika? No. I thought she would wait for me forever. I thought she would understand. I just took her for granted because I knew she would never have another choice. I didn’t really think about her at all, did I?

      “You fucking bastard,” I whispered at myself.

      Gilbert walked in, beautiful as ever in the moonlight. His hair was a little disheveled. I knew she had been running her fingers through it.

      My stomach twisted with confusion.

      “I only want you,” Gilbert said, without preamble. He was trying to convince himself.

      “Come on, you don’t have to lie to me.” I walked up to him, tangling my fingers in his hair now, making him my own, drawing the scent of him into my nose. He wore only the barest hint of cologne, not enough to mask the sweetness of his skin. “It’s a great irony, that’s all. I thought I had the weight of destiny on my shoulders, and you were free. Now my kingdom is destroyed, and you’re the one who is bound by fate.”

      “I can’t seem to help it…”

      I kissed his cheek, near the corner of his lips. “I’m so torn by you. I can’t argue with your position, but when I heard your cries of pleasure and they didn’t come from me, I wanted to knock down the door. I wanted to cut Niko to pieces.”

      “Niko wasn’t the one doing it…”

      “No, but he was there.”

      Gilbert’s cheeks were red. He couldn’t hide a blush. A surge of possessiveness ran through me. I shook his shoulder.

      “There’s something about him and you,” I said.

      “No, I…”

      “At first I thought you were just attracted to him. But it’s that and more, isn’t it? You know him. From before.”

      “I—“ Gilbert broke off. “I was young. But I’m afraid you won’t forgive me. You’re so…high born, so noble… All the things I love about you are things I lacked.”

      “I’m none of those things…”

      “You’re feeling guilty now, but running away…it’s understandable. You still have a moral code. What do you think of thieves and whores?”

      “You’re not a thief or a whore.”

      Gilbert’s mouth compressed and he looked away. “I already know the answer.”

      “Well, there’s just no excuse for stealing from other people.”

      “I worked with Niko for years. Stealing and pick-pocketing. When I was a child. He saved me, when my mother died, and I was out on the street.”

      “Well—if he made you do it—“

      “I can’t blame it on him.” Gilbert pulled away from me, pacing as he spoke. “We were children—at first. It’s true, he always seemed older. And as I got older too…I did have feelings for him. Niko was so confident. He always knew what to do. I knew he didn’t share my proclivities, but he still sent my mind into confusion. Sometimes I felt like he could have kissed me. Maybe I was picking up on our future destiny. When he told Phoebe to suck my cock, it was—almost like they were both doing it together. The promise I made to you was burning in my mind but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t say no. I was weak, as I’ve always been. I’ve always been lost. That’s why I became a thief, and when I left Niko, I went to a house of courtesans. I thought it was better than stealing, anyway—my mother was a courtesan, too, so I thought—I thought it was all right. I saved money there to buy my violin and my fine clothes, to convince people I had been to bardic college. So there you have it, Rin.” He turned to me, his whole face alight with emotion bordering on anger. “Thief, whore, liar. The whole story.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      He had lied to me about everything, then. He had told so many stories of working at a music shop to save money to go to bardic college. And then, so many more stories of the college itself. An atmosphere of art and music and harmless debauchery that I had envied with all my heart, finally culminating in his appearance before my eyes, like he had been made just for me.

      Now I rewrote everything. Niko, older than him, confident and controlling, manipulating my pretty little Gilbert to lift people’s purses. Gilbert selling himself to old rich men for gilden, and then lying his way across the country and into my heart.

      I think I could have forgiven him that very moment, if I could only shake the way he was with Niko. Even Phoebe, I could understand, although it wasn’t always easy. But Niko…

      If Gilbert had followed Niko’s lead once, he would do it again. I couldn’t stand the thought. I wasn’t sure I could be here when it happened.

      “You gave me a promise.” I said it softly. I didn’t really want to hurt him. It was more about protecting myself.

      “Yes. I’m so sorry, Rin. Niko was the last person I expected to see. I was startled. It won’t happen again.”

      “It will.”

      He opened his mouth, and then he stopped. “I don’t love him at all.”

      “I think I need to leave for a little while.”

      “It’s not safe,” Gilbert said.

      “Of course it’s not safe. Nothing is anymore. But I failed my sister, and I know she can’t be your priority. I think we both knew this was coming.”

      “Raio…” He grabbed my collar. Rin was my childhood nickname; I was used to it. When he used my true given name, it did something to me. It made me want to live up to my father’s name. “I’m sorry…”

      “The first morning we ever spent together out on the open road, remember when we found those chairs just sitting in the middle of the forest?”

      “Yes.” He smiled a little. We knew someone had probably carried the chairs with them, trying to escape the monsters. Maybe they had bogged down a carriage and been discarded along the way. They were made of such sturdy wood, they must have weighed a ton, and it was hard to say how long they’d been sitting there just off the side of the road. We had stopped for lunch, and ended up talking for far too long, sitting in the chairs. I joked about building a house around them. It was stupid, but I’m not sure I’d ever been so happy.

      “But…” Gilbert winced. “I’m sorry for all the things I said that weren’t true. I made up the things I wanted to be true instead.”

      “I think, if something happens to me, when I’m dying, I’ll see us in those chairs.” I kissed him, soft but tender. “I was happy with you, but you’re right. I have a duty to fulfill, to what is left of my family. And…it’s better I leave now. While…while it’s still a beautiful memory.”

      Gilbert made a stunned sound that killed me. “My prince…”

      “This is your fate. The things that are asked of you are beyond the world of men. You owe it to her to be the best guardian you can be.”

      He nodded but there were tears in his eyes. I gave him a final embrace. It killed me to see him cry.

      I always had a hard time expressing my emotions or opening my heart to anyone. He had gotten closer than most, but in the end, I felt that maybe I hadn’t given him enough in the first place. Maybe I never could. I envied him that he could cry at all.

      “Goodbye and good luck, Gilbert.”

      I moved to the door and grabbed the handle to give him privacy.

      “No!” he cried. “I mean—don’t close the door.”

      “I thought you would want privacy.”

      “No. Please. I hate closed doors.”

      “All right.” I let the door go.

      I wondered how I had never questioned it before. He told me he was an orphan. I guess I felt that was enough of an explanation. But now it seemed so obvious that he had lived a far harder life than he ever told me.

      He straightened up, hastily wiping his eyes. “Rin. Promise me—you won’t let them kill you.”

      I just bowed.

      It was not the way of a royal of Gaermon to make promises that we could not keep.
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      Phoebe

      

      “Rin…I wanted to talk to you—I’m sorry, you look like you’re busy.” I caught him in the hallway and started babbling before I took note of his hunched shoulders, hurried steps, and the pack he was carrying.

      He stopped, unfolding his shoulders from the hunch back into a regal position, with a deep breath. Then he looked at me. “Phoebe…I’m sorry. I’m leaving.”

      “Leaving? For good?” His expression, frankly, said it all. Subdued, but sad. “I’m sorry. I hope it wasn’t because of me…”

      “Of course not.” He hesitated, brushing his fingers along the wall. “I was going to sneak out without saying goodbye. I don’t want to explain this to everyone else. It was my honor to fight alongside Sir Forrest, you can tell him that.”

      “Is it—Niko? Did he say something to you?”

      “It’s more than Niko. But never you. I think it’s about my sister and my lost kingdom as much as anything. In the end it comes down to this, doesn’t it? My place is with my people, not here. Our fates are in motion and we’re helpless.”

      “Don’t say that…”

      But I didn’t know what else to say. Obviously, royals and knights were creatures of duty and honor, and somewhere along the way, I was becoming the same. I knew I had to think about more than my own selfish desires; I had to be the priestess, because no one else could. It must be the same for Rin. No one else could be the heir of Gaermon. I’m sure thousands of people were hoping that he would save his sister and return home.

      It hurt more than I expected to see Rin go. There had always been something unsaid between us that I couldn’t quite define. I wasn’t sure if it was romantic or chivalrous or respectful. Maybe it meant so much to me because I had no easy way to label it, not like the guardians.

      Despite all that, I couldn’t treat him like a proper priestess now. I had to be a regular old peasant girl. “Oh, Rin—can I just give you a hug in case one of us doesn’t make it?”

      He looked surprised, but shifted the pack from hand to shoulder. He swept an arm around me. “I’m still fighting with you,” he said. “Just from farther away.”

      I nodded, biting back tears. “Same here.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Rin’s gone?” I knew Sir Forrest wouldn’t like this; he and Rin fought well together. The next morning at breakfast, everyone was aware that Rin had snuck off.

      Gilbert nodded as Niko put a glass of something in his hand.

      “I expected it,” Gilbert said, sounding a little numb.

      “Is it because we wouldn’t rescue Himika? Augh, damn it…”

      “I don’t think it’s only that.”

      “But it’s not safe out there!”

      “Rin doesn’t say much,” Gilbert said. “He just does things. So it’s hard to say if the reason was Himika, or…something else.”

      “Not Phoebe,” Forrest said.

      “No, not me,” I said. “Maybe someone else who made Rin a little uncomfortable…” I was looking at Gilbert, who just pressed his forehead into his hand as he poked at his porridge with cream and honey, but of course I meant Niko.

      “Phoebe, my pet, I think you should leave the poor man alone. No use speculating if no one is willing to confront the reasons head on,” Niko said, his tone managing to somehow be light and yet also scary.

      Plus, I told him not to call me his pet.

      Then again, maybe I should take it as a compliment. I was starting to suspect there was nothing Niko loved more than a pet. Wretch was always following him around and yowling until he gave her attention. If she didn’t want her ears scratched, he always had some little thing in his pockets—the dice or a coin or some mysterious bauble—that he would toss into the air for her to bat down onto the ground and paw back and forth. Even now she was sitting on my shoulder but she was looking at him. She gave him what I called a ‘yawn-yow’, when she started with a yawn and ended with a “yow?”

      “Speaking of safety,” Forrest said, “I need to address something. Today is the day of my great-grandmother’s funeral. My parents and siblings, obviously, can’t make the trip. I need to attend.”

      “That seems…quite a risk,” Gilbert said.

      “I’m aware it’s somewhat dangerous, but my family is also very well known in the community. Everyone will be there. I’m betting the Emperor won’t want to make a display of kidnapping me in the middle of a funeral. And moreover, last night something happened. I put the golden ornament on Phoebe that came from my great-uncle, and her appearance changed somewhat…”

      Niko perked up.

      “I’ve felt much stronger ever since,” Forrest said. “Almost too strong, like I could crush someone. That is to say—I can handle myself.”

      “Interesting,” Niko said. “The ornaments tap into greater magic? What do you mean, her appearance changed?”

      “I think I might have some dragon blood. Like Abel and—and you.” I poked my fork around my plate. “I told Sir Forrest about what happened before, and I really think we all need to be upfront about everything from now on.”

      “So it is a replica of the jewelry the Elders have? Or is theirs a replica?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s the one that works on your sigil,” Niko said to Forrest. “So if we had the others, maybe we would all have more power. But I’ve been keeping a fairly close eye on strange contraband and valuables that move in and out of the city. I’ve never heard anything about this jewelry. Where on earth is the rest? Where did your great-uncle obtain such a thing?”

      “No one else in the family knows anything about it,” Forrest said. “I already asked. And I don’t want to bring it up at the funeral. They need to stay out of it. But if you could spare me a few of your thugs to help deter any trouble on the way there and back, I would owe you a favor.”

      “I don’t employ any ‘thugs’,” Niko said.

      “Hmm.” Gilbert raised an eyebrow at him. “I do believe one of them is still hoping for an opportunity to beat me up.”

      “Not thugs,” I suggested. “Toughs.”

      “I’ll spare you a few of the finest ex-cons in the whole capital,” Niko said. “And a carriage.”

      “You are a gem of a man,” Forrest said sarcastically.

      I didn’t love this idea. Of course, I could hardly tell Forrest not to attend the funeral. It meant so much to him and his family had been so sweet. But I could still see in my mind the moment when the guards were chasing us and I thought I might see him killed right before my eyes. I couldn’t stand the idea of letting him out of my sight for an entire day. He didn’t even have his sword anymore.

      “I want to come with you,” I said. “And pay my respects, too.”

      “No.”

      “If it’s too dangerous for me, it’s too dangerous for you too!”

      “You’re indispensable.”

      “Stop talking like it’s okay for you guys to die because there are four of you. None of you are allowed to die. I genuinely want to go with you. My only family is my mom and she’s hundreds of miles away. Your family are like my family too.”

      I could see the little softening line in his forehead that showed I had gotten to him. “The last time I took you out, it didn’t go well.”

      “Abel made a promise to leave us alone. He’s the commander. He won’t let them hurt me.”

      “Like I would ever trust Abel!”

      “You should go,” Niko said. “I’ll send you with my best toughs. You might hear something at the funeral.”

      I was worried Gilbert wouldn’t want to be left alone with Niko, but he just seemed sad, not in a fighting mood. I hated that, but I guess time was the only cure for heartbreak.

      I was glad I could be with Forrest to comfort him, anyway. We sat in the carriage today, two of Niko’s brawny guards sitting on the outside seat with the driver.

      I was wearing a black dress that was slightly too big; Niko produced it quickly. I think he borrowed it from one of the women in the house who was waiting to escape Capamere. The sleeves kept sliding over my hands and it was rather frumpy, the loose fabric secured with a belt. “Quite a contrast from last night, huh?” I said.

      Forrest was looking out the window, even though the shade was closed. So, basically, staring at fabric. “What is?”

      “Never mind.” I took his hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to act during funerals.”

      “No one does.” He clutched my fingers in return. “I was just thinking that if my parents died, I wouldn’t be able to get to their funerals.”

      “Oh. Yeah…” Mom, too. “I don’t remember when my dad died. It’s like I missed his funeral, even though I was there. I wonder if my dragon blood comes from him.”

      Forrest slid his hand up to my head and pulled me onto his shoulder. I shut my eyes even though his leather-clad shoulder wasn’t very soft. I still liked the feel of him.

      “I remember the first time I came to Capamere,” he said. “I was used to my parents’ restaurant. My dad is picky as hell. He always made me help but then he would lose his shit if I made the food wrong. Gran’s different. She’s patient. She was patient…”

      “You don’t have to past tense her if you don’t want to,” I said. “I’m sure she’s still around.”

      “You think?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know anything. The world’s too fucking confusing to know anything. I hope so.”

      Pretty soon we arrived at the funeral site. Funerals were a problem in Capamere. Before the monsters came, everyone buried their dead, but there was no room for cemeteries in a crowded, walled city. The dead were burned on rooftop pyres now. Most of the buildings had flat roofs for gardens could grow on top of them, so it wasn’t as grim as it sounded, but old people had to huff up a ton of stairs. We passed one of Forrest’s aunts as we were climbing. “Are you all right?” he asked. “I could carry you.”

      “I’m not that old yet! Just give me time.”

      The rooftop was very crowded with people from the whole neighborhood; it was easy to spot different families. Forrest attracted a lot of attention with his light armor. They knew he’d been a soldier, and that he’d left the army and disappeared into the north.

      “He married that girl,” someone whispered, meaning me, because that was the story he had been spreading.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I thought he had soldier’s sickness.”

      “Kind of cowardly, isn’t it? Too bad.”

      I hoped Forrest wasn’t hearing this.

      He was looking at the pyre in the distance, where his grandmother was laid out with her hands on her chest, but his ears were red. I took his hand again. “I see Cousin Angie up there. Let’s say hello.”

      “Angie barely remembers me anyway.”

      “But she seems nice. Come on.”

      His immediate family knew the truth about us now, his cousin among them. She was a girl of thirteen or so. Her hair was braided and beribboned but she wore plain black like everyone else. “Uncle—Cousin—Sir Forrest,” she stammered. “My mom wasn’t sure if you could come. She’s over there.” Angie pointed.

      “Thanks, Angie,” Forrest said, turning toward his Aunt Catherine.

      I made him stay. “I like your braids,” I told Angie.

      “Oh. Thanks.” She touched her head. “Emma did them.”

      She looked like she wouldn’t mind a hug, so I gave her one. “I’m so sorry about Gran. I’m glad I got to meet her.”

      “Thanks. I hope you liked the necklace.”

      Sure, it only turned me into a dragon creature! “I did. So are we eating any noodles at the funeral?”

      She laughed. “Um, no.”

      Forrest gave me a perplexed look as moved on. “There’s no point in getting to know my family anyway. Presuming we don’t die, we’ll still have to stay at the gate.”

      “What? If we close the gate we can travel and visit our families, right? The book didn’t say the priestess had to be there every second. Abel even said the priestess used to join the Elders on the battlefield. You don’t want me to get to know your family?”

      “I think Angie is afraid of me.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “Well, sure she’s afraid, if you’re afraid.”

      “I’m certainly not. I just—” He sighed, moving toward the funeral pyre.

      His great-grandmother looked very peaceful now. Her fingers were laced together and clasping a string of pearls and some flowers. Lace trimmed her long white gown, and she looked younger. As young as a ninety-eight year old woman could look, anyway. Considering how my year had been, I thought it seemed like a great way to go. As an old lady, with children and great-grandchildren and probably even great-greats.

      I probably wouldn’t get to die that way.

      I already knew priestesses couldn’t have children.

      I didn’t even know what happened to priestesses in their old age. I had always heard it said that a new priestess came along every thirty years or so. So…like…what then? They just retired with their guardians, maybe. It was hard to imagine Forrest, Gilbert, Niko and Abel ever just keeping house with me, without a goal to strive toward. Maybe the priestesses married one guardian and the rest went their separate ways. No, that was also hard to imagine. And the word ‘forever’ had been thrown around a few times already. I didn’t want to ask Forrest because I already knew he expected to die before we got that far.

      I glanced up at him. I think he saw distress in my eyes, but he probably took it as funeral-appropriate sadness. In the end, I guess it was. I was just getting too introspective.

      “There was always something about Gran,” he said. “I think we had a little bit of a special bond, because she always said I reminded her of Roddy. She’d slip and call me that sometimes. I remember how upset she was when I cut my hair like this.” He ran his hand over his hair, which was very short at the sides, longer around the top, kind of barbarian and the total opposite of Abel, whose hair was almost shoulder-length and lordly. “It was the style at the time, but that wasn’t how Roddy had it.”

      “It was the style ‘at the time’?” I grinned. “What about now?”

      “Well, I’m locked in now. Like my dad and his mustache.”

      “Do you think Roddy really was a guardian?”

      “Well, no one in the family seems to know anything about it…”

      We greeted a few other family members. Forrest was always kind of guarded. I could tell his other family members regarded him with some awe. It must have been unusual for him to come here to train as a knight, and the close family now knew he was a guardian.

      As if knew what I was thinking, he said, “Gran saved money to help me buy my first set of gear and weapons so I could train with Sir Marsten. Even though she had lost Roderick. She supported me anyway. She said Roderick always wanted to be a knight.”

      “What makes someone a knight and not just a soldier?”

      “Only other knights can train a new knight, and it is one on one, and there is a moral code and vows that go with it. You need money and usually a family name. We had knights in the family going back to the Age of Elders, but they had lost everything a while ago.”

      “Ooh, I didn’t know that.”

      “Well, it’s seven or eight generations back. If my bloodline were a pie, the knight slice would be so tiny you wouldn’t even want to take a bite. I don’t like to think that bloodline has anything to do with it.”

      “I know you don’t like fates and destinies much.”

      “Not really.”

      “You picked the wrong line of work. Well, either way, I’m certainly learning a lot about you while you avoid talking to your family.”

      He grimaced.

      “And you weren’t even going to bring me! What would you have done?”

      “It’s a funeral,” he said. “I can just stand here looking grim if I want to.”

      “Do you really want to?”

      “You’re better at talking to them,” he said.

      I took that as a ‘no’. I knew he loved and missed these people, even if he had never quite felt a part of them. Today, I thought, I really could be his wife and drag him into conversations. I could handle conversations. I could even handle funerals. In a town as small as Istim, every funeral was attended by every person in town. Niko had put a few handkerchiefs in my pocket and I handed them out to people who were hit with tears. I tried to get people talking about their memories of Gran or Forrest or the noodle shop or anything else.

      It wasn’t always easy. I could still hear whispers here and there.

      “He said she is the priestess…does that mean…?”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “He was at the raid where they wiped out those bandits. Who knows what he’s been through…you can see it in his eyes.”

      One older woman started talking about Roderick and Margaret and how Gran never got over his death. “They were such a sweet pair. It was a blessing, really, that she got sick at the same time he was killed.”

      “Margaret? She got sick?”

      The woman nodded. “Yes, she had pneumonia. Katarina claimed that they died on the same day.”

      Katarina was Gran. I shot Forrest a look. If the priestess died, her guardians died. Pneumonia, huh? That seemed like quite a coincidence.

      The service began, with Gran’s closest family reading an ancient blessing. The Elders practiced a particular form of the older religion, following the Book of Stones. When the first emperor shut down the Temples of Elders, he urged everyone to return to more archaic religious practices that predated the Elders. They were still familiar to people, and still practiced, but they involved a lot of fantastical tales of gods that people thought more quaint than believable. In Istim, we had more land and we ignored that decree and kept doing all the same things the Elders had done, like burying bodies under towers of stones in the northwest corner of town. It was technically illegal but even though soldiers came through all the time, none of them had ever said a word about the stone piles.

      I’m not sure it mattered what the rituals were. They were just something you did so you felt like you were doing something. I didn’t know Gran enough to mourn her, but I had other things to mourn and reflect on as I listened to the prayers. They covered her body in a thick blanket of fragrant dried grasses and branches, and lit the pyre.

      “We are born of sun and sky, and to sun and sky we return… Katarina Argrave, beloved mother and grandmother, may you dance with the gods forever.”

      “Will she make them noodles?” some child asked in an awkwardly loud voice, and I snorted.

      When it ended, Forrest seemed like he didn’t even know what to do. Everyone was standing up and talking to each other.

      “Are you coming to dinner?” Aunt Catherine asked.

      “I’d better not,” Forrest said, putting a hand on my shoulder as if to say, I have a duty.

      “I understand. Well, I’m glad you were able to be here.” She looked like she wasn’t sure if she should hug him. I stepped back and sort of urged him into it.

      We returned to the carriage. The toughs were just hanging out.

      “All’s well, boss,” one of them said.

      “Good.” Sir Forrest let out a breath as he climbed in, and I curled up next to him on the carriage seat.

      “I am glad you came, Phoebe,” he said. “I thought you might make it weird, but instead you made it more normal.”

      “That’s a compliment I never thought I’d get.”

      His fingers wrapped around my head, and in that moment I felt so content. My sweet Forrest. The way he held me always made me feel so safe and secure; his hand was heavy and usually wasn’t entirely slack. He gripped me a little bit. Like he was ready to spring into action. I felt a little sad for him, seeing him not fitting in with his family. I thought of him as a loner, but deep down I think he wanted to be a family man.

      Just as I was thinking how happy I was that we’d made it safely through the funeral, the carriage suddenly lurched and I heard shouting.

      I shut my eyes and tried to sense out my guardians, and immediately I felt the close presence of Abel.

      Shit.
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      Sir Forrest

      

      “Stay put,” I ordered Phoebe, even as I knew that was probably hopeless. I opened the shade so I could see out. A horse galloped by with Abel on its back.

      “That son of a bitch,” I ground out.

      “I can’t believe— He swore!” Phoebe cried. “He even knew you were going to a funeral!” She bit her lip. The poor girl was learning a hard lesson—you couldn’t trust a cold-hearted bastard.

      I drew my sword—well, not my sword, the one Abel stole from me, but some sword Niko provided—and leapt out, shoving the door firmly shut behind me. My feet hit pavement like it was nothing.

      Last night I had gotten some incredible power out of Phoebe, and I could feel it surging through me now. I wasn’t even scared. I was ready to take him on.

      Niko’s men, to their credit, were already on their feet with weapons at the ready. One of them had some kind of twin blades on chains and the other had a big club. Who knew where Niko got these guys. But I didn’t want Abel to fight them. I was ready to kill him. We didn’t need four guardians if one of them was a traitor.

      “Sir Forrest,” Abel said. “Calm down. I’m not here to fight you. I’m here with a message.”

      “What message?”

      Abel had other three other men with him. Two regular Black Army soldiers, and then I recognized one of them; Sir Kal, an older man who led one of the regiments at the battle for Hawk Mountain. He was easily recognized by his dark purple cloak and the heraldic eagles on his armor.

      “Last night, the Emperor’s advisor Homar was found dead,” Abel said. “The Emperor knows he was killed during the rescue of the priestess. Do not try to deny it.” He lowered his voice a little. “The consequences would be grave.”

      My brow furrowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Sir Kal’s eyes cut to Abel.

      The carriage door opened. “Abel!” Phoebe cried. “Please—”

      “Silence!” he barked at her, and she flinched. “Since you are only a girl, I have begged for your life to be spared. Leave the city today and go south to the new city of Leonidia. You will stay behind its walls and can live in peace, as long as you make no attempt to escape.”

      “What the fuck? Leonidia? Do you mean Gaermon?” I could sense Abel was putting on a show for his men. If he was going to remain with the emperor, he had to keep being ‘Lord Commander Abel’, after all. But I didn't really have time to think it through. I just knew that he was about to make Phoebe cry, that he was a liar, and that I’d be damned if I went to ‘Leonidia’. I looked at the toughs and we understood each other.

      I rushed Abel and flew toward him, pulling him off his horse. He was completely taken aback. I felt so strong that I barely noticed his attempts to fight back. I threw him down onto the dirty street and swept my sword toward him.

      He blocked me with his own blade an inch from his face. He wasn’t carrying Monster Cleaver, just his usual sword with the du Lac moon on the scabbard. He quickly rolled to his feet, fending me off with the blade, as fluid and fast as ever. Abel had always seemed to be twice as fast as other men, and with eyes in the back of his head. In the past, I never would have been to keep up.

      Today, I was his match. Sir Kal tried to get in on it and I struck him back and still brought my blade back around to Abel in time.

      Gods, yes. This was the power I'd always imagined I could have, but before it was always in my head. The jewelry had unlocked something in me, power surging through every move, so my sword could fly as if it weighed nothing at all. Our blades clashed and when I had my sword crossed over Abel’s, he was struggling to resist my strength.

      “Idiot,” he grunted. “I’m trying to help you. I had to explain your escape last night somehow. If the emperor knew I was a guardian, he would have to lock me away.”

      “Good.”

      “Get to Leonidia and you can find allies there.”

      “Gaermon is as far from the gate as you can get. Heavily guarded. We’ll never make back north. You know it.”

      “Give me time.”

      “I’ll give you nothing. Elder Dion. King Raio the third. Hawk Mountain. You’re a murderer.” I shoved him and he kept fighting me.

      “Sir Forrest! Abel! Stop!” Phoebe pelted me with one of her shoes.

      I barely registered her cries. This anger inside me had been building up for too long; since the raid on Hawk Mountain. I didn’t know I was a guardian then. All I knew was that I was on the wrong side, as I saw an entire clan killed down to the last child, even Lija, the only woman I would ever choose for myself.

      But it was her death that led me to Elder Dion. To finding out who I really was. To Phoebe.

      In all the chaos and speed of our fight, I still saw clearly. I wasn’t afraid. I slashed Abel’s sword arm. I knew Phoebe would scream and all I could hear was the buzz of the kill. He took his sword into his right hand. He was left handed. I knew he wouldn’t be able to fight effectively. I closed in on him. I would drive it through his heart.

      “Stop!” Phoebe jumped out of the carriage and ran over. “You must stop fighting each other right now.”

      I didn’t look at her. There was too much pent up inside me to stop. But instead of the sword, I went for a punch.

      Abel’s eyes flashed at me, and something horrible swept through my arms. It was cold like ice and I couldn’t move. It hurt, too, and the longer it went on, the worse it was. I made a choked sound of surprise.

      And then Abel backed off, and the ice that had pierced through me was gone, but I couldn’t feel my arms.

      Abel swept his right elbow toward my face. When Phoebe tried to move toward us, he pointed his sword at her in warning. I dodged his first blow but I could sense the tide had turned on me. Abel wasn’t human, and he had been fighting about as long as I’d been alive. He struck me with the blunt side of his blade and then his fist came at me. The last thing I saw was Phoebe’s face flying toward me.
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      Phoebe

      

      I threw my body over Forrest’s body.

      “Kill me and you’re killing yourself!”

      Abel sheathed his sword, quite calmly now.

      Niko’s men had actually done a pretty good job of handling Abel’s other men. Two of them were unconscious, and only the old one with the purple and the eagles painted on his armor was still standing, but he wasn’t looking that great. The toughs were still on their feet.

      “What is she saying?” asked Sir Eagles, as I mentally dubbed him. “Do you have a tie to the priestess, Commander?”

      Abel looked away from me.

      “That’s why you wanted to let them go,” Sir Eagles pressed. This was probably what Abel wanted to avoid.

      “I want her as far away from me as possible,” Abel said. “That’s all. My tie to her is unwilling. You have no reason to question my loyalty. Who conquered Rungenold and Gaermon in his majesty’s name? But it is true that if she dies, I die. And she’s harmless if she goes south. She can’t do anything unless she opens the gate. I can sense her everywhere she goes, and I will know if she tries to go north.”

      “You’re one of her guardians…”

      Abel…is this really how you feel? Is it a trick?

      He still felt so closed off to me. I was afraid he really was loyal to the emperor.

      The toughs moved closer to me, holding their weapons at the ready. “Get in the carriage,” one of them said.

      I didn’t want to leave Forrest. Quickly, I kissed his lips. His mouth tasted a little like blood. “Get up, Forrest…”

      His eyes cracked open but I’m not sure he saw me.

      “Come on.” I hauled on his arm and somehow I managed to get him to get up and stumble toward the carriage with his bulk leaning on me. I felt Abel watching us but he didn’t stop us.

      “Is his royal majesty aware of this situation?” Sir Eagles asked.

      “Yes. He is,” Abel said.

      “We need to arrest them.”

      Abel’s arm was bleeding, I noticed. He gave me a strange look.

      “I could heal you,” I said.

      He suddenly strode right up to me and leaned down. “Priestess, the Emperor knows everything. He knows I was meant to be a guardian, and that I am your guardian. He knows I let you escape. He is allowing me to protect you, insofar as he wants to protect me. I am precious to him. I told him that if he imprisons you, you will surely kill yourself. This is the only thing saving you and your only chance to follow my orders or I’m sure his punishments will get more creative. You must leave the city immediately and go south. Stay far from the gate and live a peaceful life as best you can. Make trouble, and you might find yourself in chains for the next eighty years. Understand?”

      The stupid bond between us felt so strong that even as I was saying these things I could hardly believe him. It was like if my mom suddenly told me she hated me. I would simply know it wasn’t true. I would know she was enchanted or doing it to protect me. “Why do you believe him, Abel? All they do is use you and keep you from being what you’re really meant to be.”

      He leaned close to me and for a moment I saw torment in his eerie, pale eyes. “It’s too late for me to be anything else,” he said.

      He physically picked me up under the armpits like I might pluck Wretch off the dinner table, and put me in the carriage. “Go. Now.”

      He shut the door. I guess the toughs decided they were going along with it because suddenly the carriage was moving.

      I sniffled, and then I swallowed it down. Get it through your head, Phoebe. He might feel the bond, but it’s just too late for him. At some point…you’re going to have to deal with it head on.

      Forrest was slumped on the seat. He was unconscious again, and shivering. I touched his arm and his skin was very cold. I knelt on the floor of the carriage as it lurched along and smoothed a hand over his forehead. “Forrest…?”

      Forrest had been hurt before, but something about this was different. “Abel did some kind of magic on you, didn’t he?”

      I gently kissed his lips.

      Nothing.

      “Forrest?”

      By the time we got back to Niko’s place, Forrest looked even worse, and his skin felt clammy and cold. Niko met us outside when the carriage pulled up, took one look at him and said, “Magic.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Let’s get him in bed by a fire, first of all. What happened?”

      “Abel happened.” I was unable to contain mingled anger and hopelessness at his betrayal, but I already wished I could see him again. Who’s the real traitor? My own stupid brain. I told Niko and Gilbert everything as Niko’s men carried Forrest inside and upstairs. “I hate admitting it, but Forrest was right. We have to give up on him. I think maybe we should go to Gaermon. Some of the Gaermonans might help us.”

      “Gaermoni, not Gaermonans,” Gilbert said. Sometimes he could be so persnickety.

      Niko’s expression turned dark. “We’re not going to run.”

      “We can’t stay here. Forrest and Abel were this close to killing each other. Abel didn’t even make it one day before he came after us. It’s way too dangerous.”

      “I’m not going to run.” Niko pushed open the bedroom door. “I don’t have connections in Gaermon. I can’t help you there. And my fortune says simply to be patient.”

      “I don’t care! I can’t handle anything like this happening again! If one of them would have—“ I felt like I was choking the more I thought about it. I kept seeing them striking each other. “I need to get away from Abel myself. I don’t want to see him anymore.”

      “No need to worry,” Niko said. “You won’t leave the house without me again, and if we see him, I’ll deal with him. Shadow to shadow.”

      “Niko…” He was pissing me off. “You need to listen to me.”

      “I do listen to you.”

      “The book said you would try to control me. You need to—”

      “The book is astute, isn’t it? Someone needs to not be stupid if we’re going to survive, and I’m the oldest among you.”

      “Forrest is older than you,” Gilbert said. I guess he was just going to annoy everyone while he was brooding over Rin.

      Niko walked up to Forrest, who was now spread out unconscious in bed. This was the room Niko had given Forrest, I guess. It obviously seemed like a guest room but was quite opulent, the large bed surrounded by a heavy carved wooden frame and gauzy curtains drawn back. The wallpaper was pale green with a pattern of swans. Not a very Forrest-y room.

      “You said Abel might be an ice dragon?” Niko asked.

      “Yeah, I—“ I couldn’t even remember telling him that, but after a while I couldn’t remember who I had told what or how much they told each other.

      Forrest stirred a little. “Niko…you’re fucking wrong…Abel…can’rust ‘im…” He was out again after a bit of incoherent murmuring.

      Niko sighed. “Just rest.” He looked at me and then he handed me the older copy of the book. “Page thirty-five.”
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      Phoebe

      

      Healing Magical Injuries and Curses

      

      The guardians of the priestess may face any number of magical opponents, and elemental injuries are to be expected. If an Elder is present, he may aid in the ritual, but in the event that the priestess is alone, she should proceed as she would with any other injury, only it is recommended to stroke the sigils with the stone before proceeding. The great healing powers of the priestess should be sufficient to overcome any injury, no matter how dire, as long as life remains in the body and the sigils.

      

      So said page thirty-five.

      “Here we are again, huh?” I said.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d had to heal Forrest. Of course, this was my job. I guess we’d be doing this a lot. So far it was always Forrest. Of course, he’s always the first to rush in…

      I rubbed his shoulder. He seemed totally out of it again. I kissed his lips. Nothing, and they were so cold, it was disconcerting.

      “Okay…” I didn’t even know how to begin with getting his clothes off, so I just went straight for the trousers and unfastened the buttons.

      I gasped. Under his clothes, around his sigil, his skin was turning downright blue and almost sparkly, like he was transforming into an ice sculpture. “What did Abel do to you?” I couldn’t help but feel like some of this was my fault. I had trusted that Abel wouldn’t hurt any of us, that our bond would win out in the end. Now, I had to accept the truth, didn’t I? He was lost to me.

      You have to accept it or you might lose Forrest instead…

      “I’m so sorry…”

      I took out the stone that activated the sigils and brushed it against the sigil on my pelvis until it glowed and warmed and stirred my desire, and then I did the same for Forrest.

      His skin there grew warmer but it didn’t seem to radiate outward. On the other hand, well, what can I say, it made his cock hard.

      I snorted as I struggled to drag his trousers down. “Of course it did. You know, I’m glad an Elder is not present to aid in the ritual. Gross.”

      I wasn’t use to taking charge with the guys. When I thought about it, it was in my head that girls let guys do things to them and that was how it worked, but increasingly, I found that I liked the idea of flipping the script. They were all take-charge guys in their own way; oh yeah, even Gilbert definitely liked to be in control. But in the end, they all needed me.

      Of course, this went beyond taking charge; Forrest wasn’t even conscious. He probably wasn’t going to mind waking up this way, though. And maybe I wouldn’t mind it either because he was undoubtedly going to be furious about Abel and maybe he wouldn’t get much doom and gloom talk out before he succumbed to my magical sex powers. I could just imagine the expression on his face when he realized what was happening…

      Girl, you are feeling this more than you want to admit, so let’s just do it.

      I straddled him and positioned myself—

      Oh, shit that was cold. Stupid ice dragon. I slowly lowered myself onto it, hoping my body heat would start to warm him up, but that wasn’t happening, at least not yet. His cold shaft made me shiver from the inside out, and it was a little painful on my tender skin. Still, I forced myself to keep going until he filled me. Even then my body heat seemed to have no impact.

      “Forrest…” I collapsed onto his chest and tried to pull his lips toward mine; maybe that would work now? He was a lot taller than me and it was hard to even reach him as long as he was deep inside me, when he was too limp to meet me halfway.

      So, that wasn’t going to work.

      Even though it was painful, it was still hitting some good spots inside me, driving me to want more of him. I sat up again and just started riding him. Gods, this was pretty nice in its own way. Once I found a good spot I could just hit it again and again without him moving and messing it up. I had to close my eyes, though, because when I saw him there all pale and unconscious I felt awkward and guilty all over again.

      In that way, I even relished the pain of this icy spear driving into me like it was marking every inch of my delicate flesh; I was taking his injury and making it my own. What was more intimate than sharing the same pain?

      And in a way, even Abel was a part of this…

      I slid my hand down to press on my sigil and applied a slight pressure on my clit by pushing down on the flesh just above it. I felt like I could feel his cock even more sharply now. I groaned, the intensity building quickly now. I loved this moment when I couldn’t think of anything except this.

      “Ahh…mmm…” It was painful and incredibly good as I fell into an orgasm.

      His skin seemed to warm up all at once at the same time the limp body beneath me suddenly bucked awake.

      My eyes flew open. I was still in the throes of it and all I could do was gasp, “Wait…”

      “What happened? Abel—“ I felt him shiver.

      “He…um…he…did an ice thing on you…ice magic. I had to heal you…”

      I started to try to move off him so we could have a normal conversation and his hands clamped down on my thighs. I collapsed against his chest instead. He started slowly grinding into me. His hand stroked my hair.

      “Phoebe, damnit…” He sighed. “I remember now. He froze me from the inside out, felt like…”

      “You seem okay now.”

      “Mostly.” A brief, devilish grin flashed across his face, and he rolled us over so I was underneath him.

      “This is a cruel way to wake a man up,” he said.

      “I thought it would be pretty nice.”

      “I have a lot of things I wanted to say and now I can’t think straight.”

      “I am totally fine with that. I don’t actually want to hear any of the things you have to say.”

      “Hmm…” Our sigils pressed together in this position, and where he had been cold, we were both heating up. “How many times did you come on me while I was unconscious…?”

      “Just…the—now.”

      “I see,” he said. He looked like he wanted to say some really naughty things, but Forrest usually left it there—with just the look. He still had a moral code, I guess. Bleah.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “You won’t trust Abel now, will you?”

      I just replied with my eyes. Don’t ask me that…

      “Really, Phoebe?”

      “I won’t put you in danger again. I mean—I don’t trust him…no. I really don’t. I just don’t want to talk about him.”

      He growled, and started fucking me harder, and I was glad. I would rather work it out that way. I wished he would understand…Forrest and Gilbert, Niko and Abel…no matter what happened among them, or in the rest of the world, I was all equally their priestess, and there was nothing I could do to change that.
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      Abel

      

      What does a man do when he finds out his entire life has been a lie?

      From a distance, it might seem simple. I’m sure the path was clear, to the priestess. She saw the burn that had marred my skin since childhood, and she knew I had been lied to. I suppose I had always known. I had strange powers; I wasn’t like other men. There was no doubt in my mind I had been used for my power.

      But it wasn’t simple at all.

      My hands would not stop shaking. I had never felt like this before.

      This was my life. The entirety of my life, the good and the bad, the truth and the lies, the bonds that had formed over decades.

      I had grown up with the emperor, since he was just a boy called Leony. He was three years older than me. I’m not sure it would be accurate to call us close as brothers…but cousins, at the least. Our relationship was one of mutual respect and a lifetime of memories.

      “I want to talk to you as a friend,” he said, when I got back.

      I nodded, unsure whether this brought me relief or more concern.

      There was Leonidas, and there was Phoebe. One I had always known, and the other was a young woman I would never have crossed paths with in my normal life.

      But she had a hold on me. I sensed it from the first. It grew too strong to deny when she awakened my sigil. I couldn’t stop thinking of her face and how much I wanted to see it again.

      I tried to dismiss the thought, but it was persistent as an itch. Phoebe promised me things I had never even thought to have: joy, pleasure, understanding.

      We settled in a small game room within the castle, rarely used, with old tapestries on the walls and heavy leather chairs. No servants attended us. Leonidas poured us each a drink from a dusty old bottle and hooked his fingers around the two crystal goblets.

      “Your arm bothering you much?” he asked, as I took the drink with my right hand.

      “Not really…”

      “Hrm. But something is. Abel, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier about the sigil. I was just a kid, same as you were. My father told me about you, but most of the time I don’t even think of you as any different. He told me to keep it secret, and by the time he died, I wondered if there was any point in putting that in your head. You were so good at what you do.”

      “Part of that is because I have strange abilities I never talk about.” I looked at the drink and didn’t really feel like pretending it would do much of anything. I had never been able to achieve a drunken state.

      “You have an uncanny sense of things, don’t you? At least it’s easy enough to hide.”

      I can turn people to ice.

      Leonidas didn’t know that. I was careful with my power; I had never lost control of it until I almost killed Phoebe’s other guardian. That was much too close…

      “Sir Kal knows what I am. Word will spread that I let the priestess go.”

      “It’s all right, Abel,” Leonidas said. “I don’t want to lose you, that’s what matters most. We’ll see if the priestess will go south and leave us alone.”

      “I don’t think she will.”

      “Well, then, we’ll have to think of something that works for everyone.”

      I should have been happy to hear this. I don’t know why it made me clench inwardly with a sense of dread.

      “I don’t want to see her…” I was weakened by the priestess. Nothing had ever weakened me before.

      “She really gets to you, doesn’t she?” Leonidas laughed. “In some ways, I would like to see it. I wonder what would happen if you were the only one.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “If her other guardians were dead, and the priestess only had one guardian—you. Of course, we can never let her open the gate, but if you kept her for your own, she would make you strong. And she could never say no to you, could you?”

      “That sounds…” I swallowed, trying not to betray myself to him. “That’s wrong. Maybe she couldn’t resist our magical bond, but she would hate me. And I’m not much for the sort of affection she would need.”

      “I don’t know. It isn’t taking all that long to change Himika’s mind. Once the priestess understands that she would have a good life here, I think her objections will melt away quickly.”

      Truthfully, I found Leonidas’s wooing of Himika to be in very bad taste. I knew he had to marry, but I thought he should have accepted one of his past prospects.

      “Why do you want Himika in the first place? She’s so sickly.”

      “She is beautiful and pure. No one has ever touched her before. And there is something very strange about her illness. If I could find a way to heal her, I would give her everything for the very first time.”

      I must say this: I had long worried what would happen to Leonidas after we conquered Gaermon. The southern kingdom had been the prize for so long, and now that it had fallen, there was nothing much left anymore except to maintain the power he and his ancestors had built.

      I already knew Leonidas was not much for maintenance. His most appealing quality had always been his enthusiasm and excitement. We were opposites in that way; where I was cold and detached, he was warm and immediately interested. But as the only boy and the only heir, he had been extremely spoiled since childhood. Anything he wanted, he was given. Every woman wanted to marry him, and he always found some fault in them to justify pushing them away. Nothing was ever a challenge for him, and over the years I had seen his enthusiasm slip into boredom and even, at times, a taste for cruelty.

      No wonder Himika was his ultimate prize, even more than Gaermon. Even a country could fall easier than a woman’s heart. She hated him and she wasn’t strong enough to bear children, maybe not even for sex itself. But if he could heal her and win her heart, he could see everything for the first time, through her eyes.

      She might keep him from the darkness…for a little while.

      “Sometimes it’s good to want something you can’t have,” I mused. “I feel an attraction to the priestess, but I don’t want her. She would distract me from my work.”

      “What work? There’s nothing left. We have control of the entire realm.”

      “I beg your pardon, Your Eminence, but we still have to keep it.”

      Leonidas sighed. “Oh, please, we’re alone. ‘Your Eminence’? What is this? Leony. No one calls me that now. I’m getting old and it’s terrible. No one warns you how fast it’s all over. One day you’re a boy and the next day you’re past your prime. You’re the only one who stays the same. You don’t age as fast as the rest of us. How do we explain that one? Sooner or later we’ll have to force you into retirement, but shouldn’t you have some children first? It’s our last chance to have boys growing up together.”

      “Priestesses can’t have children.”

      “I’m sure we can think of something.”

      “I never knew you wanted me to have children.”

      “I didn’t, when I thought I had all the time in the world! But look how quickly those guardians got rid of Homar. He’s been with me for years.”

      Damnit. I had never made so many mistakes. I had killed Homar for finding out the truth, and it turned out that everyone knew it anyway. What a waste. Of course, deep down I knew why I had killed him. He laid a hand on Phoebe and my instincts did the rest.

      “Abel…,” Leonidas said. “Your only tie is to the priestess, correct? Not the guardians themselves?”

      Tread carefully… I didn’t know what to say. “Yes, that is true.”

      “They pose some risk to my life as long as they live…”

      “Your Majesty—“

      “Abel, I want you to come out well from all this. I want the priestess to love you; for you to dry her tears and give her a good life when it’s over, and maybe she’ll even soften up your edges so you can actually enjoy that retirement when the time comes. You trust me, don’t you?”

      He’s going to kill them. He will leave her standing alone for me to deal with.

      A chill passed over me, both of horror and thrill. I had to stop him from doing this, but I didn’t know how to stop him; I followed his orders and obviously he truly trusted me, or else he would never have allowed me this much leeway. I had no doubt that he could have easily killed Phoebe already. He was letting her live because of me.

      In the end, he would make sure I would have her: the woman my body and in fact, my entire being, craved against my will. At least I could satisfy the need inside me.

      This is no different from anything else I’ve done at his order. I’ve always gone to war for him, and the guardians are enemies of the crown. It’s as simple as that…

      Leonidas stood up and I stood up with him. He gave me a back-slapping hug. If you got him alone, if you got Leony and not Leonidas, he was affectionate with everyone and since he was my emperor, I had to pretend I liked it, although I had never liked being touched. I suppose it made sense now. I couldn’t remember my parents ever hugging me, but I now knew that they had burned my skin.

      “They’re staying down by the docks in that smugglers’ house,” Leonidas said. “Should be easy to keep an eye on them. Take a little vacation and await my direction. This will be an easy one for you, my friend.”

      “Don’t kill them,” I said.

      I don’t even know why I cared, except for Phoebe’s sake. But maybe it wasn’t just for Phoebe. Fighting with Sir Forrest…it was hard not to admire another man who would do anything for her.

      “Send them to the Isles,” I said. “They can’t hurt you there.”

      Leonidas rubbed the wrinkle forming between his brows, and then his eyes wandered to one of the tapestries: ‘The Emperor Strikes Down the King of the Norningren’. His ancestor’s eyes bulged white with the fury of battle, in the shadowed scene of horses and blood and dark armor.

      “I will keep blood off your hands,” Leonidas said. “I promise, Abel.”
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      Phoebe

      

      For almost two weeks, we were on lockdown in Niko’s house. None of us would leave, even Niko himself, while he secured us all an invitation to Emmaline du Barien’s next party. This apparently wasn’t easy because Forrest and Gilbert and I were basically peasants, and peasants didn’t normally get to go to parties like that. Strings had to be pulled. I could tell Forrest thought this was pretty stupid, and yeah, a party didn’t exactly sound like the coolest move on the game board.

      But then, I don’t think even Forrest knew what else to do. Obviously the Emperor knew exactly where we were and when Niko said the only thing saving us was the fact that we couldn’t open the northern gate from inside his compound, it was a convincing argument.

      “Sometimes patience is the very best weapon you can wield,” he said, more than once.

      Wretch, it must be said, was the least patient member of the party. I was terrified one of the servants would accidentally let her get out. She was always meowing and circling around the windows and scratching at absolutely everything. She tore up all of Niko’s curtains. I accidentally reminded him I was a total bumpkin because this horrified me—do you how expensive curtains were in Istim?—and he just shrugged.

      Really, it distressed me because I thought I knew what she wanted.

      Abel. She had started with Niko, then gone to me, and finally…to Abel. Winged cats are the companion of dragons. There was something she was trying to tell us.

      For the first time, we could really settle in and get to know each other. Forrest was slowly letting down his guard with Niko and I think they actually had a lot of respect for each other, even if they wouldn’t admit it. Niko and Gilbert got along like the two halves of a duo they had actually been—sometimes arguing but often knowing exactly what the other was thinking. Gilbert and I took to performing for the women downstairs waiting for their ships to come in. It was a welcome distraction for them and us.

      But it wasn’t all late night dancing and lazy mornings drinking delicious coffee. Of course not. Besides the general sense that at some point, we would make a move and all the danger might return, we hadn’t heard a word about Rin, and Gilbert was quietly losing his mind over it, I could tell. I tried to be extra nice to him.

      Niko was always working, and he managed to track down the old address of the long lost Margaret, sending one of his cohorts to talk to her family, only to learn that they had left the city after Margaret died.

      I was certainly curious about Margaret, but I wasn’t expecting much would come of the information. Everyone involved was dead or gone.

      “The whole neighborhood remembers them,” said the girl who tried to visit Margaret’s old house. She was a tall, scrappy teenager with brown hair shoved into a messy bun, a patched blue dress and men’s shoes; one of Niko’s little spies who could blend in well. “But they said they all left at once. Even Margaret’s grown sisters and brothers who had moved out and married. Must’ve been dangerous to go outside the gates, but no one knows exactly why or which town they went to. I got the lady next door to write down their names and ages. I know her dad was a blacksmith. I didn’t know what else to ask about.”

      “Keep at that trail,” Niko said. “See if you can find anyone who knows what happened to her. A doctor who might have treated her for the pneumonia, for instance.”

      I knew what I already suspected. Margaret was a priestess. I took the list from the girl’s hand because she was holding it out like somebody take this.

      Her handwriting was really, really bad. But even with bad handwriting, I could catch my own father’s name.

      Lucian Praeus.

      “Oh—oh—oh—“ I sputtered. This was not what I expected to see. “Lucian Praeus. Lucian Praeus!”

      “You know him?” Gilbert asked.

      “He was my dad! Margaret’s younger brother. That’s—I mean—I don’t think he ever knew why his sister died. I’m sure my mom would have mentioned it when she found out I was the priestess.”

      “So the blood does run in families,” Forrest said.

      “I don’t even know anything about my family,” Gilbert said. “My father, especially. It could explain why Forrest was approached by an Elder, but I never was. He would have been easier to track, in that case. But if we found out who the guardians were in the past, we might find out…”

      “That’s true!” I hoped this would cheer him up.

      “Of course, they probably don’t care about the child of a whore.”

      Forrest handed Gilbert his flask. “Come on, Gilbert. Chin up. They might care about a guardian and a talented bard.”

      Gilbert blushed. “Are you trying to suggest I drink away my pain?”

      “Works for me,” Forrest said. “At least, until the heartbreak fades.”

      Niko looked at them as Gilbert took a long swig, and then he turned back at me. “I’m glad that devil’s brew has never impaired my judgment.” He pulled Wretch off the curtains. It went without saying, but the whole time we were trying to have this conversation, we were interrupted with a piteous, “Mrooo-ooow” as she hung off the curtains and looked at us with her head upside down.

      “So, what do we actually do with this information?” I asked, trying to take Wretch from him in our ongoing silent battle for cat ownership.

      “Patience, still patience,” he said. “We’ll keep pulling threads.”

      “Ugh.”

      “The du Barien party is tomorrow evening. What do you want to happen? Battles? Explosions?”

      “Well…no.”

      “Are we not keeping you sufficiently amused? I could probably fix that. At least for tonight…”

      Forrest shot a warning look over and took the flask from Gilbert before he could finish it off.

      “You’ve all definitely been amusing me,” I said automatically, but as I looked at them all gathered together, I felt like something was actually missing.

      We’d been getting along better every day, with plenty of time for lovemaking in private as well as everything else. The awkwardness of our early days and how I could please all of them (they definitely didn’t have any problem pleasing me) was starting to give away into a comfortable routine where I knew, for instance, that Gilbert and I usually found some time before we got ready for our evening performance, Forrest would always spend the night with me, and Niko would usually just appear during the day at some point and say something that turned me on instantly.

      But the book was pretty clear on the fact that the guardians were supposed to work together—in love and war. Maybe the love part was even a sort of training. I mean, you had to learn to communicate without words to some extent, and cooperate. Even though it was pretty draining on my magic to handle them all at once, it made us stronger. My men should be as strong as possible before we went out into a potentially hostile world.

      “I want all of you tonight,” I said. “At once.”

      Forrest rocked on his heels with a stubborn look and Gilbert glanced furtively at Niko, who was the only one to seem unfazed. Of course.

      “I’m not sure—“ Gilbert began.

      “Phoebe—“ Forrest said.

      “We’re stronger together,” I said. “In the book, it says that you can perform different spells together if you do this sort of thing.”

      “I think we need the Elders to do the spells,” Forrest said.

      “Do we? It doesn’t hurt. Anyway, I’m ready. It won’t kill you. Give me half an hour and then join me in the bedroom. And if you’re not there, you don’t get to touch me for a week. I know at least one of you will show up.”

      I left the room again, although I really wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing. I just knew this had to happen at some point, and if I didn’t insist, they were never going to cooperate. I had grown up thinking I was just an ordinary girl, and most of the time, I still felt like an ordinary girl, but I had dragon blood. I kept thinking of that legend Abel mentioned. The goddess of peace who married the human king and the monster king, and let them both draw power from her sex, then had a child with the blood of each.

      Was it just a legend after all?

      Of course, if I’m the descendant of a goddess, I need to act more like it.

      Polaris was changing the bedsheets when I walked in. “Oh—hello, my lady.”

      “Hey, could you help me?” I asked.

      She immediately stood at attention. “What can I help you with?”

      “I need to—um—can I have that outfit from before? But also, maybe something to cover it up. It would be good to have a few layers to disrobe. Something sexy.”

      Polaris looked at me. “You seem anxious.”

      “Yes, I am, thanks for noticing.”

      “The outfit is clean. I will bring you a sexy cloak.”

      I’m not really sure there was such a thing as a sexy cloak, but, you know, good enough. “Okay. I’m going to take a quick bath.”

      I sank into Niko’s bath, dumping in some essence of flowers, glad that Wretch was off with him instead of me. I could have stayed there for a while but I told them only half an hour, so I quickly ran through scrubbing and shaving everything possible. I wanted them to realize how serious I was about this. Polaris barged in with a pile of clothes.

      “My lady, would you like me to braid your hair?”

      “Sure. Maybe just two little ones at the sides. I want to look relaxed.”

      She combed some scented oil into my hair, which was getting pretty long, and worked it into braids with her metal hands. “You still seem nervous,” she commented. “Why?”

      “Um…”

      “What is it like to be a woman?” Polaris asked.

      “Wow. That’s very existential to handle right now. It’s—well, a better question might be, what is like to be me? And the answer is, very strange. Did Niko tell you to ask me these questions?”

      “No. I just wondered.”

      “Do you have consciousness?”

      “How would I know?” Polaris asked. “I am conscious of you but they told me I don’t have a soul, back home. We Silver Scribes are made from four elemental crystals that can mimic the illusion of life. Still, my artificial mind does wonder things. I’ve noticed that other women here talk to each other a lot but you don’t have any women to talk to. Do you need women to talk to?”

      “It would be nice,” I admitted. “When I was kidnapped I talked to Himika a lot.”

      “I could mimic a woman for you to talk to…”

      Whether Polaris had a soul or not, she sounded lonely, and I could converse with chickens, for heaven’s sake. “I wouldn’t mind having a friend,” I said. “I haven’t had many since I was in the dance troupe. When I got home, people treated me like I was different. I’d been places they would never go. It was like I’d gotten older and they hadn’t. So I tried to—I don’t know—play dumb. Like it wasn’t a big deal that I was ever in the troupe and I wasn’t thinking about any of it, and just stay like the goofy, naive kid I used to be. Not that I’ll probably ever know how to become a really serious, mystical priestess, but…” I sank back in the water as she was starting to braid my hair. “Maybe I could.”

      “Do you like being the priestess?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think it would be nice to know that your guardians love you.”

      “I hope they really do… I’m extremely nervous about making them do a quartet. I hope they don’t hate me.”

      Polaris patted my head like I was done. She came around the bathtub so she could meet my eyes with her unblinking silver ones. “I could watch the quartet and give you my observations afterward. I think you’ll be distracted but I can pay attention to their individual reactions and make a report.”

      I laughed. “You’re a pervy little robot, Polaris.”

      Then I paused. Was I a terrible person? But she was inanimate and soulless (um…right?) and she had such a weird perspective that if it didn’t go well, she might have some insights on it afterward. After all, it made me feel genuinely better that she said I was the only woman Niko’s heart only beat fast for, because when I first showed up he made it pretty clear he was used to having a lot of female attention. “I mean…do you think you could still tell if you hid in the closet?”
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      Phoebe

      

      The cloak actually was kind of sexy, with a collar that was cut low around my shoulders. Nothing covered my arms, but four panels of fabric draped over my body modestly. I was sitting on the bed trying to look regal and goddess-y, all perfumed skin and flowing hair and some extra jewelry Polaris dug up, when the door opened. I hadn’t heard any yelling leading up to this, but maybe I just hadn’t noticed over the bath water and talking to Polaris.

      There was Niko and Gilbert, and behind them—yes—even Forrest. He walked right up to me and gave me a kiss.

      I’m sure my eyes were shining. I was afraid to comment on this surprising circumstance just in case I messed it up.

      “Phoebe,” he said. “I know I’m not always that agreeable. But the fight with Abel did show me one thing. Niko and Gilbert would never fight me or each other or betray you. They’re doing exactly what they’re supposed to do: making you happy. You’re right. We should all be as strong as we can so we can protect you tomorrow if the worst should happen like it did the last time.”

      Even as he said this, I still felt a little sad, because Abel was still an enemy and I knew I would never feel complete as long as this was true, even to my dying day.

      But for now, it was good enough.

      Forrest drew me to my feet and slid his fingers up my neck in a caress that made all my hair stand on end. As he started kissing me again, I shut my eyes even as I heard Gilbert and Niko moving close.

      Just the anticipation of it all brought out a little “mmm” sound as Forrest kissed me. I suddenly felt four hands slipping under my cloak. Hands that slid across my sensitive skin, finding all my sweet spots as the body heat of my men surrounded me. Forrest found my fingers and entwined them with his, pulling them up against his broad chest as Gilbert’s hands brushed my breastbone sigil and then massaged my breasts down to the points of my nipples, and Niko’s hand spread my legs a little and stroked my clit and pussy lips with both hands. Holy hell, this was amazing.

      “Mmm…oh…” I dug my tongue hungrily into Forrest’s mouth, overwhelmed by it all. How did three feel like so much more than two? Their bodies circled me on all sides and I had never felt so protected.

      “Do you want us all to fuck you, Phoebe?” Niko growled into my ear.

      A responding groan slipped out of my throat. Was this actually happening? I could feel a little tension in Forrest’s clutching grip on my hands, but it was pretty easy to ignore that with Gilbert and Niko doing all sorts of things to me. Hands sliding up and down every plane of my body with slow, deep, sensual strokes and then back up to where now I was pretty sure Niko was handling my breasts and Gilbert was the one touching me between the legs. Niko was rougher than Gilbert, pinching my nipples until I whimpered while Gilbert slid his fingers in and out of me a few times and then teased my folds again, his fingers slick. The whole time, Forrest was kissing me like he would never let me go, his face rough as it scratched my skin.

      Finally, Forrest drew back. He looked at me and only me.

      Niko’s hand unfastened the clasp of my cloak and drew it off me, and then he nudged the scarves away from my breasts, his fingers resuming their teasing of my nipples. Gilbert was kneeling on the floor, his hands gripped around my legs so I couldn’t close them.

      I writhed a little, biting my lip, my skin growing hot as Forrest held my hands and looked down at my nipples in Niko’s fingers. He was getting hard, and his dark eyes were intense and possessive.

      I am not quite sure what he wanted. But the fact of him watching me was heightening the intensity of my need. I realized I was shedding my discomfort with the situation faster than he was. Maybe this is how it was to have a dragon’s blood. Maybe not all of our feelings were the same.

      “Phoebe,” Niko purred. “Why don’t you tell us what you want now?”

      “I want…” Right now I wanted everything. I wanted all of them in every way, until I couldn’t even think straight. But I was afraid to say that. My body was the priestess; enough of Phoebe still lingered in my mind, and I was scared of how much I wanted.

      Niko, standing behind me and looking at me from the side, slid his fingers across my opposite cheek and turned my face to him. He kissed me roughly at first, as if making a point, before he slowed down into a sensual rhythm, with one hand moving to the small of my back and pulling me close to him. I felt, or heard, his hands unbutton his shirt.

      He let me go and suddenly I was in Gilbert’s arms. He kissed my neck and ear before he made his way into my mouth, his hands on my breasts again. They were feeling overly sensitive from all the attention.

      “Ohhh…nnn.” I made a little sound that was almost protest.

      “Stop us if it isn’t beautiful,” Gilbert said in my ear.

      Niko caught my wrists in one of his hands and lifted them up over my head, and Gilbert grabbed my legs, and they carried me over to the bed so my legs dangled off the side of the tall mattress. Niko lounged on the bed behind me, keeping my wrists pinned down under one of his. He leaned closer to me with a grin. “I wonder how much pleasure we can wring out of you in a single night? And how much you can give?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “You’ll be weak at the party tomorrow,” Niko continued. “But we’ll all be strong enough to handle anything. Forrest especially, the lucky bastard…”

      Gilbert was taking off my last little garment as Forrest lifted up the gold ornament for my sigil.

      For the first time, I panicked a little.

      “I’ll turn into that dragon thing again!”

      “Phoebe,” Forrest said. “I think you’re supposed to turn into a dragon thing. Nothing bad happened when you did. When I wore this, my strength reached a new level.”

      “Do you think it’s really safe, before we know what it is?” I worried I could lose myself in my other form.

      “I think it would be a greater risk not to try it,” he said. “We don’t know what will happen at this party. If you turn into a dragon entirely, like Abel, I think the three of us can manage. But if you’re truly afraid…”

      “No! No, I’m—I’m not afraid.” I finally dared to say it; I couldn’t contain myself anymore. “I’m just so glad you’re all here letting your guard down.”

      “Well, it’s worth it if you’re happy, I just…,” Forrest said, slipping the gold around my hips.

      “No ‘just’ right now!”

      “Let’s not get into any lover’s dithering,” Niko said. Keeping my hands held up, he reached down and sucked on one of my nipples and Gilbert spread my thighs open and kept giving me little teasing touches. It was driving me into a crazy level of anticipation, but Forrest started slowly stripping off his doublet. I watched him shrug his way out of the leather and now he was just wearing a shirt that clung to every curve of his muscles. He reached down for his buttons.

      “Take that shirt off,” I said.

      Forrest frowned at Gilbert, who quickly acted like he hadn’t been watching, and then obliged me in pulling the shirt up over his head, showing off a body of brute strength. I’m glad he had become a knight and not worked in the family restaurant; what a waste that would be. He was made for fighting. His very bones and ribcage were thick and surrounded by solid muscle, but he was tall enough that he also had a sense of grace and proportion. As I was watching him, when Gilbert’s hand fluttered down to my clit again I could hardly stand how much I wanted to feel Forrest’s strength all through me.

      He walked toward me now, keeping his attention razor focused on me, his thick manhood erect. It felt like a moment of truth for me. I was going to become whatever strange blood sang in my veins, and this time I would know it, and they would all see it.

      I started to feel a little scared after all, but it was much too late to be scared.

      Forrest picked up my legs and pushed into me, as deep as he could go, and I closed my eyes even as I felt Niko watching my reaction. Niko's hand stroked my forehead where my sigil was that belonged to him, although it stayed dormant because his own sigil was hidden away. It still felt both soothing and stimulating and then I felt Forrest’s sigil press close against the gold between us. My skin burned there. Gilbert slipped in behind me now, stimulating my breasts and the sigil there with both hands and Niko pulled my mouth back into a kiss.

      I was totally gone at this point. All I could do was ride out the intense sensations sweeping through me. Forrest had barely made contact when I started to hit my first orgasm. “Oh, please,” I breathed, and I don’t know if I meant ‘please stop’ or ‘please please don’t stop’. At any rate, they didn’t stop. A flutter swept through me and I felt myself succumbing to some kind of transformation. My hands seemed to grow and a tickle and pressure covered my skin.

      Now the guys all had to draw back a little to see as they sensed what was happening.

      All of my skin had taken on this almost translucent, pale color that seemed to shimmer in the candlelight and clear scales with pink and purple tints had climbed up my arms past my elbows like gloves. Claws had grown where my fingernails had been.

      And I felt different, too. Or maybe I felt more like myself. This feeling that had been growing inside me since my powers first awakened—a frightening awareness that my body was a vessel and sex was my power, and all of this was much bigger than me. Phoebe was just along for the ride as my bloodline seized the reins. The longer it went on, the less I could resist it, but maybe it was better if I didn’t resist it.

      The dragon inside me was not a nervous little human who didn’t know what to tell her mom or how to manage the feelings of four men. She didn’t just give, she also took, and she was ready to take everything she needed.

      Niko grabbed something stuck to my head.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Horns, darling, you have horns and your eyes are like crystals.”

      “Oh!” I closed them. “Do I look strange?”

      “You do look strange, but—” Forrest said.

      “I do!?”

      “He means beautiful,” Gilbert said.

      I believed Forrest, though. Gilbert knew how to schmooze; what bard didn’t? Forrest, on the other hand, would never lie to me. “Is this as far as it goes?”

      “I guess we won’t know for sure unless we find the other four ornaments,” Niko said. “So we might never know. But it’s safe to say, this ornament amplifies your dragon blood, or allows you to tap into it, and it is…very intriguing.” He picked up my hand and kissed my palm. I didn’t actually feel it much through the armor of scales. “But we can talk more about it later.”

      “Yes…I need more…” Niko’s pants hung a little loose off his hips already; I drew out his cock and swirled my tongue around it. Then I reached back behind me and found Gilbert’s erection through thin fabric; his pants were closer to leggings. “I need all of you.”

      Forrest was still inside me and felt him throb and tense. “I can’t do this.”

      I was afraid it was all going to turn to shit now. He’d been an amazingly good sport and I’d pushed him too far.

      “Please, Forrest,” I said. “Something’s happening to me and I know this is what I’m meant to do. The priestess of the gate needs all four of you, like the four directions and the four seasons and the four elements…”

      “Four,” he said, through clenched teeth. “It can’t be four.”

      “I shouldn’t have said that. I shouldn’t have said four. I just—I need the three of you now. I need you all to let go for me. We might have wanted different things for ourselves, once upon a time, but I know I can never go back. I’m scared I won’t be human anymore. But I need you here, Forrest, this is where you belong.” I grazed the back of my finger down his bare skin and he shut his eyes.

      I felt Gilbert and Niko exchange one of the knowing looks they couldn’t seem to help but share, and their hands started working me over again; I don’t know how much longer I could bear it, four hands that seemed to know just where to stroke and tease to keep me on the brink of an explosion. I couldn’t keep my eyes open and I couldn’t keep my mouth closed.

      Niko turned my head sideways a little more and slid his cock into my mouth and I started eagerly working the length of it and that was when I felt Forrest start to fuck me again. Maybe he was jealous or maybe he was more aroused than he wanted to admit, but either way, he was giving me what I wanted. I found Gilbert’s cock and pulled it free, wrapping my hand tight around it. I heard his sharp intake of breath as his hands upon me became a little more distracted.

      I slipped into an ecstatic rhythm of sucking and stroking as I felt Forrest driving into me almost like he was angry, and all of their hands were on me now, stirring my sense of touch to a point it could hardly stand.

      I’m sure this couldn’t have lasted for long, even though the moment seemed almost lost in time. But soon the sensations that were spreading through me seemed to gather together into an explosion that radiated through my entire body and I was screaming with pleasure as I took them all and gave them everything. Forrest was growling as he came inside me and Niko was silent but he pulled on my hair. Gilbert was the last to succumb, his breathing quick and almost panicked.

      I was actually surprised that as the last deep pulsations ceased, I was not more spent. Not that I was eager to move. But I still felt as if I actually could’ve given them more.

      They took the time to bring me down from it all. Gilbert cleaned me up and helped me into a little nightgown while Forrest sat there with my feet in his lap, gently massaging me.

      “Forrest…,” Gilbert said. “Do you mind if I stay with her tonight? I don’t care if you’re here too. I’ll stick to one side of the bed if it makes you more comfortable. I’m just—I miss sleeping next to someone.”

      “You can stay,” Forrest said. He balled up Gilbert’s shirt and tossed it at him. “Just put that on.”

      Niko was the one who would never stick around. Never. He’d pretty much given up his own bedroom to me, but he didn’t stay.

      “I’d better feed the cat,” he said, and he left.

      I was halfway to dreamland by then, but I still had time to be annoyed about that. He was the only one who accepted the situation without argument, but it was obvious that it had to be on his terms, and his terms didn’t include any affection. No matter what happened, I was always left feeling as somehow, he had the upper hand on me. Was Abel the same way? Was I stuck with two men who would never love me? Maybe that was how the shadow guardians always were.
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      I’d totally forgotten that I told Polaris to watch from the closet. She just quietly stayed there all night and all morning and then tidied up the room after we left like she always did. While she was getting me ready for the du Barien party, she said, “Would you like your report?”

      “Oh! Yeah. Please.”

      “Sir Forrest was uncomfortable throughout the—“

      “Actually, just skip him. What about Niko? You said his heart beats faster when he’s around me, but once it was over he was out of there fast. Is he usually like that?”

      “His heart does beat faster, my lady, that remains true. I think he, too, became anxious around the time when you transformed. There was a strong sense of power and confidence radiating from you that had an effect on him.”

      “Anxious?”

      “Agitated,” she said as she put my hair up with some jeweled combs and strings of pearls. “He displayed signs of intense arousal but seemed to be attempting to calm himself down. I believe he left when he was unable to do so. Is that helpful?”

      “That was totally helpful.” Hmm. So Niko wasn’t as comfortable with this as he seemed. But I had a feeling his reasons were different. He didn’t care about having the other guys there, and he didn’t have another lover. He’s afraid of his feelings for me… “You’re really good at telling what people think.”

      “That is the main purpose I was created for,” she said. “To observe people and report on their emotional responses. When I was first created I wasn’t very good at it, and my creator sold me for very little to Master Niko…but I’ve been trying hard and I think I’ve been improving.” She looked at me in the mirror with what could only be described as a shy smile.

      “Aw, you’re adorable,” I said. “I’m sorry I thought you were creepy before.”

      “It’s a very common response,” she said. “Do you like your hair? Are you ready for the gown?”

      The hair was a bit messy but I knew Gilbert would probably take it down and redo the whole thing in the carriage anyway. “Oh, yes.”

      Niko had just brought in the gown a few hours ago and draped it across the chair. Any irritation I felt at not being allowed to choose for myself quickly evaporated. The gown was a confection of net and froth, cream and lavender fabric with pearls adorning the skirt. The gown was made by one of the great designers in Capamere, Cellan White. The gown fit me like a dream when I tested it. The gown—

      “I think your cat may have peed onto the gown.”

      “No way, that’s impossible. How did she get in here?”

      “She came in with the Master while he was getting ready.”

      “Nooooooooo!”

      Seconds after my scream, the guys all came rushing in. Forrest actually drew his damn sword. “What’s wrong? Has someone hurt you, Phoebe?”

      …well.

      Gown B it was then.

      “She was only trying to get our attention,” Niko said—again—as we rode over. “But this is unfortunate, considering how much Emmaline du Barien likes her fashion designers. She’s going to know this isn’t up to par.”

      Gown B was kind of simple and white and almost didn’t fit me, but was close enough. I was feeling pretty defeated over the whole thing before we even arrived.

      “Just to make sure we’re all on the same page,” Niko said, “What are your jobs tonight?”

      “To protect Phoebe and ignore everyone else,” Forrest said.

      “Close enough.”

      “To support the mission,” Gilbert said. “With my usual charm and beauty.”

      “Just like the good old days. Phoebe?”

      “To win the favor of Emmaline du Barien by looking pretty and never mentioning Pizazz.”

      “I feel like none of you are taking this entirely seriously,” Niko said. “What if I told you Emmaline du Barien is also the biggest dealer in poison in the entire city?”

      “She is?” Forrest immediately became more alert.

      “No…,” Niko drawled back. “But that’s how serious I want you to be. She’s a society woman, it’s true, but she can open doors that lead to power, and she’s our best chance. We can’t get straight to Corian without making it through her first. You have to approach this party like it’s a battleground.”

      He wasn’t kidding. I imagined a battle did feel a little like this—noise, chaos, people everywhere who might kill you. Not literally, of course, but—adrenaline was coursing through me from the moment we walked in because everyone looked so rich and they were all staring at us. It was obvious Forrest didn’t fit in at all. We probably should have left him home after all. Niko tried to dress him up and he had even given himself a clean shave, but…he never looked clean in the right way. It was as if you could see the echoes of blood on his hands.

      Niko, meanwhile, was the perfect interloper. He didn’t quite fit in either—some level of ruffian still clung to him. But when his golden eyes met anyone else’s and he smiled at them, it provoked a mixture of intrigue and fear. Whispers followed in our wake.

      Gilbert, of course, was doing great. Within five minutes we lost him to an old lady who had seen him play once before.

      “What do we actually do here?” Forrest asked in a low tone. “It looks like no one’s doing anything.”

      “You’ve never been to a party?” Niko asked. “They’re doing something called ‘making conversation with other people’. Mingling.”

      “Yeah, this one’s not good at that,” I said, giving Forrest a friendly jab.

      Forrest crossed his arms.

      “Let’s get you a drink,” Niko said.

      “What if someone poisons them?” I couldn’t help but succumb to a little paranoia. Poison had come up in conversation way too often.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” Niko said. He took out his dice, as a secondary measure. “Twelve on the drinks.”

      “Isn’t twelve like, fate?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It’s a good thing. It means, if something’s going to happen, it will happen, so go ahead and drink.”

      I think the fashions had already changed since I first arrived in the capital. The women all looked rather like birds with feather headdresses and short capes that pointed like wings behind them. The house, meanwhile, was expansive but felt very old. The walls were made of thick old stones and the staircase was heavy wood that led up to a gallery floor overlooking the main hall. Even with hundreds of candles burning everywhere, it seemed very dark inside.

      I had to admit, I had zero idea how to show up somewhere and mingle, without being introduced first as the musical act for the evening. Forrest and I ended up talking to each other about what Gilbert was doing.

      Niko left us behind. He was probably better off tackling Emmaline on his own.

      I saw a pale figure in black move out onto the upper gallery. One of her bodyguards was in the shadows behind her.

      “It’s Priscilla again,” I said.

      “The one Niko told you not to talk to,” Forrest said, but more as an observation than a warning.

      “Yeah… I wonder why?” I asked, just as Priscilla’s eyes flew down to something in the hall below. Or someone. She looked pale. I followed her line of sight to…Gilbert?

      Gilbert was talking to several other younger partygoers and seemed to be having a good time. I envied his ability to fit in so well without being surrounded by friends. He seemed oblivious to Priscilla’s intense stare.

      “That’s the same weird look she gave me at the party,” I said. “I want to talk to her. I think she knows something.”

      “Fine by me,” Forrest said.

      I picked up my skirts and started taking the stairs. Forrest followed close behind me.

      Priscilla saw us and turned away from the balcony. She said something to one of her bodyguards and two of them started walking forward to block us.

      “You know, Forrest,” I said. “I think we need Gilbert.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gilbert

      

      The party was the perfect place to slip in a little bardic magic and get a feel for what was going on in the city. Everyone was mostly talking about the emperor and Princess Himika.

      “I think it would be wonderful if he married her,” a plump society matron told me solemnly. “He’s gone too long without a bride, and I think he really loves her. It would help ease the bad blood with the Gaermoni.”

      “Do you think she could possibly love him? Poor girl. He’s responsible for the death of her father.”

      “Who knows how close any princess really is with her father. Usually they’re so busy and the nursemaids raise them, you know. I’ve heard he poisoned her all her life.”

      Forrest interrupted me with a not-very-subtle poke to my back. “I need you.”

      I turned, annoyed. Phoebe grimaced at me like, Sorry.

      “I’m getting good intel here,” I said.

      “We want to talk to Priscilla du Barien and she was just glaring down at your back from the balcony,” Phoebe said.

      “She was?” I was a little flattered. I mean, they did say Priscilla du Barien had good taste in men. I wouldn’t have thought I was her type, though, and of course I wasn’t interested, but it was hard to turn off the sense that I needed patrons, even though I didn’t. I squeezed the old woman’s hand. “Excuse me a moment, love.”

      “You’re really gaying it up with the old ladies,” Forrest said.

      “Because old ladies love that. Is there a problem?”

      “I guess not.” He shrugged.

      “Where is Priscilla?”

      “She was up there.” Phoebe pointed. “Her bodyguards blocked the way, but you can use your bard magic, right?”

      “I can try.”

      We climbed the staircase, which curved attractively toward a balcony space lined with old paintings. This house was just stunning, probably one of the oldest in the entire city. The wood had so many beautiful touches of carving, like the detailing that framed out the balcony with little carved griffons keeping watch over the guests below. When we were up on the gallery, our view was of a colorful sea of people framed like a picture by the arched overhang and the ornamental rail, with a colossal chandelier of candles hanging over everything and casting a vivid light.

      A few people were up here having more private conversations, but I didn’t see Priscilla or her bodyguards.

      “This way,” Forrest said, waving me on.

      We walked down a hallway, following the sound of anxious conversation. It came from behind a closed door. I peered in the keyhole and saw part of Priscilla’s gesturing arm.

      “…the priestess,” she was saying.

      Forrest had his ear against the door.

      “He said this would happen,” Priscilla said insistently. “That it would all circle back around.”

      “Do you want to talk to them, mistress?”

      “Why would I help anyone I know is marked for death? It’s useless. And that means he’s just the son of a whore.”

      I stiffened, always touchy at the word ‘whore’. Some fifteen years had gone by since my mother died, and I still couldn’t stomach the thought that the woman I remembered as so dignified and kind was so looked down upon, and never had a chance to redeem herself. If only you had lived, I would have rescued you from all of that…

      “What is she talking about?” Forrest murmured. “Are you the son of the whore?”

      My eyes shot arrows at him.

      “Forrest!” Phoebe hissed.

      “I’m sorry. Her words, not mine,” he said. “No need to be sensitive. It’s an honorable enough profession.” He pounded on the door, making me jump. I should’ve remembered Forrest went right for the door banging. Gods forbid he let the conversation proceed a bit.

      “Miss du Barien,” he said. “I would be honored to have a word with you.”

      There was a pause and a rustle and then one of the bodyguards said, “No. Go away.”

      “Please—you know something about the priestess?” I pressed.

      Another pause. “No. The Lady du Barien is not interested in dredging up painful memories.”

      “Lady du Barien!” Phoebe called. “Please, we’re all in danger. If you know something—“

      “May the old gods have mercy on your souls,” Priscilla said, her voice closer to the door. “It’s hopeless. You need to give up on your quest to restore the priestess to the gate. It’ll kill you.”

      “Please open the door.” I threw my magic into it now. It worked better with eye contact, but if they were already wavering, that should be enough. “My lady, it sounds like you have answers to our questions.”

      “We could open the door…,” one of her guards said, falling under my spell.

      “No!” she screeched. “No, I will not speak to you. Let the past die. What did Leonidas tell you?”

      “He told us to leave the city and go to Gaermon,” Phoebe said. “But I can’t give up!”

      “You should definitely take his advice and be grateful he is letting you live.”

      “Let us in,” I commanded, throwing the full weight of my powers into my voice, but even as I spoke I heard her cry, “Cover your ears! Don’t listen to him!”

      Forrest pounded the door and then looked at the lock.

      I stayed his hand. “Don’t pick it. She’s not going to cooperate.”

      “Why not?” he growled. “I just want to know what she knows!”

      “There probably isn’t any benefit to her. We’d be putting her in danger and what if she tells her cousin not to help us and we wreck Niko’s plans with Emmaline?”

      “Damn it, there’s nothing I despise more than all this maneuvering and conniving,” Forrest said.

      “I know. You’ve only said that ten times already, in some variation. But Niko’s right. We can’t just rush into this without information and we can’t hold a knife to Priscilla du Barien’s throat and make her tell us what she knows. We should go back to the party and ask about her and see if we can find a reason to convince her to talk to us.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Then just go have a drink or something.” I spotted a woman I had spoken to when I first came in. Lady Minmar, financial sponsor of the bardic college, whom I had just thanked for her generosity and regaled with some of my best stories of the bardic college I never attended. It wasn’t like she’d know.

      I gave her faint sheepish shrug like she was in on something with me.

      “What?” she said, leaning close as I approached.

      “I thought I’d say hello to Priscilla du Barien but she has locked herself in a room upstairs. Poor woman. Do crowds make her nervous?”

      “Oh, dear, she’s just batty,” Lady Minmar said. “I could have told you not to bother.”

      “That bad? Has it always been that way?”

      “Since Percival died. I guess, of course you wouldn’t remember, you’re just a youngun. She had an older brother. He had a heart attack or something while he was out riding. She followed him around like a puppy and when he died she was shattered. It’s no wonder she didn’t want to talk to you, actually, you look a little like him.”

      Of course.

      Everything suddenly clicked into my head at once.

      “When was this?” I asked, unable to hide my sudden urgency.

      “Oh my, that was…let’s see…twenty-three years ago.”

      The year I was born. Forrest was right from the start. I was the ‘son of a whore’. Percival du Barien was a guardian—and my father.

      Margaret, Roderick, and Percival. We were related to the priestess and guardians past, and now all the gaps were filled in. It felt like a glorious bit of information, and yet—I’m not sure how it would help us at all. They were all dead.

      I excused myself from Lady Minmar and looked back. I thought Forrest and Phoebe were right behind me, but they were already back at the drinks looking discouraged. Really—Forrest was a bad influence at parties. Phoebe should’ve stuck with me.

      “Never mind propriety,” I said. “I do need to talk to Priscilla, right now. I think she’s my aunt.”

      “Oh, I thought you had already assumed that,” Forrest said. “I mean, she looks kind of like you.”

      “I don’t jump to conclusions, but her brother died the year I was born. Did your great-uncle die twenty-three years ago?”

      Forrest nodded.

      “What?” Phoebe said. “Oh my gosh. We definitely should talk to her. Maybe she knew Margaret.”

      We had just gotten to the top of the stairs again when Niko suddenly came storming up, and I knew that look on his face. I used to be afraid of it. Once, Niko was my protector, but if I defied his fortune, I might get a slap to the face and the cold shoulder. It’s a matter of survival, he would say.

      But I wasn’t a kid anymore, and if my father was a guardian and a du Barien, I needed to know, damn the fortunes.
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      Phoebe

      

      “I rolled the dice for Priscilla and it came up sixes! Stay away from six people.”

      “Do you know how ridiculous you sound?” Forrest crossed his arms. “‘Six people’? Your dice also said I shouldn’t trade the Monster Cleaver for Phoebe, but where would we be if I hadn’t done that?”

      “It’s impossible to say where we would be, because you didn’t listen. But I would venture a guess that Abel might have given Phoebe back to us anyway, to protect her and himself from Leonidas. Who knows? I don’t question.” Niko narrowed his eyes. “You can’t see it now, but you’re building us up toward a perilous outcome. I believe in this magic.” He flashed the dice at us and then lifted his chin toward the bodyguards, who were now standing at the top of the stairs watching us. “I don’t think Priscilla Carhill wants to talk to you anyway.” He took my hand. “Come with me. I’ve been setting the stage for Emmaline to help you. That is the reason we’re here.”

      “Priscilla knows something about the priestesses,” I said. I kept looking back. I wasn’t sure about Niko’s dice either, but I wanted to know not just about Gilbert, but why it was that she wore black and had a reputation for strangeness…

      “Perhaps she does,” Niko said. “But sometimes the most obvious course isn’t best. She might not be trustworthy.”

      “Niko…,” Gilbert said. “I know how much the fortunes mean to you, but I think Priscilla’s brother is my father.”

      I don’t think Niko was used to having his actions challenged. His nostrils flared in a slight but dangerous sort of way, and for a minute I saw the monster in him again. His eyes had a cold, almost snakelike fury. “I know what I’m doing. Look at fate like a labyrinth. Most of the paths you might choose will kill you. For whatever reason, I was born with the power to tap into the map. I can thread the path that will keep you alive.”

      I looked at Forrest. Let’s play along for now.

      “I might just stand here and drink,” Forrest said, giving me a knowing look in return.

      “Wise choice.” Niko seemed to calm down enough to be charming again, although I was not exactly charmed when he acted like this. He led me off into the depths of the house, slipping an arm around my waist. Then he stopped me in the hall for a moment and put his hands on my shoulders, regarding me. He pulled a curl down from my hair. “Good,” he said. “You look lovely, pet. Just remember, let me take the lead. Emmaline likes the girls around her to be pretty, but she also likes them to be very deferential to her.”

      I slapped his cheek.

      My hand stung. I’d never slapped a guy before. But every time I tried to talk it out with Niko, he ignored me.

      “What was that for…,” he said, but I think he already knew.

      “For calling me ‘pet’, again. And for treating me like I actually am your pet. This is the first I’ve heard that I need to be ‘deferential’ to Emmaline.”

      “Well, I knew you wouldn’t like it…” There was a slight huskiness in his voice as he leaned close to me that made me entirely expect at least a small kiss. Which I didn’t really want. Or at least, I probably shouldn’t really want. Niko was no less sexy when he was being an ass. “Are you sure you don’t like being my pet, now that you’ve seen how well I treat my pets?”

      “I might like it, if I thought you would actually listen to me at the same time.”

      “I don’t listen to anyone, darling…”

      I’m not sure if I wanted a kiss or I wanted to slap him again. I had a feeling I could probably get both.

      But it didn’t happen anyway. He put his hand back around my waist. “You are right, I could have warned you about Emmaline. I’ll say now, I’m not sure what will happen here, but we need to get close to her. She likes young women—I don’t mean romantically, more like a mentor, except not quite that either. She likes attention even more than you do, let’s say. Think of her as an older, more annoying version of you.”

      “What? I don’t care that much about attention!”

      The wealthy and famous Emmaline was lounging in a back room, looking very wealthy and famous indeed. She already had some other young women around her. They were all younger and prettier than her, so at least you couldn’t call her the jealous type. They held cards, and wine was flowing, but whatever game they were playing had been halted as Emmaline spoke about some time she did something with a guy who bred horses.

      “Here she is,” Niko said, by way of introducing me. It seemed like he’d already been telling Emmaline all about me. “She was just listening to the music.”

      “Oh, certainly.” Emmaline waved us in. “Sit here.” She motioned to the sofa next to her chair. “So I hear you’ve gotten on Leony’s bad side. Haven’t we all!”

      “Leony?”

      Emmaline laughed. “The Emperor.”

      “Oh. Of course.” I laughed too. Leony?

      “I was just telling Miss du Barien that I’ve been trying to find you a safe place to hide from him, Phoebe,” Niko said, “but it’s been hard to get the ships out of harbor.”

      “Oh…yes,” I said.

      “You’re so polished for a smuggler,” Emmaline said to him. “Smugglers are usually more rough around the edges.”

      “Well, I smuggle women,” he said. “I don’t want to frighten them. Diamonds are hard, but still polished.”

      “Very true.”

      “Smuggling women?” one of the girls asked suspiciously.

      Emmaline patted her head. “Yes, keep up, Melody, he helps them escape this place.”

      “But don’t mind us,” Niko said. “You’re in the middle of a game.”

      “Oh, hardly! I was telling the girls how I got into raising race horses. You must be a gambling man, Mr. Lucky Dragon?”

      “I am, in fact, quite a gambling man,” he said. “If the stars are aligned.”

      “Well, maybe we could make our card game more interesting.”

      Niko produced a few coins, Emmaline returned with some coins of her own, and all the cards were gathered up and reshuffled for a game between the two of them. The girls watched. I wasn’t actually sure how the game was played, nor did I care about a handful of coins, so my mind wandered. There was definitely something cutthroat about Emmaline and her sharp brown eyes seemed a match for Niko’s golden ones. I wasn’t sure I liked her, in the way that I just didn’t like people sometimes, but I think it was because of all the young women watching her every move. (Or was it because she really was like an older, more annoying me? Nah. I didn’t see it.)

      I actually saw a lot more of myself in the other girls surrounding her. Before I found out I was the priestess, I was in awe of all the rich people in the capital and the Emperor especially. Maybe I was just feeling jaded now. I was starting to feel sleepy too. Last night had taken a lot out of me. But Niko would kill me if I nodded off.

      A few games in, and they had traded wins with Emmaline coming out on top. The bets were getting higher. “How about this? If I win, you will secure passage abroad for one of my girls. Arminta’s father was exiled and she really has no prospects here.” She pointed out the oldest girl—or woman? She was quite pretty but she might have been almost thirty, dressed like she was still coming of age, and exceedingly shy in appearance, hiding behind her hair and some thick spectacles.

      “If I win,” Niko said, “I would like a private meeting with you and your grandfather. I think we could have some of the same business goals.”

      “That isn’t something I usually give to smugglers,” she said. “But I do think your little companion is very pretty. She could join my attendants and replace Arminta when I send her away, if you can give her up. I’m not sure how close you are.”

      “Phoebe would love to be your attendant,” he said, looking at me like, We’ve got her either way.

      I stirred from my haze. “Uh…yes?” What was happening here? I didn’t want to be one of Emmaline’s attendants! When he said I could be in her entourage, I thought he meant I would just, like, have coffee with her or go to a play or something. Was this even safe? Hopefully Niko was going to win the game.

      The cards flew between them as they drew and traded with cool expressions while one of the girls called out card lingo like it was a dance.

      Emmaline spread out all her cards. “Well?”

      Niko dropped his down. “Even the Lucky Dragon doesn’t always win.”

      “Well, Phoebe, it looks like you’ll be staying here with me,” Emmaline said, turning the full force of her sleek smile on me. “My other girls will tell you what to do.”

      “We’ll talk a moment,” Niko said, stepping out with me. I must have had quite an expression of horror.

      “You’ll be safe here,” he said in a low voice as soon as the door was shut. Emmaline is tough, but she will bring us good fortune and I think it will all go just as planned. The Emperor would never breach her walls, and when she realizes how special you are she’ll take ownership of you and the du Bariens will back us.”

      “I don’t want her to take ownership!” I hissed. “How long do you suppose this will take? Forrest and Gilbert would never let you leave me here tonight!”

      “Don’t you trust me?” he said, looking down at me with those damn near perfect features of his. The golden eyes that always sucked me in like a vortex, framed with a little ridge of dark lashes and slightly hooded lids that said, I can handle anything you throw at me. The smile of perfect white teeth that I always somehow expected to be fangs. No matter where I looked I couldn’t find any imperfections, like somehow every little tiny piece of his body had been formed by a master sculptor and then brought to life, and then he moved as if he knew it.

      And yet, I had finally known him long enough to get a teensy bit used to it.

      “No,” I said. “Not really.”

      “You know I could never hurt you because of the sigil.”

      I shook my head. “Is that the only reason?”

      He pressed his face against mine, taking a deep breath, drinking in my scent. “And we share a cat,” he said. His fingers brushed my temple and traced the line of my cheek to my chin, touching lightly. “I enjoy your body. I don’t love the situation in which I find myself.”

      I swatted his hand away, taking a sharp breath of anger. “Okay, and tell me again why I should trust you?”

      “It’s just business. You don’t love me either. But you would never let anything happen to me. My motives are even stronger. My life is bound to yours now.”

      “You need my power,” I said. “If I’m gone, you’ll lose strength.”

      “We were already pretty strong before we met you; I think we’ll manage.”

      “I don’t want to go with her,” I said.

      “If you like, you can be stubborn. You can choose another path. But I know Emmaline has access to the muscle we need and I know you can charm her. Tell her about your days as a Strawberry Girl, ask to see her puppies, stuff like that. Butter her up for a day or two, and then plead for her help. She’ll eat that up, and I’ll seal the deal. Take a moment and consider, are you refusing this offer for the right reasons? The card game was part of it all along. It’s how she does business.”

      Puppies. Damnit. “I don’t need puppies, I have a cat at home already.”

      What if he was right? I had noticed that the idle rich of Capamere always talked like that, making a game of everything, like nothing mattered. All of us in the troupe would make fun of how stupid and frivolous the rich people were. But they still had all the money. I wanted to say this was beneath my dignity, but I ended up thinking of my dad, calling out his pots and pans sellers’ song from town to town, on the dangerous roads. I’d never known he was doing it to escape after his sister was killed. I certainly wouldn’t be the first person in the family to choose survival over dignity.

      “All right. But I want to see Forrest and Gilbert first.”

      “They won’t let you do this,” Niko said. “Forrest doesn’t trust my luck. You can take his side and stay, but you can’t have it both ways.”

      “Fine. But only for a night or two and then you’ll come get me?”

      “Of course. If I don’t, you can be sure, Forrest will storm the doors.”

      We went back in the room. Emmaline and the other girls were back to the cards. It was a strange contrast, I thought, the lovely young women amusing Emmaline versus the big bodyguards surrounding Priscilla. I guess the du Barien women never had to be alone; they could buy their company.

      “That took a little while,” Emmaline said without looking up. “I hope the outcome of that discussion was good. You just look like you belong here with me.”

      “Oh, I would never break a bargain,” Niko said. “And Phoebe is excited for the honor.”

      I managed to smile in a way that was more “Yep!” than truly honored, but…good enough.

      Emmaline rose and kissed Niko’s cheek. She whispered something in his ear and he nodded solemnly. “Go with him, Arminta. He’ll find you a husband in the free lands.”

      “Fare well, Phoebe,” Niko said lightly, and now I was feeling devastated even though I knew this was part of the plan and he would be back.

      “Don’t cry, sweet, of course you’ll see him again,” Emmaline said, handing me a handkerchief. “We’re going to have great fun. We barely sleep on the weekends, do we girls?”

      “Oh, yes, we have so much fun,” one of the girls said with enthusiasm. “All the games and boys and wine and new clothes you could ever want or need.”

      I’m pretty sure I had all those things already, if I wanted them, but I nodded anyway.

      Everyone settled back down and they gave me another drink. Emmaline showed me how to play the card game but I was feeling very sleepy again.

      “Almi, would you show Phoebe to her room?” Emmaline said, pointing me toward a little dark-haired girl with flushed cheeks. She handed the girl a ring of keys. “The one I showed you earlier?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      I followed Almi out to the hall. I could still hear the party going on and I wondered what Niko had told Forrest and Gilbert. They hadn’t come after me.

      Soon I was lost in the depths of the mansion, trekking up broad, dark staircases lined in carpets. Almi carried a lantern, which cast light on old portraits and ominous furniture, and the keys jangled in her hand.

      “This really sets a mood, huh?” I tried to joke.

      “It’s scary up here at night,” Almi said.

      “Do you live here with Miss du Barien?”

      “Yes. It’s a great honor to be chosen to work for her. Usually when her girls get older she finds them work elsewhere in the company, so we don’t have to worry as long as we live.”

      “So what do you do for her, exactly?”

      “We’re just her companions!” Almi sounded surprised that I had to ask. “It’s the easiest job in the world. All we have to do is make her happy and have fun.”

      “She doesn’t have friends?”

      “I don’t know. No one seems to like the du Barien women. I guess they’re too rich and too ambitious. She worked the whole time she was pregnant and everyone talked about it, my mother says. I rather admire her. She works hard too, you know. She says more women should work in finances.”

      “That’s very nice,” I said, starting to think better of her, just as Almi pointed to a door. “This is your room,” she said. “It’s one of the prettiest rooms in the mansion, actually. I’m jealous; she must think well of you. Go take a look.” She handed me the lantern.

      I had an idle thought that it was strange Emmaline already had a nice room prepared for me, but I was so sleepy I didn’t really question. I lifted the handle and stepped inside, only to hear the door slam shut hard behind me and the keys being jammed clumsily into the lock.

      In the shadows, a figure rose from a chair in the corner.

      Maybe it was time for Niko to get his dice recharged with luck or something, because Abel was waiting for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Abel

      

      I spread my hands. “I have no weapons. I’m just here to talk.” I had come unarmed, as Leonidas told me to do, wearing simple clothing, not even a belt or tall boots to hide knives in.

      Leonidas wanted me to win her over. He wanted me to have her for my own and give me a walled manor to live out my days.

      Every time I saw her, my response to her grew more urgent. My entire soul was screaming for me to stay close to her. Absurd.

      “Emmaline let you in,” Phoebe said weakly. “I thought she didn’t like you.”

      When I took a step toward her, she immediately stepped back. “Stay away.”

      “I’m not going to touch you or kidnap you or do anything to you. I just…had to see you one more time and…”

      “And what?”

      “Phoebe, he wants to kill the others.” That wasn’t what I was supposed to say. It poured out of me. My usual restraint failed. All I wanted to tell her was the truth. “I don’t know how to stop him. He will protect you because of me. Only because of me. So I have to stay loyal to him just to protect you.”

      “You don’t really care about protecting me.”

      “I swear that I do.”

      “I guess you have to,” she said. “At least there’s that. But if he kills them, it will shatter me… Please, Abel…stop him.”

      “I could run away with you now, and your other guardians will want to kill me, as Leonidas wants to kill us all. I am begging you…” I walked up to her and I slowly extended one of my hands. She didn’t take it, but she didn’t shy back either. Something within me wanted to touch her so badly that it was painful. I reached for one of her hands, her fingers slightly curled and rigid with fear. I swallowed her hand up in mine and felt her grip slowly soften.

      “It’s worse now than it was,” I said. “Your magic will always protect you from me. I can never hurt you. I truly don’t want to see your other guardians killed. But…” He paused. “The du Bariens won’t be able to protect you. You have to leave.”

      Her smile was agonized. “I’ve seen all the little ways people suffer. I have to try and do something about it. I don’t think I could stop now if I tried, and I need to know the truth.” She looked at me. “Did you know, there is another set of ornaments out there like the ones the Elders give to the priestess? Only these are different. They stir up dragon blood inside me. And now I know my father’s sister Margaret was a priestess too, and she loved Forrest’s great uncle, and…this priestess thing really feels like more than just being the Elders’ pawn. I think there’s something to it all. You were the one who told me the legend about the goddess of peace, and I can’t get it out of my head. Not that I think I’m a goddess. Just that something is working through me.”

      Margaret. Suddenly a memory lanced through me. An innocent young woman, trying to keep up her spirits in a prison cell. The guards heard her crying at night. She kept asking if her family would be safe.

      You won’t kill her, will you? I asked Leonidas.

      Of course not! She’s an innocent girl.

      Two weeks later she was dead. I never even saw her body; they said the poison turned her face black. But no one was even talking about that. The city gossips were in a tizzy over the sudden death of the then-heir of the du Bariens, Percival. Leonidas was his cheerful self that week. More cheerful than ever, I think. He went to performances at the theater every night and he was carrying on a flirtation with a courtesan; he drank himself into a stupor a few times. When I asked him who poisoned her, and he said he didn’t know, I wanted so badly to believe him. He seemed so far from capable of ordering a woman’s death.

      I still didn’t really know.

      We never talked about Margaret. Whether or not he had killed her, I knew one thing: neither of us wanted to talk about her.

      She was the first. We went six years before there was another when we caught the Elders keeping a delicate, dark haired girl in the temple. She hadn’t found any of her guardians and she was a very lowborn girl from Bastel. Leonidas ordered me to storm the Elders’ temple and collect her. He said she wouldn’t be harmed, and in fact, that it was a mercy to save her from that fate. She didn’t look like a girl who could handle the sexual demands of a priestess, to be sure. She was twenty-three but so shrinking and nervous around men that she seemed more like fifteen. Leonidas even gave her a pleasant room with a female attendant.

      She, too, was found dead. A different poison, that left her unmarked, but I heard whispers that the body was mutilated in some way. Leonidas said that was the talk of gossips who wanted to stir up sentiment against him and sent her attendant into exile. This was also somewhat believable. Like every emperor, Leonidas had a lot of jealous, conniving enemies. He said the Elders had killed her to make him look bad.

      And so it went, and every time I wanted to believe him, even as a part of me slowly accepted that Leonidas had a hard streak that grew harder every time he conquered one of the prizes his father and grandfather had failed to capture.

      All thanks to me and the powers I never spoke of. I could sense and smell things before anyone else, I was the fastest swordsman in the Black Army, and if I was up against a wall, I could freeze a man’s heart and kill him without a scratch.

      I couldn’t remember a time when I had not felt a loyalty to Leonidas. It had been born and bred into me, or so I thought. I had never considered leaving. There was nowhere else to go, no other identity I could claim. I had always felt…fortunate…that he accepted me.

      I had never been able to remember as far back into my childhood as other people, though. What was I like at five years old? I couldn’t recall. It all blurred in my memories until I started training to be a soldier…

      The sigil on my skin flared and the feeling was almost painful. Phoebe saw me brush my fingers across it. “Does it hurt? Abel? My sigils hurt when I’m near you, though not as badly as before…”

      “A little.”

      “Liar,” she said gently. “You’re such a liar.”

      “I am not.”

      “Let me see it,” she said. “Your sigil.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You know what happened last time.”

      She sighed, drawing her hand away, pulling both of them behind her back. “I wonder if you could control it, now that you know.”

      “I won’t risk it.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “Leonidas told me to win your favor.” My mouth twisted, betraying my increasing unease. “I’m not lying now. He tempted me with the idea that I could claim you for my own, and he would have me retire with you to a manor. I refused to help him but I’m not sure I can stop him. I’m…questioning even the standing I have.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you know how old I am?”

      “Older than you look, I know that much.”

      “Yes…that’s what everyone says now.” I crossed my arms. “Leonidas has been implying I need to retire before too many questions are asked. And you’re looking at me like…almost like you pity me. I’m not really a du Lac, am I? I’m like that other guardian of yours. The tall smug one.”

      She nodded. “You’re a shadow guardian. Although…you’re not really like him at all. You’re not actually smug at all. You’re…not happy, are you?” She reached for my sigil, now, without asking.

      I should have stepped back, and pushed her away.

      I craved her touch like I craved a feast at the end of a battle, when I was spent and starved. My hands remained still as she slipped a hand under the edge of my shirt. Instead of fighting her, I fought whatever was inside of me. That thing I had become.

      Her palm pressed against my bare skin, and my sigil calmed, and I found that there was nothing to fight anymore. Last time, I transformed against my will, from the shock of it all. Now, I felt the stirrings of a power I had always known was there, but I retained control.

      “I could try to heal the burn,” Phoebe said.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “But I want to…” She kept her hand there and the warm feeling grew stronger, with pinpricks of pain.

      I remembered.

      Strong arms holding me back. The man who would become my father, standing over me, watching. A stone that blazed like fire, searing my skin, in the hands of an Elder. He sounded disgusted. It will be here when it appears, just above his member. I will burn the skin here and he will never be able to draw power from the priestess.

      Don’t say such vulgar things in front of him, my father said.

      It’s all right, the spell will take his memory of this.

      I remembered how I screamed and thrashed and how my father suddenly said, That’s enough!

      I was clutching Phoebe’s shoulders, I realized, and she lifted a hand and stroked my cheek. “Abel…I keep losing you. What are you thinking? You look like you’ve had a vision.”

      “Memories. Just memories.” I felt as much ashamed as alarmed. How could I be losing control like this? If I had remembered these things in the past, I’m not sure they would have even affected me to this degree. What mattered to me then was my command.

      Maybe it was a bad thing for me that Gaermon had fallen as well. Maybe Leonidas wasn’t the only one who needed new cities to conquer.

      “Everyone’s afraid of you,” Phoebe said. “I was, too. You’re so strong. I’ve seen what you can do. But…that doesn’t mean you can’t ever let go of it all. If you tell me what’s hurting you, I could help.”

      “They never wanted me to take power from me. An Elder burned me. Maybe a former Elder, now that I think of it. I think he was one of Leonidas’ father’s advisors… But all these memories are useless. It doesn’t change anything. Do you think I love you for throwing my life into question?”

      I had to push her away and hurt her for her own good. But for my own as well. I was not allowed to love her, and if I couldn’t help but lust after her, well…surely I had the strength to fight that.

      “Nothing has changed,” I said. “I don’t want to see you again.”

      “You came here! And scared me half to death, too!” She slapped her palms to my chest and shoved me back. “Fine. This was all pointless, then. But nothing has changed for me either. I’m not running away. Maybe, when your best buddy the Emperor finally gets bored and kills me, I’ll see you in the afterlife.” She pounded on the door. “Let me out!”

      “Let us out,” I called. “I’m done here.” I put a coin in the girl’s hand as she swung open the door, looking nervous as a baby rabbit in the presence of a circling bird of prey. “Tell your mistress thank you for obliging.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      Boy, I was not feeling Emmaline right now. How dare she spring Abel on me like that. But I didn’t get a chance to talk to her until morning. The other girls said she’d gone to bed. So much for partying all night, huh? Why did I get the feeling she was avoiding me?

      I was offered a fairly nice bed all to myself in a room with the other girls, and their chatter over the party probably would’ve delighted me in better circumstances. This really did remind me of the Strawberry Girls, and I missed female company.

      But I missed my guys, and Abel had rattled me, and instead I just pulled a pillow over my head and laid there, waiting until morning.

      I’m sure Niko would have preferred me to be subtle, but after a night of freaking out over worst case scenarios, I had decided that if I was going to seal my doom, at least it ought to be fast. I just wanted to know what Emmaline was about. When we came in for breakfast, rather than sitting down, I walked up to her and said, “We need to talk right now.”

      “Excuse me a moment, Mr. Milo…,” she told a well-dressed man pouring coffee. Butler? The table was spread with fine china and flower centerpieces, similar to Niko’s table but much more girly. She had a faint flush in her cheeks as she stood up and pulled me aside into a hallway. “My dear, I’m sorry, I couldn’t very well refuse the Commander of the Guard, whatever I might think of him. He insisted he wait for you. He knew you’d be at that party, somehow.”

      “You must know he’s—“ I wasn’t sure what to call Abel. Dangerous? More like torturous. “You know something about what’s going on. Seeing the commander sitting there in the dark scared me half to death and Niko didn’t know Abel was waiting for me, did he?”

      “No.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “Abel swore you wouldn’t be hurt but said I should tell no one. I might have some clout, but refusing a direct order would be unwise. I know you’re the priestess,” she added. “And…I know priestesses usually die…”

      “Why is everyone so eager to tell me how I’m about to die?”

      “But Niko explained to me that you have a tie to Abel himself. So you have a chance, I think.”

      “How? I need to know how. I need your help. We need some guards to get us to the gate.”

      She smiled. “Niko didn’t tell you to be that blunt, did he?”

      “Absolutely not. But I’m just tired of playing around. Niko said our only chance to escape is to get your help. Well, I don’t know that I have time to become your attendant and your best friend or whatever I’m supposed to do.”

      Emmaline laughed. “All right, Miss Priestess. What’s in it for me?”

      “I’m really just a country girl. I keep hearing the Elders are bad, the Emperor’s bad. What do I know? Just that people used to be able to farm the countryside and even tiny cities used to get entertainment and better stuff to trade, and all the old people in my home town say things were good back then. So…I could shut the gates and you and your family could trade freely, or…bank freely, or whatever.”

      Emmaline plucked a flower from a nearby vase and twirled it between her fingers. “Yes…my grandfather says that he used to hear all about the old days from his grandmother. Circuses, and carnivals, and Gaermoni silk traders…and the priestess and her guardians, occasionally coming into town for a great feast. His grandmother used to tell him we were related to them.” Emmaline looked down, biting her lip.

      “Are you?”

      “Well…”

      “Your cousin Priscilla knows something about it—”

      “Oh, Priscilla is half out of her mind. She probably does know something, but it’s hard to say. She swears Percival was killed because he was a guardian, but if he was, he told no one else in the family. It wasn’t that hard to believe he just overdosed on something; he was a very indulgent boy. We all felt Priscilla just needed to tell herself something, to make up a story so she didn’t have to face the truth…”

      I sensed curiosity building in Emmaline, and I pounced on it. “Did he sleep with a lot of prostitutes?”

      “Oh, goodness, of course he did.”

      “My guardian, Gilbert, his mother was a prostitute. He resembles Priscilla…she noticed it too.”

      “Hmm.” Emmaline stopped and held my face still, and tucked the flower behind my ear. I felt like this was a weird gesture of acceptance. “Priscilla doesn’t like me either.”

      “She was at your party. You can’t insist on talking to her?”

      “Maybe I’m the one who doesn’t like talking to her,” Emmaline said.

      “I can do the talking, if you get the door open.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      So, one point for Niko’s dice after all. This seemed to be the right course of action. As soon as breakfast was over, we were riding to drop in on Priscilla, just me and Emmaline, and I think she liked how direct I was. We were actually kind of similar after all; we both liked to talk and we could both be kind of silly. But she was older and wiser than me, and she thought of things like bringing a notebook to the meeting with Priscilla so I could take notes, and all that detective stuff. You might say that was obvious, but I was a girl who once struggled to write a paper for school on the history of the empire, the longest paper I’d ever tried to write, set it down on a stone wall while chatting with my friends in the morning, and forgot to bring it to school. The whole thing had blown away when I went back to the wall. So people who were slightly organized impressed me. By the end of the carriage ride I had a slight mentor crush on her.

      Priscilla lived in a much smaller house than Emmaline, a four story row house in a fancy district rather than an outright mansion. A servant showed us in reluctantly when he saw it was Emmaline. It was fairly dark and gloomy inside. Sheer curtains hung on all the windows, filtering the light, like she preferred privacy, and furniture was covered in black ruffled dust covers for mourning.

      “This place gives me the chills,” Emmaline said. “She moved in when he died and she hasn’t changed anything since.”

      Priscilla walked into the foyer after an awkwardly long wait, maybe ten minutes. She was wearing a black gown and a delicate lace cap over her perfect blonde curls. Seeing her up close, the resemblance to Gilbert was strong. She had his clear blue eyes and his beautiful skin and delicate mouth. “Cousin,” she said, with obvious displeasure. “I don’t want to talk to that girl.”

      “What happened to Percival?” Emmaline asked, like she was already tired of it.

      “I have been trying to tell all of you for the past twenty years what happened to Percival and you don’t want to hear it.”

      “I want to hear it now.”

      Priscilla’s eyes cut to me. “It’s a hopeless cause if that’s what you’re thinking. We’ll help this girl, or try to anyway, and then she’ll die, and the Emperor will be furious with the family. That’s why Percy never told anyone what was going on.”

      “Please, Miss du Barien,” I said. “I just want to know. I’m not asking for anything else. I think my guardian Gilbert might be Percival’s son. Even if he isn’t legitimate, doesn’t it mean anything to you that your brother’s blood survived? That there is some tiny chance he could actually be a guardian?”

      Priscilla’s lips pinched. “Come in.” Her slender hand twitched in reluctant invitation as she turned her back on us and went into a parlor.

      A huge portrait of a man who had to be Percival hung on the wall. He looked like a smug version of Gilbert. Very pretty man, but even his portrait smile said, I have money and you don’t. Of course, even money hadn’t saved him. When I considered the idea that he might have died because the Emperor killed his priestess, a chill ran down my entire body. Emmaline looked up and chose a seat that didn’t face him.

      “I know Percival would want me to tell you,” Priscilla said. “But I have never wanted anything to do with any of this. He collected all the information he could find on the priestess and guardians. And when he died, I burned it all so it wouldn’t fall into the hands of the emperor. So you will have to take my word for it. Once, I had proof, but Leonidas wanted those papers, so I had no choice.”

      Well, that was a bummer. But I was getting excited despite myself. “Okay…”

      A tiny, arthritic white dog trotted into the room and looked at us dolefully. “C’mere, baby,” Emmaline cooed. “Oh, look at this poor thing’s sad little face.”

      Priscilla gave her a Look of Death. I could see why these two didn’t get along. “Have you heard of the Arsons of the Archives?” she asked.

      I scrambled to think back about my days of book learning. Like most kids in Istim, especially kids with only one parent and no siblings, I only went to school if my mom didn’t need help around the house and garden. And even when I wasn’t losing my papers in the wind, I still didn’t pay much attention.

      “Yes,” Emmaline said. “The Elders used to have libraries and someone targeted them and burned them hundreds of years ago, a great loss to our knowledge of the ancient past.”

      Priscilla nodded. “Paper also used to be made out of a grass that degraded over time, so old libraries were too fragile to read within a couple hundred years. Percy said this was an important point, because it allowed the Elders to get control of the priestess. He didn’t think they actually set the original fires, but in the aftermath they grew opportunistic, and they used the loss of the libraries to gain more control. The Elders were the scholars of the realm so everyone turned to their memories. They decided what was remembered and written down in the aftermath.” She paused. “There was a map…before I burned everything.”

      “Couldn’t you have hidden them somewhere instead of burning them?” It was starting to sink in what a heavy loss these papers must have been. There was no way Priscilla could just tell me everything they had said.

      “It’s too late for that, isn’t it?” Priscilla said. “I don’t have to tell you anything, if you’re going to criticize decisions I made as a terrified young woman.”

      “Please, continue,” Emmaline said, like she was getting annoyed with Priscilla.

      “Percy told me that the gate doesn’t lead to a world of monsters,” Priscilla said, “but to the world of dragons, the shadowy realm beneath our land. And we used to live in peace with them, and trade with them, for millennia. The priestess was the one who kept both worlds at peace. No one could go to the dragon’s realm without her permission, and vice versa, and she mediated all disputes. She had ancestors from both worlds, and she had two dragon lovers and two human lovers. She would produce one child by each of them and one of them would be the next priestess, with the blood of humans and dragons. It was said that all the guardians were of the same blood line as the first four.”

      “It is like the legends!” I said. “But then…so, what happened?”

      “The Elders got resentful of the dragons’ power.”

      “Typical,” Emmaline said.

      “The priestess used to wear four golden ornaments during the ceremony of the Grand Quintet where she was at her most powerful. The Elders created forgeries of the four golden ornaments and tricked the priestess into wearing them instead. When she performed the Grand Quintet, she came under their power, and the gate closed forever. Any dragon who tried to come through into our world was corrupted and sickened, and turned into a monster. The Elders forced the priestess to tell everyone that the dragons had turned into monsters and the gate had to be sealed, and over the course of time, everyone came to believe it, even the priestess herself.”

      “Oh gods…”

      “I don’t know if it’s entirely true,” Priscilla said. “But Percival felt he had found enough evidence. He believed it, and from what I read of the papers—although many of them were in archaic language—it seemed possible.”

      “It does seem…possible.” My heart was beating faster. The ornament could be one of the original ones.

      “So what would need to happen now?” Emmaline asked.

      “Percy thought he needed to find the four true ornaments…but what are the chances they still exist?”

      “I think he gave one to his priestess, Margaret,” I said. “I have it. But the books we have—although they’re written by Elders—say I only need one guardian to seal the gate. Do you think one ornament would be enough to fix the gate so the dragons don’t become monsters anymore?”

      “Then what happens?” Emmaline asked. “Dragons flood out? Will they be angry at us after all this time?”

      “And how did my guardians get here?”

      “Their sigils and their bond to you may have protected them,” Priscilla said. “As for what will happen if the gate was repaired, I certainly don’t know. No one has had contact with the dragons in at least eight centuries. But it was my brother’s wish to repair the gates to the world of the dragons. An impossible wish, I think, but now you know. It’s up to you if you want to take on such a burden.”

      “Priscilla, this is amazing!” I was not in the mood to be pessimistic right now. “This fits with every little piece I’ve learned so far. I think this is exactly what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Do you have any idea where Percival got the one ornament?” Emmaline asked.

      “He got it from a mountain bandit trader.” Priscilla shrugged. “Down in some shady market.”

      “Mountain bandits…” Sir Forrest told me, shortly after we met, that he had left the army after a raid on the mountain bandits, where Abel and the army had killed them down to the last man, woman, and child on Leonidas’ orders.

      Maybe they knew something…

      “Emmaline,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to burst if I don’t go home right now.” I had to tell the guys what I’d learned.

      Emmaline put down the poor little dog. “Of course you can go. I can hardly imagine what will come of it all, but the emperor hasn’t exactly been good for business, has he? Cousin, thank you for your time. At least I understand—a little more—why you’re such a pill.”

      I think Priscilla was very glad to see us go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Niko

      

      I stood on the rooftop and looked out at the dark city night, broken by lanterns that barely cast a small glow on the sidewalks. This was my city, and I knew the streets even in the darkness. I had always enjoyed the night, because it was when others became lost. It was the time when those of us who were born to dwell in shadow had the advantage.

      Tonight, it had taken on a new aspect for me. I had sent Phoebe off with Emmaline du Barien; I had done precisely what my fortunes advised. I certainly shouldn’t have worried over her. No one had ever meant much to me and I liked it that way.

      But I felt her loss. I kept looking for her over my shoulder. It was a disconcerting feeling, like losing a hand and trying to flex fingers that no longer existed. I felt a bond to this girl, and every bone in my body wanted to fight the dangerous sensation of affection and need, as if only this girl would ever please me now.

      Forrest was furious at me, and a tiny coil of dread and doubt wormed its way through me. If something happens to her, I’m responsible.

      The emperor probably had spies posted in the night. They were watching me right now, as I watched the city. I would bet money on that. They probably knew Phoebe was still at the du Barien mansion, and I couldn’t anticipate what Leonidas and Abel would do with that information. I had to trust my fortune and that had never been so difficult to do.

      I realized that being alone wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      I went to Gilbert’s room with a half-empty bottle and found him still awake, just playing a game of solitaire with his head in his hand. He had changed so much since I last knew him; he had always seemed to me like a lost little boy with a spark of great talent, but now he was well on his way to confidence. He’d done better without me. I suppose it was no surprise, I had kept the boy under my wing with no interest in seeing him spread his own. That would only get in my way.

      I still felt a weird kind of pride that he’d done his own thing.

      “Mind if I join you?” I asked.

      “Sure…” Gilbert looked at me, his expression softening just a hair, betraying his own desire for my attention, before he masked it with indifference.

      I dragged out a chair and sat down, taking a swig of the bottle and handing it to him.

      He looked at me. “No, thank you, Niko. I want to keep a clear head.”

      “Fine, if you want to be like that. You can trust me.”

      “Ha,” Gilbert said. “I certainly can’t. You had no business leaving Phoebe there.”

      “It was the right thing to do, though. She’ll get along well with Emmaline, I know it. She’ll come back safe and sound.”

      “But we’re a team,” Gilbert said. “A family, even. At least, we should be. But I think the only thing you trust is your dice.” He added, “It was like this when we were a duo, too. You never listened to me.”

      “I kept us alive, didn’t I? Well fed, too. Do you think that was easy for kids who didn’t have my talents?”

      Gilbert sighed. “I suppose it wasn’t. But I had my own talent and you were happy to use it.”

      “What do you want from me, Gil?”

      “It’s hard to have a family when one person thinks they have all the answers. Even if they do. I was so young and lost when you found me; it was a relief that you had a plan back then. Only, over the years I realized that there would never be any space in our team for me. I was just a tool for your ambitions, me and my pretty face and my ability to charm people.”

      There was a wistful yearning in Gilbert’s voice that I was familiar with. I used to think he was needy. Poor kid, always wanting to be loved by someone, and that someone was never going to be me.

      But tonight I almost understood. Something had crept into my mind like a sickness.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I was a tool for your survival and you were a tool for mine. And we both made out well.”

      Gilbert banged the table with his hand, startling me. “I guess it’s all part of the plan but I hate that Phoebe has to live with you. She’s a sweet girl and she’s very attracted to you, and when you’re around no one can help but bow to your will. You wouldn’t accept anything less, would you? You don’t accept weakness in yourself and you think it’s weak to care for someone.”

      “It is,” I said. “Tell me it’s not. What were you in here moping about? I’ll bet you’re losing sleep worrying about Rin and now Phoebe.”

      “I just wish—“ Gilbert frowned. “To think a part of me was happy to see you again.”

      “Unrequited love, Gilbert? Is that the problem?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You care for me more than I care for you. You knew I would never be your lover but you wished we could have been like brothers, at the least.”

      Gilbert’s eyes shot to me with fury behind them and I thought I’d probably gone too far. “Gil, I’m just messing with you.”

      “No you’re not. You want to hurt me. And you’ll hurt Phoebe too. But my bond with Phoebe is much stronger than anything I feel for you.”

      “Hmm.” I wasn’t enjoying this conversation anymore, but I didn’t leave yet, because that felt like letting him win.

      Gilbert stood up. “Why did you come to my room?”

      I shrugged. “Can’t sleep.”

      “Tell me why.” His voice took on a magical quality. He was trying to use bardic magic to compel me?

      I laughed. I should have left the room but I didn’t. I felt his magic pricking at me somewhere deep inside and I almost wondered, what would I say if I could only tell the truth? Was there anything behind the hard shell of my existence? I doubted it. There was no profound answer for him to pry out of me.

      Niko…stay safe. Please stay safe.

      For a moment, I saw a woman in my mind’s eye and I felt her arms around me as she embraced me as tight as she could. I saw pain and dread in her face as she pulled away, as deep as sorrow could reach. She was sure she would never see me again.

      I remembered clutching Astria against me and willing myself not to show any fear, not to make it any harder for her.

      My mother.

      Now I shot up out of the chair. I had never had any memory like that before, and Gilbert was looking at me with his blue eyes and his magic penetrating through me.

      Gilbert blinked, breaking the spell, and settled his chin into his hand. He knew he’d done something. I hadn’t been able to hide it, in that moment. He looked patient as I steeled myself.

      “Okay,” Gilbert said. “That’s enough for now.”

      His cool tone, almost threatening, was not what I expected from him. I hated feeling outclassed, outplayed. He should fucking know better.

      “Don’t ever use your magic on me again,” I said.

      But I shouldn’t have said that either. It only showed I was weak.

      “I’m sorry,” Gilbert said.

      “I don’t think you are.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      And then, before dinner the next day, Phoebe came back, and my actions were redeemed.

      She was glowing, overflowing with information. “I think I have it!” she cried. “I know everything! It was Priscilla after all—and Percy was Margaret’s guardian—but I needed Emmaline to get me there—Niko was right—except Abel was there so that was strange—oh gosh. I need to start from the beginning.”

      As soon as she burst through the doors she was in Forrest’s arms and then Gilbert’s. She kissed them both, with more abandon than when we rescued her from the palace—maybe now that Rin was gone, it had grown less complicated for her to share affection with those two. For me, there was just a look that spoke of attraction and caution, and for the first time I found myself wishing there was more. A throb of possessive anger raced through me. Didn’t I deserve her embrace and her sweet mouth when I had led her to the truth?

      I would not demand her attention now.

      But you’re mine tonight, priestess. All mine.

      I had hesitated to make her all mine. If she belonged to me, she was a thing I could lose.

      I could no longer resist my desire.

      For a split second she caught my eyes as if she sensed my feeling.

      Forrest kept an arm around her waist. “This better be good,” he said. “That was too close.”

      “It is,” Phoebe said. “It’s all worth it.”

      “Let’s sit down and you can tell us everything,” Gilbert said.

      I’m not sure any of us expected the story she told us.

      “Dragons,” Gilbert said. “A whole world of dragons underground?”

      “Yes,” she said. “So Niko and Abel must have come from there!”

      Was the memory of my mother from the underground world, then? Had she sent me through the gate to find the priestess?

      “What saved me from becoming entirely a monster when I passed into this world?” I asked. “My sigil?”

      “Maybe so,” Phoebe said. “Abel, too. But maybe that’s why you don’t remember anything that came before.”

      “It’s as good a lead as any we have,” Forrest said, “I never did quite understand why the Emperor was so bent on pursuing the mountain bandits, once I saw that they weren’t actually terrorizing the citizens of Pero. The ornaments could still be there. I don’t ever remembering hearing about any treasure during the raid. It’s as good a lead as any. I know the area well.”

      “It’s south of here, too,” Gilbert said. “So the Emperor might think, at least for a while, that we decided to go to Gaermon and stay out of his way after all….”

      “Niko, I thought…you wanted to wait for Abel,” Phoebe said.

      She was trying to get me on her side, I thought. She still wanted Abel with us. She would hardly be able to help it.

      And we still needed Abel, I thought, but I decided to pick my battles. We could check out the mountains first.

      “Actually, I think we should move without Abel on this one,” I said. “This isn’t a trip to the gate. That’s when we would need him.”

      Forrest looked a little relieved. “What about Rin?” he asked, with a glance at Gilbert.

      “Hopefully he knows how to keep out of trouble,” Gilbert said. It was a testament to how much stronger Gilbert had grown that he seemed to accept Rin’s depature. Gilbert couldn’t handle goodbyes very well. “He already chose to leave us, and…I’m sure he will want to stay near his sister.”

      “I like this plan a lot more than the other ones,” Forrest said. “I’m itching to get back on the road.”

      “And if we found the other ornaments we might all feel stronger like Forrest did,” Gilbert said. “Besides that, one assumes we would no longer need the Elders to confirm us at the temple, so we could skip that step entirely.”

      “My plan wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked, looking at Phoebe.

      She flushed, but she looked back at me. “It wasn’t, but we do need to talk about how it was approached.”

      “How about tonight?”

      “Fine, Niko. We’ll talk.” She looked at me as if to say she hadn’t forgotten our last encounter when she slapped me.

      She was getting bolder by the day, this girl, and I would have thought myself annoyed by it. I didn’t like surrendering any control, and Phoebe would have control over me even if she was meek as a mouse, simply by being the priestess. She held my life in her hands, and my pull to her increased by the day. But she wasn’t meek. I knew, now, that the blood of dragons was in both of our veins. And I think she was starting to slowly realize just who held the strings around here. Peasant girls weren’t taught to take charge of men, and she wasn’t without reluctance, but she didn’t hate it, did she?

      I didn’t hate it either. Not as much as I should’ve.

      But she would still have to fight me for it. I would not be easily possessed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      I wondered what I had gotten myself into. A night alone with Niko? He had never asked to have me to himself before. After dinner he told me he would be in the bedroom shortly, and I went ahead. I was fairly tired. Two nights ago was the quartet and I hadn’t gotten a good rest since.

      I walked into the bedroom and Polaris had a hot bath drawn for me, with scented salts to soothe me.

      “Master Niko thought you might like a bath,” she said.

      “Master Niko never asked me what I would like.”

      “So you don’t want the bath?” She looked at it like she was wondering what it felt like herself.

      “Um…no. I want it. He just drives me nuts.”

      “I understand.”

      “Does he drive you nuts too?”

      Polaris blinked. “I think maybe he does. He doesn’t use me for the function I was designed for very often. He’s always asking me to do everything, and it makes things difficult. I was not designed to clean or drive carriages. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Although I think he uses me for the function I was designed for. I need to learn how to use him instead.”

      “What function is he designed for?” Polaris asked.

      I snorted. “I’m still figuring it out.”

      I couldn’t resist the bath even if it felt like some kind of trick. The water was the perfect temperature and I sank into it from the neck down, after setting aside my clothes and the golden ornament, which I had not taken off ever since the Quartet. I wanted to keep it close. I stared at it and thought over and over about my conversation with Emmaline and Priscilla. If it was all true, eventually I was destined to have four children with my guardians as well. I had hardly processed that part of the legend at the time, but I had always wanted children. I knew Forrest did too. I could hardly imagine it. We could never be happy together, could we? Was there any way?

      All of it felt like a dream that would slip through my fingers, but if it was just a dream, it still didn’t hurt to imagine. All of us happy together, the true bond I would share with all four of them, and four beautiful children. I saw a black-haired, intense little baby boy in Forrest’s arms—he would dote on him and teach him the sword. Surely a beautiful girl with a lovely voice for Gilbert and me. We could dress her up but she’d be tougher than she looked, and maybe she would be next in line to be the priestess. With Niko, I liked to imagine the baby would be a sweet and honest little girl just to contradict him, because that was fun. And with Abel…well, he would be short, poor guy, because Abel was the only one in scale with me, but he would have the greatest powers.

      I held the image of them all in my mind, but then I dashed my hand through the water. I thought it would make me feel better to imagine all that, but it only tore at my heart.

      Wretch sat on the rug and stared at me in her awkward cat way, but she was useful because I knew when Niko was coming. She suddenly bolted up and dashed to the door, flying onto his shoulder as soon as he came in.

      He picked her up, scratched her between the wings, and then put her outside the door and shut her out. I could hear her little yowl of protest outside.

      I curled my legs up and wrapped my arms around them, glaring at him.

      “Are we being modest now?” he asked.

      “You can’t just barge in on my bath.” I huffed. “This is what we need to talk about. I know this is your house, and your dice tell the future and you’re very rich and clever and you get things done, but that still doesn’t mean you get to call all the shots and act like you own me.”

      “How do you suppose you’ll get around it?” He sat down, crossing his legs, lounging in the chair in a way that was so confident and graceful that it remained as distracting as the first day I met him. “If I am all those things you say I am…how do you keep me from controlling the situation?”

      It was a good question. One I didn’t really know how to answer.

      Instead I decided to just fling the bathwater at him, sweeping my hands up in a big scooping motion toward his face.

      He tried to get to his feet but clearly he didn’t expect this. When he got back he raked his hand over his forehead, almost gasping a little as some of the water had hit his face, and stared at me with his mouth open. His clothes were soaking wet, hanging off him.

      “That is your response?” he snapped. “You’re behaving like a child.”

      “It’s just a little water and we only have about a hundred dry towels. Who cares? That is my response, yeah, because you know I need your talents, but it wouldn’t hurt to give me some respect. I’m still figuring out what my talents are, but maybe I have something to offer you too.”

      He nudged his feet out of his shoes. “You’ve done it now, haven’t you?” He climbed into the tub with me, causing water to overflow all over the floor. I tried to wriggle away and get out, but that was a bad idea because he hooked an arm around my waist and pulled me down under him. He somehow twisted my hips around sideways and pinned them between his knees, my head barely above the surface. The bath water was still churning. We barely fit in the tub; his legs were hugging me tight, hemmed in by the walls; I wouldn’t have fit under him if he hadn’t moved me sideways. He put his hands on the edge of the tub and leaned over my face, looking down at me by the lamplight.

      “Look at this mess you’ve made…,” he said, his voice ragged.

      “Me?”

      “You certainly started it.”

      I felt a little fluttering panic at being trapped here with my face barely above the water and his strong body pinning me down. My heart was beating fast. He leaned down. Once again, he looked as if he would kiss me.

      “Niko…”

      His eyelids tipped shut as he kissed my forehead. His sigil was still covered, but I wished I could feel it burn against my own. His finger traced along my lower lip. He said my mouth belonged to him, but if that was true, then the location of our sigils implied face to face contact more than anything. We were meant to kiss. Niko didn’t kiss me often, but the tender skin of my lips soaked up the delicate touch of his finger. He reached in, now tracing the inside of my lip and then pulling my jaw open. I sucked on the tip of his finger, tasting the floral scented bath salts, and then I clamped my teeth down on him gently like I had done to his cock before.

      It was a silent message to him. I have sharp edges too.

      He drew a quick breath and wet his lips. Our eyes met like they never had before. He searched me like he was looking for something, or maybe like he was finding it even now. I had never seen this suggestion of tenderness and vulnerability in Niko before. Several strands of his hair had fallen down across his brow.

      Then he suddenly pulled me up out of the bath and into his arms. We were dripping water everywhere. He didn’t look at me, only ahead, and he carried me out and put me down on the bed arms first so I crashed into the pillows. Then he grabbed one of the bed curtains and wrapped it below my hips, tying it around the rest of the curtain in a slip knot, binding me up in it like a swing so my legs dangled against the side of the mattress.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of it; I heard him taking off his wet clothes just behind me and he threw them onto the bed right next to me. He was breathing hard. He was just going to fuck me, I thought, without seeing my face. At least, so he thought. What a jerk, after all. I wasn’t going to let him treat me like this.

      I started crawling forward, trying to slip out of the fabric, and he grabbed my waist and then my upper arms and pressed me down, leaning close.

      “Just let me do this and then I’ll be done with you,” he said.

      “What the hell, Niko?” I kicked at him. “I thought you wanted to talk.”

      “We are, in a way…”

      “I want you to make love to me,” I said. “Not whatever this is.”

      He slid his fingers along my wetness. “You love it when I dominate you…”

      “But at some point there has to be more. And there is more. You’re afraid to get too close to me…but I see it in your eyes.” I struggled against his grip until he finally relented a little, and I turned over, tumbling out of the curtain swing in a not-especially-graceful way.

      “You think you’ll be weak if you love me,” I said. “But be honest…isn’t it too late for that already? It isn’t just my magic that can make you strong… I want to experience how it feels to know you.”

      He gazed down and I saw more tiny cracks in the armor.

      “You’ve proven that I can trust your advice,” I said. “But I want to trust every inch of you. I want you to know you can trust me, too. I am your priestess. Your priestess. Forever.”

      “Phoebe…”

      I reached for the silver headband that hid his sigil.

      He jerked back. “No. You know what happens.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said. “Either you turn into a dragon like Abel did the first time, or you control yourself, like Abel did the second time. A fortune teller told you to wear this…”

      “Yes…” He paused. “She used to be a temple maiden.”

      “A temple maiden for the Elders, right?” I said. “Maybe she didn’t really have your best interests at heart.”

      “I should consult my fortunes.”

      “No, no,” I said. “You don’t need dice. Trust me.”

      He let me lift off the silver headband, although I knew he was afraid, that this was the one thing that really did frighten Niko. He didn’t want to be a monster, or maybe more than anything he didn’t want to lose control. It was a disconcerting sensation, when your body suddenly wanted to tip into a new form.

      He looked intense, concentrating as I tossed the headband aside. I lifted my head to his and pressed our sigils together, stirring all the sensations that helped bond us together and keep my desire for all of my men high. It was wonderful to feel that with him. The sensation was a little different with each one, as if it was a direct line to the innermost self. I tipped my mouth up to kiss him but no sooner had I met his lips than I felt him starting to twist and change. His body was so close to mine that I felt scales break out on his skin, brushing my stomach. His head whipped around as his neck grew longer and his face seemed to vanish in the blink of an eye, growing into the long graceful form of a dragon with shining purple-black scales.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Niko

      

      I hissed and squawked in my attempt to speak. My body was not my own. I had Phoebe pressed under me and I lifted my weight off her so I wouldn’t crush her, because I felt more solid and armored than before. Everything seemed off and uncoordinated; my arms were too short and my body was too long and nothing moved like I expected it to.

      I felt like I’d spent my life learning to be a superior human and now I was something else, something I didn’t know how to be.

      Astria jumped up onto the bed with her wings lifted. She pressed her face to mine.

      Remember, her eyes said.

      I saw my mother again, and now she was a dragon too, with golden eyes and glossy scales. I wondered at the feel of them beneath the palm of my human form. I remembered her rougher dragon tongue licking my arm and making me laugh as we nestled in a cavern of crystals. Back then, human and dragon—it seemed all the same to me. Both of them were my skin.

      It was certainly my memory, but the boy and his mother seemed like someone else. I was so used to being alone, it seemed beyond my comprehension that I had a mother. When I woke up with Astria in this world, I remembered a brief period of feeling lost and scared, but almost as soon as I made my way to the city, I was thinking of what to do next, not just to survive, but to make the place my own. Was she the one who taught me that?

      Her voice, low and musical, rang in my mind. Kista Comtressa… Sasanu sor Comtressa ko aksu…

      Find the priestess. Beg her to help us.

      The prayer of my people.

      “Sasanu sor…”

      “Niko?” Phoebe didn’t seem afraid of me until then. “What are you saying? That’s the thing the monsters say.”

      I willed myself to change back. It took a moment, as I remembered some forgotten muscle. Pain shot through my body and my skin tingled as I jolted back into my human skin, but it would be easier next time.

      I collapsed onto her, coming out of it more spent than I expected.

      “Sasanu sor, Comtressa. Help us, priestess,” I said. “It’s the plea of all dragons. I remember it. I remember…a hall of dragons saying it, again and again. And my mother saying it to me. The dragons are trapped underground until we free them. I remember…”

      “Yes, yes,” she said. “You remember this for sure? Not just because of what Priscilla said?”

      I nodded. “They know the priestess is the one with the power to open and close the gate. All the monsters are pleading with you to save them. Maybe it’s all they can remember anymore.”

      “You have a mother, Niko?” Phoebe looked at me with a small smile.

      Suddenly I felt angry. These memories didn’t match my personal narrative of my own life at all. “I don’t know. She might be dead. It’s irrelevant now, until we open the gate.”

      She was still smiling a little. She pulled me toward her to kiss her again. Before she shut her eyes, her look seemed to suggest it was too late. My facade was broken. Maybe she knew who I really was more than I did, at this point.

      I kissed her anyway. I couldn’t resist the pull of this girl, of the feelings and memories she sparked. Between kisses she knocked her forehead against mine like Astria would, sparking our sigils together, flooding my whole body with warmth. Whenever our sigils touched, my skin tingled, wanting to change for her, to become my superior form with an armor of scales and claws and teeth. For a silent moment I was lost in this feeling of wanting to become something better, just for her, and wanting to expose my soul, just for her.

      I could love you…

      I think I could truly love you…

      Old habits die hard. I had enough sense to know this was not wise. This was about her on the surface, but beneath that it was so much more. It was my people counting on me to save them, the buried memories. I understood now why I was who I was. Even though I had lost my memories, I knew I needed power for when the time came. I knew I had a mission. All the money and power I had accumulated was for my people.

      I pushed Phoebe onto her stomach and nipped her ear. “Enough of this now.”

      “Niko…”

      “More than anything, it’s your power than I need, my priestess. I want to find my ornament, so you can give me greater power still. And then, I will get Abel on our side if I have to drug him, so we can perform the Grand Quintet.”

      “Niko!” She looked back at me. “We’re not going to drug him. I hate to say it, but Forrest was right all along. Abel is too far gone…”

      “I can tell you still don’t really believe that,” I said. “These things take time…”

      “We go to the mountains without him first,” she said.

      This conversation about the future was, however, entirely beside the point. This moment was not about thinking of the past. This moment was Phoebe and me, and this bond between us, slowly breaking me down. If I didn’t resist her, what would I become? Someone like Gilbert, who handed out pieces of himself so easily?

      My eyes traced the curve of her ear, pink and delicate as a seashell, and the fine little hairs at the back of her neck, and then the slender line of the neck itself. I wanted to admire her and then I wanted to savor her.

      I couldn’t resist.

      I slowly dragged my tongue along her shoulder, up the side of her neck, then traced the lines of her ear. I can’t say I had ever been compelled to do such a thing before. Usually I got right to business, with her and every other woman I had ever been with. My urges were more of a nuisance than anything; they had to go somewhere and I hardly cared where. It was strange to find that I cared. She let out a soft little sigh. I brushed a few stray hairs away and kissed her ear.

      I don’t know that I could ever say gentle words to Phoebe. I hoped I wouldn’t. That was when I would know this magic really had me in its clutches.

      I slipped a hand under the curve of her stomach and slid up to her breast, feeling the soft weight of it in my hand. And then my other hand traveled down and found her so wet with hunger for me. She always was. I dragged my fingers through her cream until she was slippery as a sea creature, gliding along silken tender flesh. Even though I had already claimed her body many times before, and I had seen Forrest and Gilbert touch her, today I had the sense that she had never been touched before. I had never brought her pleasure without taking some for my own before. She made little sounds of surprise. My fingers explored every curve and fold and depth of her and I don’t know how, but she felt like something new.

      “Niko…you’ve never touched me like this.” She looked at me, hopefully.

      I felt confronted. Like I had been caught in something.

      “I’ve realized there’s pleasure in teasing you, pet.” I pinched her clit.

      “Ahhh…”

      I picked up her legs and pulled her back into the loop I’d made of the curtain. I forced myself to take my hands off of her for a moment and leave her there. Would she fight? No. I had her too close to the brink. Good girl.

      I put my hands around her upper thighs and slid my cock right in. She was quite ready for it. The way her inner walls gripped me like a sleeve was exquisite. Her fingers gripped the bedspread. With her hips dangling, caught in the fabric, I could swing her a little, pumping in and out of her fast without much effort, each motion wringing more and more sensation out of me.

      I shut my eyes. It didn’t mean anything. It was just a moment, her power drawing into me. I tried to look at the ceiling of the canopy above her, but my eyes drew back down to her as she moaned.

      “Niko, kiss me.” She said it more like an order than a suggestion. “Kiss me while you…”

      She trailed off as I folded my body over hers, shielding her from the air, making her mine from head to toe. I slid my hands over her arms until my fingers found hers. She felt increasingly like a piece of my own body as our sigils brushed. I felt the beast inside me stir, and I went still as I calmed it down. I kissed her again, and her tongue entered my own mouth. As I thrust into her, she thrust into me, and she bit my lip. The girl certainly wasn’t afraid to use her teeth on me.

      “Phoebe,” I growled.

      “Niko…” She smiled with pure satisfaction, that smile again, the one that said she knew what I was thinking even if I never said a word, just before her eyes fluttered shut and she succumbed to me with cries of satisfying abandon. She was mine in that moment, all mine. But I had felt that feeling before. There were always plenty of women eager to submit to my will.

      What made this so very different was that I knew I was also hers. She knew I was hers.

      If the strength of the Lucky Dragon was that I had many friends but no allegiances, no weaknesses…then it seemed quite possible I was doomed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rin

      

      It had always been difficult for me to look casual, since one thing a prince of Gaermon should never be was ‘casual’, but I was getting better at it. My clothes were getting grubby, like it or not, and the more days I spent alone, degrading into this low class state, the more it started to feel real that I might never be a prince again. If my father was looking down on me, he must be crushed with disappointment.

      But I had made it this far.

      I was, in fact, a little bit proud of myself. Days of patient inquiry had led me to the information that the pathways around the imperial garden were open every day, and that the Princess Himika was sometimes spotted there, sitting on the grass. If I could at least see her…if I could offer her my humblest apology and assurance that I would do anything to save her and restore the House of Kai.

      As I approached, I met with an imposing fence. I smelled the rather ripe aroma of animal dung in the sun, along with grass and flowers, but I couldn’t see anything through the tall boards. The path wound around the garden, yes, but the imperial family remained private behind it.

      Well, mostly. As I came right up to the fence, a child pressed his nose to several slats. “This one, Mama. I can see the jaff.”

      “The giraffe? Yes?” She looked too. “Yes, it’s certainly impressive.”

      “…wanna touch the jaff.”

      “We can’t, my sweet, he belongs to the emperor. Get one last look. We need to go meet Auntie Susan.”

      The boy had to be pried away from the giraffe, sniffling, but as he did I realized that there was one spot where the boards of the fence had enough of a gap to see the gardens, without foliage blocking the view. As soon as he was gone, I took his place.

      And there was Himika. Just sitting right there, not ten feet away. I hadn’t seen her in months, and I was relieved beyond words to see that she looked no different, although I couldn’t see the foot Phoebe said was injured. Her long, elegant dress pooled around her. Her hair had grown even longer, and some of it was gathered in braids woven with gold threads. She was sitting on a blanket, reading a book and occasionally eating a piece of fruit from a bowl beside her. The giraffe was behind a fence, wandering around in the far distance. She must have loved seeing that; Gaermon had no menagerie.

      I wondered how to get her attention. I couldn’t see any guards from here, but they must surely be around, and would hear me if I called her name. She would never see me through this tiny slit in the fence. I didn’t even know if she could walk, if her foot was broken.

      At least I could see that she was all right, but this was torture.

      I forced myself to pull away and looked around until I found a twig. Maybe I could get her attention by sticking it through the fence.

      When I came back to the spot, the Emperor himself was walking up to her.

      Emperor Leonidas, the man who conquered my kingdom, sitting beside my sister. “You’re not too hot, are you?” he asked.

      “Oh no. I love hot weather. I’m like a cat in the sun.”

      Hearing her voice, I realized how I missed home, and how she was all the home I had left unless I could get Gaermon back, but it was a shock to hear how lightly she spoke to him.

      “You look like you don’t get enough of it,” he said.

      “Princesses aren’t supposed to be tan. But I don’t feel like much of a princess right now.” She said it like she didn’t entirely mind.

      The Emperor was tanned himself, and he chuckled.

      “Your guards wouldn’t let me fall asleep and get a sunburn, would they?” she asked. “The pain medicine is making me sleepy…”

      It was just as Phoebe warned me. He was trying to win her over. Sitting too close. This pain medicine was surely dulling her mind.

      “It’s healing quite quickly, isn’t it?” he said.

      “Not quickly enough…” She looked down, pulling up the hem of her dress and now I saw her foot, splinted and bandaged too much to assess the damage. “I’m afraid I’ll be crippled now…”

      He looked at her for a moment.

      “…speak to you seriously about something…” His voice lowered as he shifted onto the blanket into a more relaxed position. He took something tiny out of his pocket. I could see that it glinted in the sun.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “A shard of crystal.” He put it in her palm. I was breaking into a sweat, just seeing his fingers brush her hand. “My surgeon extracted it from your foot when he was trying to set the bones.”

      “Where did it come from?”

      “I think it was already inside you. I think this is evidence of the poison or curse that has made you so fragile. There was an ancient weapon in the old histories called the Bone-Maker. A crystal—if you can call it that. A parasite really, that, if swallowed, would eat your bones and replace them with itself. Bones are quite marvelous constructs. They are strong and flexible. The crystals might seem harder than a bone, but in fact they are much more fragile. The strange thing is, I can’t believe your family would never have told you, never have tried to cure you…they had to have known, Princess.”

      What is he saying? I could hardly hold back words of protest. He was trying to warp her mind. Don’t believe him, Himika!

      “I’ve never heard of this crystal…” She turned it over. “I—I’m sure it wouldn’t be their fault. Is there really a cure?”

      “Are you sure they didn’t have a reason to cripple you?”

      “They loved me.”

      “Did they love you too much, perhaps? Princesses marry and go away, and since your kingdom was left alone, you would have gone abroad to be wed, and probably never have seen your father again. Your mother died in childbirth…”

      “My father would never ruin my life just to keep me near him.” She clutched her head.

      “I don’t blame him,” Leonidas said. “I blame myself. Our kingdoms were at war. It’s complicated, and it happens, but there is war between nations, and then there are…relations between two individuals. That is to say—I isolated your kingdom and left you with no good marriage prospects within the realm.”

      This was absolute nonsense. There was no way my father would have cursed Himika just so she wouldn’t get married. She was younger than I was, so the pressure was off her to some extent, as long as I had heirs. If he had asked her to stay in Gaermon, she would have done so. She would have been happy to marry a noble among the Gaermoni; maybe it wasn’t as prestigious as the old royal alliances, but…

      No, this story was ridiculous. She should have seen that right away.

      “There is a cure,” Leonidas said. “It will take some work and time, but there is a tonic that will replace the crystal with bone again. And then you would be as strong as any other woman.”

      “What about my foot? Will the new bones grow in correctly?”

      “I don’t know for sure…but at least it will be easier to manage if you are strong in all other ways.”

      She glared down at her foot.

      “When you’re on a horse again, you won’t even think of that,” he said. “You’ve seen my horses.”

      “They’re…magnificent,” she said.

      “Which one would you like?”

      “Oh—please. Stop, I—I don’t want one of your horses. I’m not going to marry you. You have to understand. My father…my people…such conflicts supersede the individual, I believe.”

      “Not forever,” he said. “The war is over, and I would like peace among our peoples…”

      Fucking hell. I couldn’t stand another second of this. How close he was to her, all his damned lies and manipulation now…offering her a fucking horse… I turned away in a rage.

      “What is that?” I heard Leonidas speak in a guarded tone. I had banged the fence a little. “Someone is watching us?”

      His voice rose enough that a guard emerged from the bushes around me. I suppose they were watching me all along. I had lingered longer at the crack in the imperial fence than a curious commoner should. My hand twitched. I left my twin blades behind, as they were far too suspicious, but I still had knives hidden on my person.

      Another guard appeared on the curving path ahead. There were probably more.

      “You’ve been watching the Emperor and the Princess for a while now,” the guard said. “I think you’d better move along.”

      “I apologize.” I tried to adopt the local accent as I spread my hands. Maybe the situation would easily diffuse if I didn’t challenge them. “I’d just never seen the emperor up close before.”

      The guard paused. Shit. I don’t think my accent was convincing. It was so hard to shake my royal upbringing. “Stand up straight and look at me,” the guard said.

      I knew he was onto me now. I shouldn’t have come here; it was stupid, I just wanted to see her. I tried to bolt.

      The guards shouted at each other. An arrow flew past my head just before the man in the bushes tried to tackle me. The other drew a blade, I heard that behind me. I realized there was no point in drawing my knives. I would quickly be outnumbered and Himika would only have the privilege of seeing my bloodied corpse.

      A door opened in the fence, and Leonidas walked out with Himika in his arms.

      My stomach churned at the sight. I lifted my hands in surrender.

      “Raio!” Himika cried, and then she clapped her hand over her mouth like she feared she’d given me away.

      I smiled in the most devil-may-care way I could manage under present circumstances. “No worries,” I said. “It was too late for me already. I just had to see if you were okay…”

      “Please don’t hurt him!” she cried at the guards. “Where have you been?”

      “All over the place…”

      “This is your brother?” Leonidas said. “Spying at my gates?”

      “Please,” Himika said. “Yes—my brother. The only family I have left. Please—“ She looked at the man who held her in his arms. Debasing herself to plead for me.

      I tried to catch her eye. Don’t do it…

      “Prince Raio,” Leonidas said. He was older than I expected him to be, in a way that was imposing and reminded me that I was half his age, and that for all my skill with the blade, I had expected my father to be around for much longer. He waved a hand at the guards. “Stand down. It’s all right.”

      “But, sir—“

      “Stand down, I said,” Leonidas snapped. “This man is precious to the princess.”

      Himika wouldn’t look at me at all. She let her hair fall across her face. She knew I wouldn’t want her to plead for me. She looked so small in his arms. Her feet, with the one splinted, were both bare. I suppose she didn’t need shoes at all, as long as she couldn’t walk.

      “Have you heard of the Bone-Maker, Prince Raio? I have found evidence that the princess is infected by this rarest and most vile of weapons. It would have happened when she was a child.”

      “I've never heard of anything like that! It must have been one of our enemies.”

      “You have no idea how to cure it, then?”

      “I…no.” My palms sweated. If only Father were still alive. I already knew where this was headed. He had whisked her away from me so easily. It must be a trick of some kind, but…if it wasn’t…

      “Do you want to go with your brother?” Leonidas asked Himika, gently.

      Himika finally looked at me, but she was stricken.

      I think we both knew that it was a rhetorical question and the emperor would never actually let her go.

      But it wasn’t just that.

      What if he could heal her?

      I would rather have her broken beside me than whole and well—but owned by him. Was it wrong to think so? She should feel the same, I thought. The Gaermoni would rather bear pain than lose their honor.

      “Himika…” I held out a hand, even if it was hopeless.

      Himika bit her lip. “Raio…we don’t have a home to go back to…”

      “I have an idea, my lady,” the Emperor said. “Prince Raio, as the brother of the princess, you could be her head guard.”

      I bristled, repulsed by the very thought. “I would never serve in the palace of the man who killed our father.”

      Emperor Leonidas held up the shard of crystal. “This is the substance of your sister’s bones,” he said. He threw the crystal onto the stone path and it shattered into pieces like glass. When they called her the Glass Princess at home, perhaps it was more true than anyone realized.

      “Let me heal her,” he said. “I have more resources to break an ancient spell than anyone in this land—I will make her strong. And when I do, come back for her.”

      “Your Highness, you are not letting him go,” one of the guards said, shifting a little on his feet. “He’s one of your greatest enemies.”

      It sounded like a generous offer, and indeed, it surprised me. I couldn’t believe he was actually letting me go.

      But I also sensed the motive. He was making a bargain that by the time I returned, Himika would be firmly in his clutches. And also a bargain that I wouldn’t attack him as long as he kept her close. I was very much afraid he was right.

      “I don’t think he is,” Leonidas said.

      He stood strong against me, his cape fluttering in the warm summer wind, as he clutched Himika’s small body without ever showing signs of her weight tiring him.

      My mind scrambled for a way to regain control of the situation, and I found nothing. This was worse than I could have imagined. All my ancestors must be looking down in shame. It was humiliating to be let go, to be considered not enough of a threat to bother with, while he held Himika.

      I spat on the paving stones and I looked at him. I knew what he was about. The hands of his guards moved back to the their weapons.

      “No, no,” Leonidas said. “I understand. He’s a young buck who has earned some right to his pride. But he also knows I’m telling the truth. He won’t hurt me. We’ll meet again, Prince.”
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      Phoebe

      

      It took us a couple days to prepare before we could leave. Niko had to tie up some loose ends, and I sent a message to Abel telling him we had decided to go to Gaermon after all and that I regretted things could not have gone differently. If I really was going to Gaermon, I knew I would have sent this sort of message first. But now, night was almost upon us, and I was packing up the last little bits of toiletries in Niko’s bathroom, which I suppose was actually my bathroom now, because I used it more than he did. Wretch kept rummaging in my bag and pulling things out of it.

      I shoved them back in. “Girl, I’m sorry. I know you want Abel, don’t you?”

      “Mrow?”

      “But we have to go.”

      I heard a sudden commotion somewhere below me. It sounded like glass shattering and then—well, other things breaking. General chaos. A couple of male shouts. Wretch puffed up all over.

      Gilbert rushed into the room. “Are you alone in here, Phoebe?”

      “Y—yes—I’m just packing. Niko’s downstairs, I think, and I thought Forrest was with you.”

      We ran to the window to try and see what was going on. Below us, a vivid red glow lit up the street. At first I thought it was a particularly beautiful sunset hitting the buildings at a weird angle, and then I realized—no. Our building was on fire and it was casting a glow on the neighboring structures.

      Now I was hearing all kinds of screaming and banging doors on the lower floors where the women were. The windows down there were all barred up, so they would have to make it out the doors. I felt sick. “We have to go help them.”

      “I don’t know if there is much we can do! We might only add to the mess. There’s a fire escape. We have to get out of here!” Gilbert said.

      Forrest entered the room then, much to my relief. “We can’t go downstairs,” he said. “There’s a fire spreading fast down there. I hope everyone got out.”

      “Do you know what happened?” Gilbert asked.

      “Not really, but I can guess we’ve been attacked.”

      “Niko’s downstairs!” I cried.

      “He’s smart, he’ll get out,” Gilbert said. “But we should hurry.” He tucked Wretch under his arm and I grabbed my bag. It had the two old priestess’ manuals in it, and some of my clothes.

      We dashed up the stairs to the rooftop where Niko liked to brood. I tried to sense Niko as I ran, and all I could sense was a general mess of panic and movement, a stew of all my guardians, but at least I knew he wasn’t dead. And what about Abel?

      Thank the gods, I felt that he was sitting at home and his mood seemed calm. I had feared that this fire was his doing…but now I knew that he was unaware of it. There was no way he could put me in danger and remain calm.

      A rickety ladder had been built onto the side of the building, leading down into the alley. Below us, I could only see glow and shadow. The sun was almost down. This could be a trap, with soldiers waiting for us in the alleys. It was impossible to say from here.

      “Shit,” Forrest said, leaning over to see smoke billowing from one of the windows. “I suppose Abel got your message.”

      “No, Forrest. He doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “If we climb down, anyone could pick us right off the ladder,” Forrest said.

      “They won’t kill me. I’ll go first,” I said, staring down another moment that required a lot more bravery than I enjoyed. But it was getting easier.

      “Phoebe—we can’t truly bet on the idea that they wouldn’t sacrifice Commander Abel,” Forrest said.

      “If they wanted to kill me, they didn’t have to burn down the whole building,” I said. “I think they just want to run us out so we won’t have a place to call home.”

      “I’ll play music to try and confuse anyone within earshot,” Gilbert said. “Beyond that, there’s nothing we can do, or else we burn to death.”

      I think a part of me always knew it would never be easy to leave Capamere.

      Gilbert handed Wretch to Forrest—damn cat, someone had to hold her so she didn’t go nuts—and took his violin off his back. He started playing a rather agitated tune, the bow dancing over the strings. I quickly hugged his waist and then Forrest, and I walked toward the ladder. I had a really bad feeling about this.

      Abel…do you know about this?

      I felt Abel’s attention. He sensed me trying to sense him, and he was trying desperately to shut me out.

      Fire wouldn’t be your style, would it? You’re an ice dragon.

      I suddenly sensed a jolt of fear—coming from Niko.

      “Niko—he’s trapped somewhere downstairs!” I cried.

      “Then hurry down,” Forrest said. “We’re right behind you.” He was forced to let go of Wretch, who dove down. She would find him for us. If only I could climb faster. The ladder creaked. The wooden planks felt half-rotted. There was some city law about having fire escapes ever since the walls went up, because the buildings were too tall to flee in the event of a fire, but every year a few tragedies occurred from poorly maintained or inaccessible fire escapes. How often did anyone think about a thing like that?

      Well, I was definitely thinking about it now, with every step. Or what if Forrest fell above me? He was heavy. We’d both get taken out. I had to keep my face pointed at the wall or I would totally panic at the height, but I also desperately wanted to look behind me to see if I spotted any soldiers.

      I could actually feel the heat of the fire rising up below me. The boarded up windows contained it somewhat, but I wondered how many women or guards were dying a horrible death inside. I felt like it was my fault, but if I thought about that I would lose it entirely. And where was Polaris? I shouldn’t even be thinking about her, though; she wasn’t really alive, was she?

      As soon as my feet hit the ground, I ran after Wretch as she flew around the corner to the front of the building.

      I saw Niko’s men escorting a crowd of women across the street. Some of the windows had been busted out, so they had managed to create more escape routes. Everyone looked very sweaty and stricken, but no one seemed hurt. Thank the gods. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I thought.

      But Niko himself—

      He was still in there.

      Another woman rushed out, coughing. A guard rushed to meet her and offer her a sip of water. “The Lucky Dragon—he’s—“ I heard her stammer out.

      “Where is he?” I cried.

      One of the boards on the windows tore off the window and fell on the ground, flames lapping upward from the board and out the broken window. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t go in there.

      Niko, get out of there!

      Suddenly I felt something so horrible that my knees buckled. I tried to scream, but I felt suffocated by the smoke. “Niko!” He was in the fire. He was—he was—

      This was what it felt like when my guardians were dying.
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      Phoebe

      

      Forrest caught up to me and put his arms around me, but I hardly registered him right now. I was screaming Niko’s name, my fingernails digging into Forrest.

      “Phoebe—“ he choked.

      Polaris ran up to us, emerging from the crowd of women. “I noticed three strange individuals out here seven minutes ago,” she said. “I believe they were the men who started the fire.”

      “Where?” Forrest asked.

      “They were standing on the west side of the building.”

      “Which way is west?” I cried through tears. As if I could think like a compass in these circumstances.

      “Follow me, my lady.”

      “I think it’s too late…” I was shuddering head to toe. My mind had pulled back from Niko as best I could…or maybe he had fallen unconscious. I wasn’t feeling as much physical pain, but I didn’t see anyone getting out of the building after that last woman. The heat and smoke was choking the air.

      “We have to try,” Forrest said, urging me along. He could keep a cool head even now, and I was grateful for that.

      Polaris walked purposefully now, arms swinging. She pointed into the dark alley where I could now make out the forms of three people huddled down, making hand gestures like they were controlling the fire. They wore black robes over some light black leather armor.

      Forrest drew his sword. “Gilbert, start playing. Those are imperial army mages, all right.”

      “Imperial mages?” Gilbert sounded nervous, and I understood why, because imperial mages were rare. Most people with magical talent used to become Elders or temple maidens. Nowadays, people with magical talent were more likely to conceal it so they didn’t get caught up in the battles between the Emperor and the Elders. Everyone knew imperial mages existed, but they were never in military parades or on patrol. No one saw them or knew if there were five of them, fifty of them, or five hundred of them. (Hopefully not that.)

      Gilbert started playing the agitated music of confusion as Forrest ran toward the mages.

      The good news was, as soon as they saw Forrest coming and heard Gilbert play, the fire seemed to die down somewhat, like they had been controlling it to some extent. But of course, it was a fire. It kept burning either way.

      The much worse news was that one of them waved a hand and fire shot at Forrest. I didn’t know what the magic could do, and I was frozen until I saw him dodge it.

      Forrest was still in super badass mode, thankfully. He flew past all of them and whipped his sword around to take down one of the mages before the guy knew what slashed him.

      But while he was doing that, the other two whirled on Gilbert.

      “You don’t see me,” Gilbert sang out, trying to enchant them.

      Mages were probably among the toughest for resisting bardic songs, I’d bet. They slowed down a little like they were trying to remember what they were doing, but they didn’t stop. Was it enough time for Forrest to get to them instead?

      Gilbert obviously decided not to take chances. He handed his violin to me (that was me, oh-so-useful priestess and…holder of objects) and drew a knife instead. He put an arm across me, pushing me back. The mages joined hands and lifted their free hands. Little bolts started shooting at us like darts. One of them hit my arm and Gilbert took a couple in the chest and arm.

      They were like little burning shocks going through me and I made some sound of distress but at the same time, I barely felt that pain. I was mainly thinking of Niko. My focus was on the flames lapping at the building. I was tearing apart inside. I couldn’t feel him anymore.

      Was that…it?

      Was he gone?

      I think I expected the death of a guardian to feel both more final, and less final, than other deaths. Like I would feel the death of a guardian sear through my soul, but then I would sense his spirit with me. I was only just starting to develop an understanding with Niko, but there was still so much growing to do.

      “Phoebe!” Gilbert crashed into me as one of the mages stomped the ground and the pave-stones of the street churned under us. Gilbert covered me with his body, dropping down, but that turned out to be a bad decision as the stones shifted under us. We barely scrambled aside as they shifted into spikes. Now spikes were coming out of the ground everywhere, their appearance heralded by a little shudder that helped us avoid them, but we were running out of spaces to escape.

      Forrest was keeping the other mage busy in the background. But our mage stood over us. Gilbert put an arm over me. I could see his face somewhat now, an older man with a white beard. He looked very much like an Elder. Perhaps he had left the Elders, like the man Abel had killed.

      “What does the Emperor want?” Gilbert asked.

      “I don’t know. I just follow orders. I’m sorry. We have much respect for the priestess. Bard, if you stand down and come willingly, the Emperor has offered to send you to the Isles. If you insist on protecting her, I’ll have to kill you, and she’ll have to watch you die.”

      “Take him from me, and I’ll—I’ll curse you,” I told the mage.

      The mage laughed. “I don’t think you know how to do anything, little one.”

      “How can I not protect her?” Gilbert said fiercely, his eyes flitting after Forrest. “I’m not going to the Isles. That’s a death sentence, too, just a slow one.” The other mage was giving Forrest trouble. “I’m sorry I’m not a warrior, Phoebe…maybe I have to surrender.”

      “Niko’s already gone,” I whispered, and we clasped hands. “Don’t go to the Isles. You’ll never come back.” I stepped in front of him. “You’ll have to go through me to kill him.” I concentrated on the golden belt at my waist.

      Where is my dragon blood? Do something! Please!

      The next few seconds would determine everything and my mind was racing with panic as nothing happened. My body remained stubbornly in girl form. The mage lifted his hands and I saw a glow flare in his palms, as if everything was happening very slowly, but I was a frozen in a nightmare.

      “Yaaah!” Twin blades suddenly flashed in the firelight and the mage’s head went flying.

      The spikes in the road all disappeared in an instant. I screamed. Okay, to be fair, Gilbert also shrieked out a, “Shit!”

      Rin, looking a little worse for wear in grubby brown clothing, nevertheless had made quick work of the mage. He paused with his bloody blades as if he had not quite processed what happened.

      Then he turned around and threw up.

      Gilbert was still looking at him with his eyes shining. “Are you all right?”

      “I didn’t mean to do that,” Rin said. “But when I saw him about to take you out—“

      “For crying out loud,” Forrest said behind us. He’d taken out the third mage while we were distracted. Blood flowed around the edges of the stones. My brain knew they’d been willing to kill us, but this was definitely more carnage than I was comfortable with.

      Yep, now I was vomiting too.

      Rin wiped off his mouth and stood up on shaky legs.

      “It’s okay, kid, it happens,” Forrest said, sounding sympathetic, patting him on the back.

      “Where did you come from?” Gilbert asked.

      “From the palace,” Rin said. “I saw the Emperor with my sister and…” He shook his head. “It’s playing out just like you thought, Phoebe, and—I see now, the only way to win her back is to help you. But never mind that right now, what’s going on here?”

      “Imperial mages!” I said, trying to calm down my racing heart. Forrest handed me his flask, and I carefully took a sip and swished out the nasty taste of total and utter fear.

      “The Emperor wants to kill us,” Forrest growled. “The guardians, but not Phoebe and Abel. We just lost Niko because of this shit.”

      “Oh, no…don’t say it,” I said. “I don’t want to think about it. I mean, I’m still not sure. I just sensed him in pain, and now I don’t sense him anymore… He can’t just be gone like that…there must be more to it!”

      “My lady…,” Forrest said gently. “I hate to say it, but what you described sounds…like death. It does feel like there should be more to it, but there isn’t.”

      His words felt like a slap to the face and I shoved away from him. “No…no.”

      “We need to leave this place. Like we should have done as soon as we got you back from Abel,” Forrest said.

      I hugged myself, trying to keep it together. Forrest was right, I thought. But the idea of forging on and on with death one step behind… Could I just have some damned space to mourn?

      And then I felt something.

      A stirring. A voice in my head. Not dead yet…

      “Niko?” I ran toward the building, far ahead of Forrest and Gilbert who told me to stay put, but I was trying to figure out where the voice was coming from. The fire was still consuming the building. When I ran around to the front, people were trying to contain it, stamping out and dousing any fire that spread with buckets. A horse-drawn fire wagon was spraying water on the flames.

      “Niko?” I screamed.

      A black form, a creature of shining scales and sinuous body, whipping tail and scrabbling claws, burst out of one of the broken windows. He barely fit through the frame; I could see it scraping at his scales, and more glass shards scattered on the street, but he managed to get out.

      He collapsed, his chest heaving. The crowd pulled away from him in a violent unified motion, screaming. “Monster! It’s a monster!”

      I threw out my hands. “Don’t hurt him! It’s a dragon! It’s the Lucky Dragon! He’s a real dragon and he’s hurt. Give me some water.” I grabbed a pail of water from a bewildered, dirty woman in a fine dress, and threw it on Niko. His scales steamed. It was hard to tell how singed he was in this form, but I could tell he was hurt because he was just laying there, breathing but not moving, while everyone screamed around him. I knew he wouldn’t have wanted to be seen as a dragon if he could possibly help it.

      “Niko…” I dropped to my knees in front of him. “Change back so I can start to heal you…” I was't sure how to kiss a dragon.

      “Ka…” He struggled to speak. His dragon voice was lower and more of a growl that rumbled up from deep inside him like shifting rocks.

      “You can’t?”

      His golden eye slitted shut. He was still breathing but I don’t think he was aware of me anymore.

      Forrest came running up to me now as Gilbert calmed down the crowd with some soothing music. “Can he change back?”

      “No.”

      “Damn it, he might be a dragon, but most people are just going to see an especially large, tough-looking monster. We’ve gotta get him out of here before the army shows up.”

      “He’s hurt badly. We could go to Emmaline’s,” I said.

      “No, we’re leaving now,” Forrest said.

      “No!” I snapped back. “I need a chance to heal him. Emmaline knows about the dragon thing. When he wakes up he can change back. Polaris…” I looked around and saw the mechanical girl waiting patiently off to the side. “Are the carriages and horses safe?”

      “Yes.” The stables and carriage house were across the street from Niko’s main building.

      “Can you drive one up here?”

      “Yes, milady.”

      “Hurry.”

      Forrest looked at the ground. He didn’t agree with my plan, I could tell. But he didn’t challenge me either. Good thing. I was in no mood to be challenged.

      Finally he looked at me in an almost insistent way.

      I heard the sound of many horses, riding fast. They seemed to be coming from several directions at once.

      Forrest took my hand and clutched it for a second before drawing his sword. The Black Army was closing in around us.
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      Abel

      

      I didn’t exactly have ‘friends’ in my command, or anywhere else for that matter, but I was respected. My men knew I would risk my life for them. Leonidas and I kept our business and personal conflicts private, but I suppose rumors could not help but swirl. And so the evening came that I was sitting in my office by lamp-light, trying to consider the latest reports from the soldiers stationed in Gaermon, when one of my officers paid me a visit.

      Instead, my eyes kept wandering to the letter of farewell I received from Phoebe yesterday.

      I was already restless. I thought I felt Phoebe in my head, and then she was gone again.

      I wondered if I should go to her, or if I would only make things worse. No one had informed me of any plans. Leonidas had told me to await his order, but I hadn’t realized he would leave me in the dark.

      Sir Erren was a younger man who had risen quickly through the ranks, deservedly so. In some ways he reminded me of Forrest, although they didn’t look much alike. Erren had a boyish face. He looked paler than usual, bowing low as he was shown in. “Lord Commander, I am very sorry to bother you at this hour.”

      “It’s all right. It must be important. Something’s happening.”

      “Yes, I wanted to inform you… I—I might be very much out of bounds.”

      “Have a seat,” I said, waving a hand. “You look a little unsteady on your feet.”

      “Thank you, sir.” He took one of the chairs, but he seemed ready to spring up again in an instant. “Well…you see, you might know something I don’t, but…I was just down by the docks. His Imperial Majesty ordered us to burn a building down there harboring criminals—well, I didn’t burn the building myself, but I was waiting in the distance. It was full of women who were panicking to evacuate. I still don’t know if they all got out.”

      “Burn a building? No, I wasn’t aware of this order at all.”

      “I didn’t know I would be burning young women… I heard screams… A few of them ran past me…burns on their faces…their hair…” His hands were shaking as his fingers vaguely traced out the things he had seen. It was a little incoherent and yet I could well imagine it. It reminded me of the raid on the Hawk Mountain bandits. Leonidas had ordered me to kill the bandits, search their village, and bring the women and children and all books and valuables back to Capamere, but when we charged in, we had not expected that children as young as eight would be shooting us with arrows and slashing at our legs. They set their own homes on fire. When the dust cleared, even the youngest children had been given poison so we could not take them alive. The bandits didn’t let us have a single one of their own.

      “I— don’t know,” he said. “When I became a knight, I took an oath to protect. I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You did, indeed, take an oath, and I understand why you’ve come to me. I won’t tell the emperor you came to me. Do you know why he burned this building?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Did you capture anyone?”

      “I—I actually just left right in the middle of it all. I’m sorry. I’m a deserter, but something inside me was— I couldn’t.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Sometimes it takes more courage to shirk a duty than to fulfill it.” I wouldn’t have said that even a month ago, but my perspective had been rapidly shifting.

      I sent Sir Erren home and went directly to the palace. I had this feeling there had to be a reckoning, but I wasn’t sure what it could be. I ran all the options over and over in my mind as the carriage jostled along the streets. I felt as trapped in my position as ever. I couldn’t help Phoebe, or Leonidas would no longer have a reason to protect me.

      Maybe, I thought, the only way to protect Phoebe was to relent to Leonidas’ plan…for her to be mine alone.

      I was so afraid of this.

      I don’t know if I was afraid to hurt her, or if I simply afraid of what she would do to me and how she would change me.

      I didn’t know if I was a good man or an evil one, and in fact, I already knew I wasn’t a man at all.

      If she was mine and mine alone, I would know the answer. It would be so easy and so satisfying. Gods. Her little body pinned under mine, our sigils burning together. I would have to love her. She would unravel me. She would release everything inside me that was bound up inside. I wouldn’t know who I was anymore, I thought. She would turn me into something else and a part of her would always see me as the man who took her other guardians and her destiny away from her, even as she would have to love me too.

      It is far too cruel, but what if it was the least cruel choice?

      She will never see it that way.

      But I was a military commander. I had to consider the least cruel choice all the time.

      I always had to tell my men that. It wasn’t their place to question orders, even if they didn’t understand them. I followed the same credo. I never knew why Leonidas wanted me to handle the bandits as he did, but I had to trust his reasons.

      That wasn’t what I said to Sir Erren today, though…

      The Emperor was attending an operetta with Princess Himika at his side. It took me some time to find him there in his box. He hadn’t been going to the opera much lately.

      “She loves it,” he said, when I commented on this, as he left her there to watch and stepped out of the box to speak to me. “Abel…” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Look at her.”

      I glanced at him warily.

      “Isn’t she the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen? She says the performances in Gaermon are not half as lively as ours.”

      Himika was laughing a little at some comedic scene, not paying us any attention. If I didn’t know the situation, I would think she didn’t have a care in the world right now.

      “You ordered a raid on a building down by the docks tonight,” I said.

      “That’s right,” he said. He pulled me all the way out into the hall. “The building where the priestess and guardians have been hiding. Her brother was spying on us in the garden this morning. Prince Raio looked like he would cut me down where I stand if he could. I don’t think they’re going to Leonidia at all, not if they were talking to the du Bariens and Raio is with them.”

      “Raio is with them? I thought you said he was just in the garden?” I glanced toward the doors into the box. “You let him go…”

      “I had to.” He shrugged and then almost laughed. “The guards were not happy with me at all!”

      “So where do you think they’re going?”

      “To the mountains beyond Pero.”

      “Funny, I was just thinking about the bandits,” I said. “I never knew why you were so interested in them.”

      “It was thought that they were the descendants of the priestess’ attendants from before the Age of Elders,” he said. “And that they were holding priceless artifacts with great power that belonged to her. They had retreated into the mountains to escape the Elders centuries ago. I might have found an ally in them, but they chose death instead, didn’t they? Ah, well.”

      I couldn’t decide if he was taking all of this too seriously or not seriously enough. “I heard there were women in the house during the raid, that some of them may have been killed. Is that what you want to be known for?”

      “Oh, no, if everything went as planned they should have been evacuated,” Leonidas said, but I didn’t feel as if he really cared. “Commander, I told you not to worry yourself over all of this.”

      “I don’t feel like much of a ‘commander’ right now.”

      “Please go home and trust that I’m taking care of the situation.”

      Deeply unsettled, I ordered my driver down to the docks instead.

      It was easy to find the site of the raid. I could smell the smoke from across the city, but it grew strong near the water, making my eyes water. I had never liked the smell of burning, for reasons that now seemed obvious. I could see from afar that a rather large building had been reduced to a charred husk.

      It looked like a fight was going on. “Stop the carriage,” I said at a distance, launching myself out of the door.

      A few women were walking away from the building, some of them dressed finely, but all of them smudged with soot or with torn clothes, just as Sir Erren described. “Commander Abel! Is that you? Thank the gods! There is a monster here!” one of the women cried. “A huge monster that escaped the building!”

      “A monster?” I asked, feeling more defensive than anything. I had a feeling I knew who this ‘monster’ really was.

      Up ahead, I soon spotted Forrest and Prince Raio fighting off some of my men and what looked like a black dragon snapping at men who tried to poke him, but he looked weak. While his head whipped around, his body didn’t move, and Phoebe was huddled against him.

      Another dragon…

      His scales were the glossy black color of rain-slicked pavement, and the sleek shape of his head and horns was not much like a monster, or even a lizard or snake. It recalled old paintings of dragons as majestic creatures with intelligent eyes, catlike grace, and sleek serpentine forms. He did not have wings; few dragons did.

      Is that how I look?

      I was jolted by the thought. Even if a dragon was benevolent it was hard for me to think of them as I thought of myself; I was no animal. But I saw it now. Dragons were not like animals at all. Even the way the dragon moved from afar showed that it was a thinking creature.

      The bard was playing music and I felt the song brush my ears, compelling me back. Some of the soldiers turned away and started wandering aimlessly in the other direction, but others could resist the enchantment and they were trying to get past Sir Forrest and Prince Raio to the wounded dragon. I recognized the grim determination on Forrest’s face and I knew he was ready to fight to the death.

      Suddenly, with a tiny cry, Phoebe’s winged cat swept toward me. Her paws hit my shoulder and she instantly melted against me, rubbing her face all over me.

      I was in no way used to this sort of thing. And now Phoebe saw me. Her whole face lit up for half a second, and then it was gone. She didn’t trust me, didn’t dare hope I would help her, and she was wise to realize that.

      I felt as if the feet between us were miles. I didn’t know how to breach them. I wished I could see that look on her face again.

      “Don’t hurt her!” Phoebe cried, her attention turning away from the carriage wagon that was approaching, probably for their escape.

      “Shoo,” I told the cat. “I’m not your owner.”

      The cat flew up above my head and hovered in the air for a moment, staring at me. “Brrrow?”

      I tried to ignore the creature but it seemed very happy when I walked into the fray. It set down on the ground just ahead of me and kept walking right smack in front of my feet with its tail in the air. I almost tripped on it. This was no way to make an entrance.

      “Halt!” I shouted. Some of my men, the ones who weren’t in the thick of fighting, had already stopped to bow to me. “What is going on here?”

      “Commander Abel.” Phoebe swallowed.

      “I didn’t know about this attack,” I told her.

      “Lord Commander, it was His Imperial Majesty’s wish that you were not involved.” Sir Kal approached me. “He feels you were…compromised.”

      “Niko’s hurt badly,” Phoebe said to me. I thought it was a strange thing to say, because it wasn’t a plea or an explanation. It was just a statement of fact, as if she thought I cared about Niko, or had the privilege of being able to act upon it even if I did.

      I looked back at her. Nothing had changed. I certainly couldn’t help Niko with the entire army watching me.

      “You got my letter?” Phoebe pressed, ignoring Sir Kal entirely. “We just need to go to Gaer—that is…Leonidia. Like you told me to do. He needs to heal first. He’s not a monster. He’ll turn back into a human if we can just…have time.”

      Everyone was on edge. Sir Forrest and Prince Raio, and Sir Kal and all the men.

      Niko looked at me, barely able to keep conscious. “Kassu…we are the same…after all.” His voice purred out between fangs, not human, giving edges to all the words, but I understood them. I’m not sure anyone else did. “You have no kin here…except me.”

      Kassu…I know that name. Somewhere deep down…

      His eyes shut again, like that was all he had strength for. Phoebe tensed, looking at me.

      “I need all of you to stand down,” I said. “Let them go to Leonidia, as ordered.”

      “Commander, I’m sorry. That isn’t the order.”

      “What is the order?”

      “Bring the priestess to the Emperor.” He paused. “Unless…we have no reason to keep her alive anymore.”

      Yes. I got the picture. The rest weren’t going to live. But it was supposed to look like anyone’s fault but mine, so Phoebe would still trust me. That was Leonidas’ gift to me.

      If I turned on him, Phoebe had no value, and she would die here.

      We were surrounded in the street, and beyond that, trapped behind the Emperor’s walls. In this moment, I could die with Phoebe, or I could save her life and my own…but the rest would die, and she would be right here to witness it.

      In my bones, I thought—I had to keep her alive. That was my duty above all else. I knew it like my heart knew how to beat. I had to be willing to die for her. But I also had to be willing to kill for her.

      As this terrible truth dawned on me, I heard horses charging in. Reinforcements from the city guard? I whirled. Everyone turned to the sound.

      It was a posse of private guards in blue and gold, riding beautiful white horses.

      du Barien horses, a dozen of them—certainly enough to cause some trouble.

      Sir Kal looked stymied. The du Barien guard had never challenged the Black Army; of course they hadn’t. For all the du Barien power, they would be slain if the rose up against the imperial forces. They shouldn’t have been allowed to keep a private guard at all. But the du Bariens were an awkward exception. They had so much money and so many wealthy friends abroad who would ask questions if something were to happen to them, that Leonidas handled them carefully.

      They really must believe in Phoebe and her guardians, to take such a risk now.

      This private army circled around Phoebe, pushing back the Black Army. My own familiar soldiers looked to Sir Kal for instruction. I growled. I had been quietly and easily undermined. They all knew that I could no longer be trusted. How quickly years of loyalty could vanish to dust.

      “Go, go!” Forrest told Phoebe, the second he realized what was happening. She urged Niko to crawl into the wagon. He was obviously wounded and yet the strength and agility of his form was apparent even as he climbed past the doors, weighing the whole thing down. The du Barien guards protected them while Sir Kal stood frozen with confusion, and then he stammered, “No—no, don’t let them get away.”

      “Sir Kal!” Priscilla du Barien came charging into the midst. Ah—that explained some of this. Priscilla had long been content to simmer quietly in the background, but she certainly had a bone to pick with the Emperor. These must be her guards, then. “You will let them go. Unless you want to cut me down with all these witnesses.”

      “Madam…this is not your place,” Sir Kal said.

      “The Emperor killed my brother—and his priestess. All he left me with was his memory and the burden of the truth. I’ve been quiet for long enough. Let them go, unless it’s a battle you want!”

      Lord Kal, with a frown, ordered the men to let the priestess go.

      My decision was put off, for at least a moment. Certainly not much more. I knew he would not let this go; the du Bariens would find themselves surrounded by three times as many men, and I would have to stand with the emperor, or against him, once and for all.
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      Priscilla du Barien took us to Emmaline’s mansion. Niko had remained mostly unconscious and in dragon form for the entire ride, as my fingers traced the burned and melted scales around his face. I couldn’t see the damage in the dark, but now I had time to feel it. I pressed my forehead to his sigil, and I felt only the barest warmth and no sense of desire.

      The “carriage” Polaris brought around was actually a delivery cart—wisely, because he would have been too big to fit in an elegant carriage. It didn’t have the best shock absorption, and I cringed as we jolted around.

      What would his body look like with all this damage?

      “He needs healing,” Polaris said nervously.

      “I know!” I snapped. “I’m touching him. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Emmaline came out to meet us, wrapped in a robe, surrounded by curious girls. Priscilla’s bodyguards carried Niko into the house. Outside, it was starting to rain as Priscilla calmly said, “As soon I smelled the fire, somehow I knew it had something to do with you, Priestess. I knew you wouldn’t be long for this world.”

      “You are so cheerful,” Emmaline said. “I got your message. This is very dangerous.”

      “You might as well go along with it now,” Priscilla said. “You’re already implicated enough to anger the empire. I’ve been hiding away with Percy’s portrait for a long time. I assumed no priestess would ever survive, but maybe…there’s a chance and it’s worth taking that chance. Or maybe not, but…”

      Rin was holding Gilbert’s hand. Gilbert stepped up to Priscilla now. “Miss du Barien, I think…Percival might have been my father.”

      She tugged at her gloves as light rain clung to her hair. “I think so too…”

      “Let’s get out of the rain,” Forrest said. “Niko’s already inside.”

      “Yes. I need to tend to him,” I said. “I know we need to get going, but until he’s well enough to travel, we’re trapped here.”

      Without a party going on, in the evening rain, Emmaline’s mansion seemed rather empty and clammy. She showed me upstairs, where Niko’s body was draped over a bed, his tail dragging on the floor. A dragon spread out over fluffy pink pillows and a floral bedspread… it would have seemed kind of hilarious under better circumstances.

      The other guys and the du Barien women had gathered behind me, all of them murmuring about plans and filling each other in on bits of information.

      “Niko…?”

      When I spoke into his ear, his eye cracked open, but he didn’t even try to speak or move.

      “Okay.” I whirled back to the rest of my team. “I’m going to heal him and as soon as I do, we’re getting out of here to find the ornaments and any lingering descendants of the temple maidens, if they exist. At this point, we all agree, right?”

      Rin stepped to the forefront and went down on one knee in front of me. His eyes smoldered at me, which was probably just a side effect of being angry about his sister, but it was also a nice effect. “My lady,” he said. “I think you might be the only hope for Gaermon now. I pray that my sister remains safe, but it is to you that I swear my blades.”

      Oh heavens, that was adorable.

      Gilbert, to be honest, looked like he wanted to jump Rin’s bones right now.

      “Thank you very much, honored Prince,” I said, trying to sound as serious as he was.

      “And Emmaline and I are going to lend you our guard for an escort,” Priscilla said.

      “What about you? Will you be safe, then?” I asked.

      “After you leave, we will go to grandpapa’s house,” Emmaline said.

      “It’s safer than where you’re going,” Priscilla said. “That is, none of us are really safe at all, at this point.”

      Yeah, she really was a delight.

      “All right,” Forrest said. “Let’s try and prepare to leave as best we can. I’d like to talk to your guard and make sure they’re aware of what we’re up against and where we’re going. We’ll give Phoebe some space.”

      “Thank you…” I gave Forrest a little nod. Gilbert rubbed my back before leaving and I whispered with a little grin, “Nice try, Gil, you’re not even thinking of me, are you?”

      He laughed. “I am always thinking of you. Give me some credit that I can think of two things at once.”

      “Do you need anything, my lady?” Polaris asked.

      “No…thanks.” But as the door shut behind them and I looked at Niko, I felt some distinct apprehension.

      It was very unsettling to see Niko barely able to move. Niko seemed particularly invincible. And of course, that wasn’t even getting into the whole fact of him being a dragon, which seemed both unsettling and oddly natural.

      His golden eye tracked me as I approached. Gingerly, I ran my hand along his head. By lamplight, his scales had a slightly purple hue that was even more stunning.

      “Niko, we’re alone now,” I said. “If you change back, even if you can’t do much of anything, I can heal you. Page thirty-five, right?” I tried to sound casual, like I had no doubt this would all turn out.

      He let out a small hiss. “Can’t.”

      “I know you might be scarred. I can put out the lamp.” Maybe that was a good idea. I didn’t know how bad he was going to look. It seemed like a crime for anything to mar Niko’s beautiful face. Call me superficial, but I knew he’d agree.

      “I wasss dying,” he said slowly. I had to get used to his speech as a dragon—everything sounded like a growl or a hiss, and his fanged, elongated mouth formed some words oddly, but in some ways his dragon voice was even sexier than his human voice. It was so low and powerful, even in this injured state. “The pain was incredible. And then…I transformed. That seemed to reset things in some way, like I had new skin. And I was stronger…able to escape the fire, but I can’t change back. It feels like there is nothing to change back to right now.”

      His words slammed through me. I had not expected that. “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Your body…?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Had he died, in some sense?

      He chuckled, a rumbling and rather sarcastic sound. “I think I know what I need.”

      “What is that?”

      “I need you, pet—to be a dragon. All dragon, for me.”

      I scooted back a little. “But I can’t become a dragon. The other day was as dragon-y as I know how to be. I need the ornaments.”

      “Yesss…your power is bound up and that’s that. You see how weak our sigils are together now.” His eyes closed again. “What is there to be said?”

      “So that’s it? You don’t want me to…try?” I already knew that was a stupid suggestion. I had tried to kiss his dragon face and that did nothing. The fact that our sigils were so dull now was obviously a hint that human girls were not meant to mate with dragons even to save the dragons’s life. Just looking at him, it was pretty clear that I was couldn’t do much for him. His whole body was about fifteen feet long and from what I could see of his cock, let me just say I was glad this whole priestess magic thing had some sensible limits. There is deliciously intimidating, and then there’s just plain oh hell no.

      “I need to rest,” he said. “Much as I hate the thought. I knew some bad luck would come my way when you kept ignoring my dice.”

      I groaned. “We’ll just have to leave as soon as you can move. Maybe it’s good to have a dragon on our side. You weren’t the best fighter in the group as a human but you look pretty dangerous now.”

      He snorted. “You’ve never really seen me fight.”

      I indulged him. “Okay.” I regarded him a moment, his eyes still closed. “You won’t die…will you?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “I won’t die. But I feel like absolute shit.”

      “I was so scared,” I admitted, reluctant to leave him even though I think he wanted to be alone. “I really thought you had died and—it was awful. I felt you in pain, and then you just seemed to be gone and I didn’t feel your pain anymore.” I paused, struggling to articulate that moment. “I wanted it to hurt when you died, and it didn’t. I’m glad because maybe that means it would hurt if you actually did die.”

      “Why did you want it to hurt, you silly girl?”

      “I think you know what I mean. I want it to mean something if I lose one of you.” I stopped and picked up a blanket. “Do you…need this or something?”

      “I don’t need a blanket, no.”

      “Okay. Well. And—I’m sorry about your home. You had all that stuff. Valuable stuff, I’m sure, like…precious…things. That paintings of the cats and the dragons, I’m sorry about that. Plus, we probably could’ve used the money and weapons and stuff.”

      “All the people got out alive,” he said.

      “Are you sure? I really hope so.”

      “Pretty damn sure.” His head sank heavily onto the pillow.

      I covered him up with the blanket anyway.
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      Forrest held me close. Our bare legs tangled together under blankets that smelled like Emmaline’s closets—flowers and cedar. It was just the two of us again, Forrest and me, and I sank into the feeling. I took a deep breath, tucking my head against his chest, running my fingers through his chest hair and listening to his heart beat.

      “I’m scared.” I shut my eyes. “I keep hoping it will get easier to be brave.”

      “It does,” he said. “It just sneaks up on you so you don’t realize it. You’ve already changed a lot from the girl who sold me cabbages. I wish I could protect you from that.”

      “From changing?”

      “From seeing terrible things, at least. From…becoming comfortable with…a strange existence. It’s strange for me. I’ve known you longer that you’ve known me. I was tasked with watching you. I got to see you live a normal life.”

      “…yeah.”

      “There was no chance, back in Istim, to rise to the occasion,” he said. “You were safe there. But you’re not safe now, and you are growing stronger whether you realize it or not. You’re slowly learning what it means to be a leader.”

      “I never felt like much of a leader.”

      “It’s rare to find a born leader,” he said. “Someone who has the strength to lead but not too much ego. Most leaders are more like you. They get stuck with it and they have to find a way to shoulder the burden. Do you suppose Prince Raio thinks himself a born leader? Nah, I see the conflict in his eyes every day. He loves his country and his family but he doesn’t want to be a king, not one bit.” He covered my hand with his own, massaging my palm with his thumb. “Of course, I didn’t realize as I watched you that the priestess needed to be a leader at all. I thought she was more of a symbol. But I’m starting to think that’s not the case.”

      “Yes. I think so too.” I looked at him. “Is that why you agreed to the quartet even though you hated it?”

      He winced. “Dunno if I hated it.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “Well, I’m certainly not used to sharing a woman, that’s certain, but I will say, it feels like we all have a different role. In some ways it felt…correct. I still feel like there’s a part of you that’s all mine.”

      “Of course there is. You’re all so different. What I mean to say, though, is that I’m grateful that you understand and you did it even if you were uncomfortable. I know you do these things for me. And I want you there…”

      “I never have liked the idea of fates and prophecies,” he said. “But a family legacy sits easier with me. Thinking that this was my great-uncle’s destiny, too…well, at least it’s less embarrassing.”

      “Priscilla said the priestess is supposed to have children with her guardians after all. Before the Elders took control.” I knew how much he wanted children but we hadn’t really talked about it. “I can just see you with our son, teaching him to fight…”

      “I’d rather have a daughter.”

      “Oh? Why? You big ol’ manly men always want sons.”

      “Nah, I don’t want to teach my kid to fight. Plus, my dad was so much easier on my sisters.”

      “What if our daughter wants to fight?” I poked his stomach. “What if she wants that knife you promised her?”

      “Why didn’t you just take a knife from Niko? Did you see his weapons stash?”

      “I wanted it to be a gift from you.” I gave him my shiny eyes and he smirked.

      “Well, I don’t know when I’ll next see a marketplace. Maybe for your birthday.”

      “I just had a birthday right before we left!”

      He shrugged. Our little space under the blankets was starting to get cozy and warm, and I could hear the rain pattering against the window. With his arm around me, I started feeling sleepy and I shut my eyes, savoring this moment. I’d already thought he was going to die, or I was going to die, several times, but here we were again, safe and sound.

      Maybe that was what he meant by bravery sneaking up on you. There was no big grand moment where you suddenly went from ordinary person to legendary hero. You just kept surviving and realizing that maybe you were capable of more than you knew.

      “I’ll teach her to hunt,” he murmured. “But I hope by the time she’s grown, there’s nothing to fight over.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was always weird waking up in someone else’s house. I slept longer than everyone else. Priestesses needed a lot of sleep. Forrest had left the room, and I didn’t know if he was off eating breakfast with Emmaline or washing up or what. I wasn’t sure where Gilbert’s room even was. Plus I had lost all my clothes in the fire.

      As soon as I stirred, Polaris walked in with a folded bundle. “You’re awake,” she said. “I brought you these.”

      “Oh…thanks.”

      Polaris was starting to feel like my servant instead of Niko’s. But I realized that Wretch had spent the night with Niko instead of me. I don’t know what I thought of this trade-off.

      This must be a dress loaned by a young member of the Emmaline entourage. It was girlish and ruffly white with a lot of bows. Forrest was going to hate it. It was very comfortable, at least.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked Polaris.

      “Sir Forrest is speaking to Master Niko in his room. Gilbert is in the parlor speaking to Miss du Barien and another gentleman. Prince Raio is having breakfast in his room.”

      “What are they talking about?”

      “I can’t be everywhere at once, and mostly I have been waiting here for you to wake, but as far as I could tell, Sir Forrest wants to know when Master Niko is well enough to travel and if there is anything that could expedite his healing, and Gilbert is talking about music.”

      “Okay, that’s fine. Where’s the prince? I’m starving.”

      I wanted to see Rin anyway, and thank him again for saving our asses last night.

      Rin was sitting alone at a little table in the bedroom where he and Gilbert must have spent the night. I saw the rumpled covers and remembered the look of joy Gilbert had from the moment Rin reappeared. Suddenly I felt more awkward than hungry—but still, there was a pile of muffins at the table and they looked amazing, so I forged onward.

      Rin looked up at me like I’d interrupted some deep thoughts. “Oh—good morning. Please—have a seat.” He quickly sprung to his feet and pulled the chair out for me.

      “No need for all that.”

      “Better learn to enjoy some protocol now,” he said. “If you become the priestess, you’ll be in a swirl of it.”

      “Oh…gosh. Is that a threat?” I grabbed a muffin and took a bite.

      He was a little flushed. “Phoebe, I—I meant what I said last night. I’m not just here for Gilbert. I’m here for you too.”

      Oh great, now I was blushing too, but I’m sure he meant it in a purely honorable way. I tried to swallow some muffin to reply and it went down wrong and I started coughing.

      He was on his feet again, scrambling for something to drink. “Here—uh—my coffee is cool enough to drink.”

      “Thanks,” I croaked between coughs. “I’m fine. I really appreciate it. I came here to thank you for last night. You were awesome. It seems like I end up needing you more than I should…”

      “Well.” He poured himself a new cup of coffee while I took his. Half-finished. I sipped where his lips had touched.

      Forrest said Rin didn’t want to be king. That was one of those things that seemed obvious, once it was stated. Rin had fled Gaermon and the duties that were crushing him, but I’m sure he never expected to lose it all while he was gone. Now he was fighting to get it back, this thing he didn’t even want, because there was no one else to do it, and everyone depended on him.

      In that way, I really identified with him.

      You would think, then, that I would know what to say, but instead I just managed out a typical little, “I’m sorry about Himika.” How many times had I said that by now? I needed a new line.

      “Gods, I just keep thinking—what if—what if the Emperor’s right? He said she was poisoned with a crystal that ate her bones. What if someone within the kingdom caused her sickness and it’s been curable all this time? If he actually does cure her— He’s a horrible man. But she looked—more free than she is at home. I don’t really know what to do. You are the only thing that feels clear to me now.”

      “Your absence has been felt,” I said. “Not just by Gilbert.”

      His posture kind of relaxed. He glanced at the bedcovers and looked sheepish. “Can I just confess something?”

      Under the table, I clutched at my skirts. This whole thing had me on edge. With my guardians, I didn’t have to guess at their feelings. I’d started to appreciate what it was like to have choice taken out of the mix. It was easier in a lot of ways. I was trying so hard not think much about Rin. “Of course.”

      “I don’t think I’m much of a ruler, but I think I’m a hell of a knight. I’m a little jealous of Sir Forrest, because he’s just—fighting for something and protecting something, that’s it. I need to work on my iron stomach, clearly…” He scratched his head. “But—I like fighting for you. It feels like I was born to do it.”

      “Rin… I’m glad you came back. I think I already said that. But, it’s true.”

      He stood up and took my hand, and kissed the back of my palm. I remained frozen. What is happening right now?

      “If you could name your guardians, my lady…would you choose me?”

      I must have gone very red. “If I’m as important as everyone says, Rin, why can’t I name my guardians?”

      “Now you’re thinking like royalty.”

      “I—I mean—I don’t know why I said that. That’s not how it works.”

      “I mean it as a compliment. Anyway, you might be closer to the gods than the kings are. You were chosen not by lines of succession, but by fate.”

      I swallowed. “Then…would you like me to name you as—my chosen protector? Not a guardian. Of course you don’t have to do the other stuff. We don’t have sigils, anyway.”

      “I would be honored to be your chosen protector.” He put his hands on his hips and I finally dared to look at him. There was a bit of mischief in his eyes. “But…”

      “But?”

      “Gilbert has my love,” he said. “First and foremost. But he also loves and desires you, and I know that will never change. When I knew that you and Niko were both with him—that was part of the reason I had to leave. And when Gilbert is with you alone, I’ve found myself wishing I was there too. I don’t mind him being with you, if I could be there as well. If we could share Gilbert the way Gilbert, Forrest, and Niko share you.”

      A weird, relieved little laugh twisted out of me. “I think I’ve been wishing you’d ask since the day we met.”

      “Really?” He seemed as relieved as I was.

      For a minute, I felt so normal, like—we were just two nervous young people feeling each other out. “Yeah.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “Well, I didn’t know if you would want that! And I’ve been trying so hard not to tread on your relationship with Gilbert. Why didn’t you ask sooner yourself?”

      “You’re right. I was so taken aback when all of this unfolded…”

      “Will Gilbert mind?” I asked, just as the door opened.

      “Will Gilbert mind what?” Gilbert asked, looking at us. He seemed in a bad mood. “Emmaline du Barien was just gushing to me about all these other bards.”

      “No, I don’t think he will mind,” Rin said, beckoning with a finger. “Come here, my love. I have a surprise for you.”

      Gilbert immediately seemed to have an inkling. Maybe because Rin never called him ‘my love’ around me. Or maybe just the way we were looking at him. He came close to Rin, who slid a hand up the back of his shirt, along his back. “Phoebe and I have come to an understanding.”

      “Oh, have you?”

      “That’s right. Maybe you’ll forget all about other bards,” I said. “I have named Rin as my chosen protector. Of course, he doesn’t have a sigil, but if Priscilla du Barien can have all her hot bodyguards, I should be able to have an extra guard, too. While we were discussing that, we realized we share a mutual interest…”

      “And that maybe we should share our interests a little more,” Rin said, sliding his hand down the front of Gilbert’s pants now. He was always more teasing with Gilbert than he was with me. I liked seeing more of that side of him now.

      “I see,” Gilbert said, blushing.

      “Do you agree?”

      “I’m glad your mutual interest seems to be me and not, say, knitting…” Gilbert trailed off as Rin stroked his cock to attention.

      It really turned me on more than I expected to see Rin doing to Gilbert what the guys were always doing to me, the helpless distraction in Gilbert’s expression, Rin’s black hair brushing his fair skin. My heart started pounding as I wondered if Rin was going to fuck Gilbert, too, in the same place where Abel would have to claim me in the quintet. I had been shoving that out of my head; it made me nervous even as I had a weird anticipation of the idea of being pinned between two guys. Now wet heat soaked my panties as I imagined Rin and myself taking Gilbert between us. I could tell Gilbert and Rin were both as turned on as I was by the prospect; this was a new kind of excitement because it wasn’t about sigils, it was about making our own choices.

      Someone pounded on the door.

      “Phoebe in there?” Forrest called.

      Gilbert, quite flushed, pulled away from Rin and sat down on the bed, adjusting himself.

      Well, that’s no fun. “Yeah,” I snapped.

      “Can I come in? I just spoke to Niko.”

      Rin leaned against the bedpost with an expression of languid patience that said, Later. I felt like I was in on a secret. Not that I wouldn’t tell Forrest and Niko about it; that wasn’t the secret. I was getting a peek behind Rin’s royal mask and that was the exciting part. I flung open the door.

      “We need to get out of here,” Sir Forrest said. “Emmaline du Barien is having another party tonight.”

      “I know,” Gilbert said. “She has a lot of parties.”

      “We can’t be here for another party. It’s too much of a security risk.”

      “It would be worse to cancel the party,” Gilbert said. “She never cancels parties.”

      “Niko isn’t well enough to travel yet, unfortunately, but this house should be on lockdown. Phoebe, maybe she’ll listen to you.”

      “She told me the party is necessary for securing us more support,” Gilbert said. “Since there is absolutely no hiding what happened at this point, what with the burning buildings, all the rich girls who almost died while waiting to escape, the Black Army charging in, the dragon in the street with a hundred witnesses, and the du Barien guards…the best we can do is work the narrative in our favor. Sort of an impromptu fund raiser for our journey. After all, it isn’t cheap to move an army around, even a small one.”

      “Fuck the narrative,” Forrest growled. “We’re doing fund raisers now? I am never getting out of this fucking city!”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” Rin said. “That’s why I would rather be a knight than a prince. But diplomacy and financing are important parts of war. If every wealthy person in Capamere knows about the priestess, the Emperor will have a harder time taking us out.”

      Forrest crossed his arms and paced to the window. “He just burned down Niko’s house and came this close to take out dozens of innocent women in the process. You’re underestimating how much he enjoys the hunt and how little he cares about anyone’s life. But if it’s four against one, I suppose I’ll go sharpen my sword.”
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      Abel

      

      “We are at the point of reckoning.” The Emperor seemed restless, lingering by the tall windows in the hall where he met me. “I think you’ll be pleased to hear this. I know you dislike cat and mouse games.”

      Somehow I doubted I would be pleased.

      “That is true,” I said. “I would rather get to the point.”

      “They have no home now,” he said. “But they still have a safe place with the du Bariens. Still, the du Bariens can’t say no to a direct order. In the end, they care about their own skin, not the priestess.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked, twitching with impatience. I know it will be unpleasant. Let’s just get it over with already.

      Leonidas turned, his hands still crossed behind his back. He was wearing a particularly regal coat of gold brocade, like he wanted to remind me where I stood. “Abel, you seem very tormented, considering we have been friends for so long. You don’t understand why I can’t let the priestess fulfill her duties? Why I can’t give the Elders the tool of power they have been craving for the past hundred years? I have been very generous with you, because of the trust we share and the loyalty you have given me. If you have a better solution than taking the priestess to a beautiful castle in which to live our the remainder of your days, please tell me.”

      It is for her sake. It’s to save her life.

      I felt like a dulled blade. My loyalty to the Emperor had deprived me of my edges. I thought he was liberating the world from the Elders, while in fact, I was just a tool. Thanks to the projections of the mages, he had made me the most feared and famous man in the realm besides himself, and now there could be no escape, no slipping off into the night. I had to take what he offered, and it was all I could do for Phoebe. I would have to try to make her happy. That would be the only goal of my later years. To make it up to her.

      “Your loyalty is to her now, not me, isn’t it?” Leonidas asked.

      A dangerous question to answer.

      “You can’t help it,” Leonidas said. “Our father tries to protect you from your sigil, but they couldn’t. I understand that, Abel, because my loyalty is to you as well. I hope you’ll forgive me for this…with time.

      “Tonight,” he continued. “I’m sending you to Emmaline du Barien’s party. You’ll send a message ahead, saying you want to speak to Phoebe there, with apologies for last night. Obviously she will accept because she can’t resist you any more than you can resist her. Take this.” He handed me a tiny vial. “Be careful with this. It’s a very precious poison that affects humans but not dragons.”

      “Phoebe has dragon blood.”

      “Some dragon blood, perhaps? But maybe not enough. It has been known to work on priestesses. It will paralyze her temporarily so she won’t be able to cry for help. All you have to do is get her out of the building and the Black Army will protect you from there.”

      “Her other guardians will kill me.”

      “Will they? That’s a bet I’m willing to make, knowing how much killing you would hurt her. They might bluff, but you know that’s it. Your worst problem will be an unusually brave du Barien guard. But you have powers none of those guards will have.” He forced it into my hand. “This is your last chance, Abel. I’ve given you quite a few by now. Don’t fail me. You’ve given me the two prize cities of the realm in your career. Let me give my greatest commander a worthy send-off. Otherwise, I will have no choice but to consider you my enemy. Don’t make me do this.”

      I clutched the vial. I couldn’t quite imagine a send-off. I couldn’t imagine what I would do in this castle he was offering me. But Phoebe would be there; Phoebe would be safe with me forever, locked behind the walls of our own private haven. Her other guardians would go to the Isles…if the emperor kept his promises.
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      “Stay back here until everyone has arrived,” Emmaline told us.

      “Why?” Forrest asked.

      “I want you to make an entrance.”

      “Why?” Forrest asked, with an edge to his tone she breezed right over. “I told you to keep it low key.”

      “Oh, I know, but in order to get support I had to tell a few people, of course. Please, just stay here and one of my girls will come get you.”

      We sat back in our rooms listening to the volume rise out in the main hall. When the girl came to get us, Forrest refused to come out. “I’d rather stay here for now,” he said.

      “I don’t know if Miss du Barien will like that,” the girl said uncertainly, but she didn’t challenge him.

      Gilbert, Rin and I followed her out onto the gallery. Emmaline was waiting to announce us. She spread her arms, like she was enjoying every minute of attention and didn’t worry at all that she might be murdered for supporting us. “And here they are!”

      The guests applauded.

      “Oh no,” Gilbert whispered. “Sir Forrest will not be happy about this.”

      I was the one who said we should ask Emmaline for help in the first place, so I was even more apprehensive as we walked down the stairs. The whole crowd was staring at us like we were heroes. I recognized some of the same faces from last time; beautiful girls and well-fed matrons, smug-looking businessmen with interesting beards, all kinds of gowns and jewels and feathers and silk and velvet clothes with polished shoes. All cheering for us, wanting to talk to us and touch us.

      “What about the dragon?” a girl asked me. “I want to see a real dragon.”

      “How did you defeat the Black Army?”

      “I knew it all along,” one old woman was muttering at me. “I knew it all along! The young master Percival was murdered.”

      We were getting increasingly swarmed.

      “Where is Sir Forrest? I hope he wasn’t hurt…”

      “I’m so sorry, my lady, I met you before and I had no idea that you were—who you were.”

      I looked at Emmaline like what. the. hell.

      She put an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me close to her. “I have just been telling them all about your astonishing exploits.” To my ear, she said, “This is how you win a war like this, darling. You have to be larger than life. You have to be a symbol of hope for every grievance and sorrow everyone has ever had with the Empire or the Elders.”

      “Um…” I swallowed down a wave of terror.

      I was used to performing on a stage. And I was starting to get used to fighting. But I was completely unprepared for this. I didn’t feel like a symbol of hope for every person in Capamere.

      “You didn’t warn me that it would be like this!” I hissed as a woman tried to hand me her baby.

      “Trust me, Phoebe. Tonight is the night you become a goddess, which means…no one can kill you without messing with the gods.” She gave my cheek a peck and urged me toward the baby.

      “Please,” said the mother. “Please bless him, my lady.”

      “Oh!” I was a bit speechless looking into the anxious blue eyes of the infant. Yeah, kid, I don’t know what’s going on either. I put my hand on the baby’s head. It was dressed in a frilly white outfit and I wasn’t sure if this meant girl or boy in the capital. “Um—I wish your baby to grow up strong and healthy, with good fortune.”

      “Oh, thank you, my lady! A real priestess! I never thought I would see such a thing with my own eyes!”

      I grabbed Gilbert’s hand. “I’m freaking out,” I said, as I started seeing more confused little bundles of lace bob my way.

      “A Strawberry Girl, freaking out? Just smile and nod.”

      After the impromptu Blessing of the Babies was over, it was apparently time for the Parade of the Grievances, as people started coming up to us and telling all their worst stories of oppression and woe and their ideas for how the kingdom could be better. Even Gilbert seemed unprepared for the level of attention we were getting. If Forrest ever appeared, he must have gotten one look at us below and turned right back around.

      “I’ve collected ten thousand gilden for you already,” Emmaline said. “And the pledges of a brand new armored carriage, an additional fifty guards and two fighting dogs, and the sacred sword Briandil which has been in the family of the Tendermeers for seven centuries.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Thanks.”

      That sounded good. I did wonder how we were going to manage all this. Who was going to handle the dogs? How slow would we travel with over a hundred men protecting us? The Black Army would be able to find us easily. Of course, if we didn’t have enough guards, that would also be bad. How awkward would it be for me to be the only girl (presumably) with a hundred guards surrounding me while everyone thought I was some kind of fertility sex goddess? When I was in the Strawberry Girls, I can’t say my experiences in the company of men had always been that positive, and I did not trust a hundred guys to understand that I was only meant for my guardians and I didn’t want so much as a lewd comment from the rest of them. I could imagine fights breaking out. Alternately, maybe if they saw me as a goddess, they would leave me alone, but then I would have to live up to my reputation, like Himika.

      “You look pale,” Rin said.

      “I just need some fresh air, I think…”

      “Take a moment, then. Gilbert and I will handle this.”

      I ducked my head beneath the crowd in the hopes no one would notice me leaving, while I heard Rin barking at someone, “The priestess needs to rest a moment!” I fled out the nearest door and found myself in a courtyard garden under the moonlight, surrounded by ancient stone walls on all sides. The garden was somewhat of a maze of hedges and flower bushes, and I ran through it until I felt at least a little bit of safe distance.

      I realized how heavily I was breathing, even though I hadn’t run that much. I tried to take deep breaths to calm myself down. As I thought about it, it felt a little like joining the troupe. At first, I was ecstatic just to be accepted, and then I realized I had to leave my home and my mom and sing and dance in front of thousands of people, and for the first few weeks I went a little numb. But I had the other girls in the troupe to talk to then.

      I’m alone in this…

      It was nothing new to me, that the priestess stood alone. I had my guardians, but their roles were different from my own. The more people knew who I was, the lonelier it seemed. I wasn’t used to people looking up to me, and toward me, for something.

      I can’t let them down.

      This realization had been slowly sinking in since the day I left with Sir Forrest. If I failed, thousands of dreams would die with me.

      I heard the barest scuff of boots on the smooth stones of the garden path. I walked forward, looking for the sound. My senses tingled, the hair of my arms standing on end. I already felt his presence. I met his cold eyes in the shadows.

      “Abel…what are you doing here?”
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      Every time I saw her, she seemed a little older, with more shadow in her eyes and less to smile about. She stood in the moonlight, her arms and shoulders bare in her gown, her hair pinned up with flowers. She looked as beautiful and dewy as the blossoms in the garden, lush with the waning days of summer.

      But she was afraid of me.

      I used to see hope and optimism there. She once thought that she could save me, and now she shrunk back a little. She had abandoned her pursuit. Abandoned the thought of me.

      “Abel,” she said, her voice trembling a little, but she sounded firm. “I have four guardians. My sigils say that you are the fourth. But I can’t trust you. I have named my own fourth protector. He can’t stir my sigil but at least I know his blades are sworn to me and not the Emperor. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

      Something wrenched deep inside my gut. The poison was on my lips, waiting to claim her kiss. I had done what he asked of me. How wrong it all was. The icy beast inside me stirred, wanting to be set free. Everything in me wanted to be free.

      I couldn’t lie to her.

      “Phoebe,” I said. “The Emperor sent me here to kidnap you.”

      “Is that what you’re going to do?” she asked.

      “He told me that he’ll give me a castle of my own where I can keep you safe, and he agreed to send the others to the Isles. If I don’t take it, he’ll consider me a traitor and he’ll kill you. He might kill me first, and Sir Forrest and the others, just to punish you. Or maybe he’ll be gentle because of Princess Himika. I don’t know for sure.”

      “Or he might experiment on me first,” she snapped. “So are you still going to fight for him? I want a straight answer now.”

      “I feel this need to protect you that is more intense than anything else. If I join you, I would be sealing your death. That’s what I keep trying to tell you.”

      “You don’t know that! You won’t know until you’ve tried to fight with me. Let’s see how strong we are together, and see if we can escape. I would still rather die with all of you, knowing I tried, than give up and go to some stupid castle and sentence Forrest and Gilbert and Niko to exile!” She sounded desperate as she cried, “Why would you even hesitate? What has he given you?”

      “A home. A purpose.” A sardonic little laugh escaped me. “But you’re right.”

      “What does your heart want?” she asked. She looked at me like she knew my heart better than I did. Which was probably true.

      “My heart wants the truth…the person who sees right through me. The sigil that was burned away, the life I was denied…” I stepped closer to her and gods, I had never wanted so much to put my hands on a woman. Through my years in the military I had put up with whispers because I didn’t spend my evenings with prostitutes and I rebuffed the advances of all the women who wanted to marry me. But it wasn’t true that I had no interest in sex. In fact, I burned with desire that seemed to have no object. No woman nor man seemed worthy of the feeling.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” I said, slipping my hand around the back of her head, feeling the soft hair at the nape of her neck and how she couldn’t help but lean slightly into my touch.

      My entire body was tense with the force of a lifetime of pent feeling and I was afraid of what I might do to her. I didn’t want to break her, this perfect being of soft brown eyes and full lips that parted just a hair as she studied me. I wondered if I knew how to touch her the right way, when all I had ever done was fight and train, and come home to the cold empty rooms and solitude I preferred.

      “I want you,” I said. “I would rather die fighting for you than steal you away to wither. My priestess, my Phoebe…that’s what you are.”
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      Gods…how I had been praying he would say these words to me, that the grip of his past would break. I felt his strong hand clutch me close, the way his touch was full of urgency but also gentle. I heard the relief in his tone, saw his eyes succumb to me, and I knew I could believe him.

      I was so happy I felt like I could explode. He was finally mine to touch and taste. His ice blue eyes were mine to gaze into, the untamed brown hair was mine to rumple, the armor was mine to peel off and every muscular inch of him was mine to feel around me. And his soul—that was mine too. I would be with him forever and break down all his walls. He wouldn’t be able to resist me if he tried. Whatever pain he had felt in the past, I would ease; whatever dreams he had never dared to speak of, we would find them together.

      Four guardians. Had any priestess in the past hundred years completed her set? In this moment, I was full of hope that I could keep on going.

      “I knew it,” I whispered. “I knew it all along. You were always meant to be mine.”

      The good thing about Abel being on the shorter side was that it was easy to pull him into a kiss. I didn’t have to battle with his height so much. His lips spread to meet mine, his tongue thrusting into my mouth like he had been starved for me.

      And then he suddenly shoved me back with both hands.

      “Fuck,” he snapped.

      I was completely jarred. What had gone wrong? He didn’t even seem like a guy who cursed much. “Abel…?”

      I managed to say his name and then I started feeling strange, like my body was turning to noodles. I stumbled back, trying to find a place to sit down.

      “There was poison on my lips,” he said, in a tone of dread. “I lost myself in you—I forgot. Leonidas gave it to me so I could kidnap you, and—”

      “And you—you went that far…” My knees gave out under me and I barely managed to sort of squat before I fell. “You thought you’d—actually do it?” My mouth wasn’t working that well anymore either.

      “No,” he said. “I didn’t know what I’d do. I just didn’t want to hurt you. If that meant taking you somewhere safe…”

      “Uhh…” I slumped onto the path. My voice wasn’t really working anymore. I shut my mouth before I lost all control and started drooling or something. I could still feel my body—and how very hard the ground was—but it wouldn’t do anything I told it to do. I couldn’t even scream.

      Abel moved to pick me up, but I saw something moving fast behind him. Of course, I couldn’t warn him whatsoever, which was his own fault.

      Niko, in dragon form, burst through the bushes and tackled Abel, snapping his jaws at his arm, shredding his shirt and drawing blood immediately. This time, it wasn’t Abel’s sword arm and I realized Abel had the Monster Cleaver. As he drew the blade, Niko swung his tail around and knocked Abel forward, then lunged onto him, his claws shredding against Abel’s light armor.

      Now I screamed reflexively, but all that came out was a weak, “Uhhh…!”

      Not this again. I already had to watch Abel and Forrest fight before, but at least at that time I could break it up. Besides, I was worried about Niko, throwing himself into a fight when he should be resting. I was completely helpless as Niko pinned Abel against the stones.

      “What did you do to her?” he hissed.

      “I want to fight alongside you,” Abel said.

      “That wasn’t what I asked.”

      “I accidentally gave her poison.”

      “Accidentally?”

      “Get off me. I don’t want to have to hurt you. I can explain…”

      “You don’t want to have to hurt me? Let’s see about that. I wouldn’t go up against you in my human skin, but right now you look rather vulnerable.”

      Abel grunted with fury. His pride didn’t like that. I saw a weird look in his eyes and I was afraid he was going to freeze Niko.

      Not that I could do anything about that either. I had this wonderful view of the fight and that was it. I could manage a few little “uhnnn ahhh” sounds and oh yeah, I was definitely drooling now. Plus the weight of my body was pinning my right arm down and it was getting painful.

      Niko slithered back and clamped his jaws onto one of Abel’s boots, shaking his head like Wretch with her prey, wrenching the boot off none too gently. Abel shouted with pain. It looked like Niko had twisted his ankle. I tried to scream or move and managed only a slight twitch.

      I had to focus and tap into my mental connection with them.

      Niko, stop! He’s on our side!

      Niko’s head snapped up toward me. “We’ve given him enough chances.”

      Abel held up a hand. “I surrender,” he said.

      Forrest, Gilbert and Rin came running out to us then. Niko seemed to have spent all his strength, and slumped onto the ground. I could see his ribs heaving.

      “What’s going on?” Forrest cried, rushing into the fray toward Abel. He saw me on the ground and his face twisted with rage. “You hurt Phoebe.”

      Abel spread empty hands. “Sir Forrest…please, let me explain.”

      Forrest, Gilbert, please!

      But I knew Sir Forrest was still itching to do battle with Abel ever since the last time, and I knew how this must look with my body on the ground, barely moving, and Niko apparently fading into unconsciousness again. And, yeah, I mean, maybe Abel deserved to get beaten up. We just didn’t have time for that now.

      “Your empty hands mean nothing. You don’t even need a sword,” Forrest said, swinging his blade close to Abel’s ear. Abel turned away in the nick of time; I think he might have been out an ear if he’d stayed put.

      “He looks hurt,” Gilbert said.

      “I don’t care. He froze me. What would have happened if Phoebe hadn’t been there? That’s how you kill men, isn’t it; like a magical coward? But I don’t care about myself. Now you’ve hurt her.”

      Forrest! Please don’t hurt him! I still couldn’t scream at all.

      Forrest was obviously deaf to my internal cries. I had a bond with my guys, but it didn’t seem to work if they were unwilling to listen. Even if I could scream out loud I had a feeling he wouldn’t hear me. Forrest was still trying to strike at Abel, and Abel was dodging, but I could see his foot was badly wounded and there was calculation in his eyes. Maybe he would have to fight back. “Listen to me,” Abel said. “I don’t want to hurt her. I want to help you. I was raised to be loyal to the empire, and I realize I took too long to open my eyes, but I’m never going back there now.”

      I’m not sure that was really what Forrest even wanted to hear. I was going to have to lay here paralyzed and watch them kill each other, and what could I do? At least Gilbert and Rin were holding back, letting Forrest and Abel have their fight. Gilbert rushed to my side and pulled my limp body into his arms. I tried to give him a pleading look.

      “Phoebe? Speak to me, love…” I think he interpreted my look as pain or fear. I’m not sure that helped matters.

      I realized that if Forrest wasn’t listening to me, maybe Abel would. When I was first searching him out, he was the most difficult to sense. But for whatever reason, once I healed his sigil, he became more aware of me than any of the others.

      Abel, give him Monster Cleaver!

      As I said this, Abel took a hard blow. Forrest had struck him with the side of his sword. At least he wasn’t trying to draw blood—yet. Abel stepped back on his twisted foot and fell back. He quickly unbuckled his sword belt and threw it at Forrest.

      Abel huffed. “Phoebe doesn’t want us to fight. I know I’ve made mistakes. Maybe unforgivable mistakes. But—if it’s possible to atone for them, I want to try.”

      “I don’t trust you.” Forrest picked up the sword. “I don’t know that I ever will.”

      “I know the truth now,” Abel said. “I’m not the son of Lord du Lac, I’m a dragon. My adoptive parents and the Emperor burned off my sigil and used me. They knew I had great power and they raised me to kill. That has been my entire life. Training, fighting, rising through the ranks. I’ve never loved anyone, really. I thought I was hollow inside and it made it easy for me to ignore the things that felt wrong. It’s not an excuse, but—all I can say is that when Phoebe touched my sigil, I felt something open up inside me, and it scared me, because I knew in that very moment everything I had been raised to believe was threatened. I resisted her…until I no longer could.”

      “Please,” I croaked. My voice was working a little bit. “Don’ hurrim.”

      “Don’t hurt him, she says,” Gilbert helpfully translated for scowling Forrest.

      “I heard her.”

      I realized some of the party crowd was starting to gather around.

      “We do need him,” Gilbert said. “If he’s willing to help us. We’ve always known that we’d be much stronger that way. Whatever we might think of him, Phoebe can’t help but be drawn to him. It will cause her much less pain if he is on her side. If we love her, we have to love him.”

      “I love Phoebe. I have a mission. We’ll leave it—at—that.” Forrest could barely contain the rage in his voice, but he quietly put Monster Cleaver back where the sword belonged. I’m sure he was thinking of Elder Dion giving it to him, and Abel killing Elder Dion at the Emperor’s command. I couldn’t blame him for being angry.

      “If I’m going to help you, we have to leave the city now,” Abel said. “The emperor’s guards are waiting for me just outside this house. If he knows I’ve turned on him, this is our only chance. Either I bring him Phoebe tonight, or we flee tonight.”

      “Niko’s not well enough to travel and you look like shit yourself,” Forrest said, looking at Abel’s ankle, which, without the boot, was swelling up almost as much as Himika’s did before. “Can you walk?”

      “I’ll manage.” Abel looked at Niko. “I know you can fit him in a carriage wagon.”

      “But he can’t heal up cramped into a carriage,” Forrest said.

      “He won’t have to. We’ll take my ship,” Abel said. “The Claire de Lune is waiting in the harbor. It’s the fastest ship in the fleet. We’ll get to Pentia; it’s near Gaermon as you probably know and some of the Gaermoni swordsmen have fled there.”

      “We might be able to summon more from Imiri as well,” Rin said. “The bulk of them would have gone there.”

      “Do it,” Niko growled. “It’s a good plan.”

      Abel shifted position and Rin, bless him, offered a hand to help him up. Forrest turned away from them but he looked at Emmaline, who had walked onto the scene. “I need any men who know how to fight and sail.”

      Abel couldn’t seem to put weight on his foot.

      “That looks bad,” Rin said. “Let me see.” He pressed on the wound and Abel gritted his teeth. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve broken it. You can ride in the carriage with Niko.”

      “Damnit,” Abel said.

      “We need him,” I said. “Let me…heal you. While they get ready.”

      Gilbert was still holding me in his arms and I felt his grip shift, clutching me closer. “Phoebe, you’re not well either.”

      “I’m not in pain…it’s getting better…” I twitched my fingers.

      “I’m coming with you, then,” he said.

      “Gilbert…it’s okay,” I said. “Just him. I want to.”

      The truth was, I felt like Abel needed to touch me and our sigils needed to truly join. It would heal him and make him stronger for the fight ahead, and more than that, he would feel more than words could ever say what that bond meant. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. And he wouldn’t be able to take his time, either. Our situation was too perilous. He would have to lose himself in the moment, and it would be the first step to all the many times he would lose himself to me.

      “All right,” Gilbert said. “But I will stand guard outside the door.”

      “You do that,” I agreed. “I might need you to keep Forrest out as much as anything…”
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      Phoebe

      

      We didn’t have much time, I knew. The Emperor’s guard was waiting for Abel to appear, and Sir Forrest would have to gather men and prepare transportation and weapons as best they could without being noticed. They might have to fight.

      But I had to forget all of that and think only of what I could give to Abel now. I had to make him strong for me, and bind him to me.

      Gilbert hurried me into a spare room, draping my limp body onto the bed and gently kissing me. “Be careful, my lady,” he said. He brushed my sigil with his hand, knowing it would help me be more aroused—maybe unaware that I was already more eager for Abel than I ever wanted to admit. Rin helped Abel limp along, and then the door shut behind us and suddenly we were alone. My fingers and toes were stating to regain movement but I was, by and large, helpless.

      It didn’t seem to matter, though. Not in this situation. I was becoming more aware by the day of the power I held. Abel had tried to resist the magic, and he couldn’t, so there was nothing to fear from him now.

      I was still afraid though, in a more confusing way, that maybe we would never really come to an understanding.

      “Do you know what you need to do?” I asked him.

      “Yes.”

      He limped close to me and sat down on the bed beside me, his eyes carefully studying every inch of me.

      “I’m not good at love,” he said. “You look so young. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I snorted. “I’m twenty-two. I guess it’s nothing to you, old dragon, but half the girls my age in the village already have babies. And I’m the priestess.”

      He looked like he didn’t know what to do with a girl who snorted. “I hope you mean that, because I’ve never felt anything like this before,” he said. “I desire you so intensely that I’m not sure I can be gentle.”

      I bit my lip as my own desire rose to meet his, mingled with apprehension. “Just fuck me normally, okay?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean—your channel is the, uh, back, during the Grand Quintet. But no one’s ever done anything there before and since we’re in a hurry and I can’t move, please don’t.”

      His ears got slightly red, which was surprisingly endearing, contrasted with the cold blue of his eyes. “No, I won’t—not in this moment. But don’t be afraid of when I do.” He dared to graze a hand over the line of my neck, and a shiver went through me. “You are a little afraid of me.”

      “Not exactly, but…”

      “Yes. I don’t blame you at all. I would be afraid of myself, if I were anyone else. Your skin is warm…”

      “Your skin is cold,” I said.

      “I’m an ice dragon. But I do warm up at times.” He peeled down the edge of my bodice, revealing my breasts. I almost cringed when he took them between his rather cold fingers, but it was pleasure and pain, like making love to Forrest when he was frozen. And Abel was not as cold as that. He did seem to warm on contact.

      I could feel every nerve in my body responding to that touch, and I tried to arch my back against the sensation, but all I could do was flap my hands and flex my toes a little. I was paralyzed but not numb at all, which was a very strange feeling.

      “We don’t have much time,” I said.

      “I know…but I can’t move too quickly,” he said. “I never realized until now how long I’ve been waiting for this. This is the first time. The only first time we’ll ever have. Time will have to stand still for us. I want to taste all of you.”

      “Just…hurry,” I said.

      He lifted my skirts and I shuddered anew in anticipation. The froth of my skirts blocked my view of him but I felt his hands slide up my thighs and his breath fall—warmer than his fingers were—against my clit. His tongue slipped into my folds, licking like he wanted to taste me and he truly savored every drop of my cream and my body responded by giving him more. I stopped trying to fight against the poison. I was falling into the sensation of it. I couldn’t do anything else. His tongue was slightly rougher than a human, I thought. Not nearly as rough as Wretch’s little tongue, there was just a slight abrasiveness that left me so stimulated, I was seeing stars. Was Niko’s tongue like this too? I realized I wasn’t sure. Niko was more of a taker than a giver, and it wasn’t as easy to tell when we kissed.

      I hadn’t expected Abel to do this to me. There was something animalistic unleashed in his ravenous tasting of me. He’s a different kind of beast than Niko, I thought, not what I expected when Abel seemed so cold. But maybe that was why it was so hard when he fell. I knew Niko had been with many other women, while Commander Abel was famous for spurning suitors. I let out a ragged moan as I felt his tongue thrust inside me, stroking my inner walls.

      “Lord Commander,” I murmured, because the vision of him as the famous commander, pushing away all other women, and then succumbing to me was making me feel even more aroused.

      He made a little “hm” like this pleased him, and spurred him on. I was so wet that I could feel it trickling down, despite that he lapped it up. The sensation was too exquisite, and he felt like such a prize.

      He gathered me into his arms, all in one fluid motion. My body hung limp in his arms. I struggled to lift my hand up to touch him.

      “Priestess…you taste as sweet as honey,” he murmured. “If I had my fill of you I think you’d be begging for mercy.”

      “Mm…something for later. Is your foot feeling better?”

      “A little. But I need more.”

      “Go for it,” I said.

      He pulled me back, sitting on his lap, shoving my skirts up around me until his sigil pressed against my tailbone and I felt his rigid cock between my ass cheeks. The brush of his sigil made me feel like he could have done anything to me and I wouldn’t have cared, but he respected my request for now, the head of his cock probing forward to find my pussy as his hands supported me. I was starting to be able to move a little more, and my legs flailed as I tried to spread them wider. He realized what I was doing and lifted my knees wide open. His cock drove into me; I had never even gotten a look at it before I felt it inside me. I don’t know big he was, but he was cold at first. I had no idea when I healed Forrest from the freeze that I was only preparing myself for an ice dragon. The shock of it made everything sharper and I gasped.

      He growled in my ear with wild desire. “This is everything,” he said. “I never knew—“

      He pushed me down on the bed and spread himself over me, claiming me mercilessly as  he started to warm up and I started to lose myself, once again, in my position. My hands curled around the sheets. I could barely lift my head.

      “How many other women have you been with?” I asked.

      “One.”

      “Just one? Yeesh, you and Forrest both, and I thought military guys would be the worst.”

      “Yes…a courtesan in Rungenold. She didn’t want to touch my cold skin, and asked what was wrong with me. I didn’t really know what was wrong with me. She gave me a release but within five minutes I wanted you again. I don’t care about other women.”

      “You wanted me? But you didn’t know I existed.”

      “That’s right.” He laughed humorlessly. “It’s just that I didn’t have a name for you then. When you woke my sigil, I started to realize, tamping it all down as best I could. I can’t hold back anymore. I want to devour you.”

      He covered my hands with his own and nipped at my bare shoulder, as he fucked me so hard I wondered if I’d be able to walk after all this. My pussy was blazing hot by now, overwhelming his iciness entirely. None of the other guys had ever taken me so roughly as this, like they didn’t even care if they bruised me; even in the heat of the moment I think they tried to treat me with a certain respect. Yeah, even Niko. He was more of a big talker than a hard lover. Emotional dominance mattered most to him; his body still treated me like I was precious. And I loved that about them.

      But I had to admit, I loved this too, and I loved it more because it was Abel, the most straitlaced of them all, the man who had resisted me for so long and maintained a reputation of so much strength and control, now fucking me with complete abandon, his breathing hard and verging into moans. Even as I felt him drawing my magic and my healing power, leaving me spent, I really felt like a goddess if I could do this to ‘Lord Commander Abelard du Lac’.

      I didn’t want to lose it too hard with Gilbert just outside the door, but I couldn’t help it. The ferocious pounding of his cock was suddenly shattering me into pieces. The paralysis poison had done some weird things to my insides too, so the contractions of my orgasm came slow and deep, and I couldn’t even move much, so I had to scream. I let out a frenzied cry.

      “Phoebe?” Gilbert called.

      “Ahhh!” I tried to sound less distressed.

      “We need to go! The Black Army is onto us.”

      Abel’s seed wasn’t as cold as his skin, luckily. I felt it filling me, heard our mingled juices, slick and wet as he pulled out.

      Abel stepped back, breathing hard.

      “How’s your foot now?” I asked.

      “It seems…almost good as new.”

      “Good. Carry me. We have to get going.”

      “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      “I’ll be all right.”

      He wiped me off a little with a corner of sheet, shoved my skirts down, and took me into his arms. I curled against him, clutching the edge of his collar. As we stepped into the light of Gilbert’s lantern, I had a moment to get a close look at him. Except for a few spots that had been bloodied and torn in the fight, his clothes and light armor seemed so clean and pristine. His hair was soft with a recent wash and he was closely shaved. I could just tell that Abel kept everything perfect, not out of vanity, I thought, but from a need to project control.

      “Feeling better?” Gilbert asked.

      “Very much so…”

      “Good. I’ll hold Phoebe. You’ll need your sword.”

      “I gave my sword to Forrest. Your music might be as useful in this instance. The Black Army isn’t very well trained to resist bards, only the mages.”

      “Oh, well, are you comfortable, Phoebe?”

      I think Gilbert wanted to take me from Abel as much as Abel wanted to keep me close.

      “Yes. We just need to move,” I said, trying to smooth things over. “The carriages are ready, then? Is Niko all right?”

      “For now. He’s in the carriage. Yes, everything’s ready, my lady.”

      Gilbert held up the lantern and Abel kept close to him. We rushed out through the courtyard, some of Emmaline’s servants pointing us to the stables. The stables were huge, a mansion unto themselves (although smellier). I was freshly astonished but how much rich people had compared to the people in my village back home. At least Emmaline was willing to share. The scene was somewhat frantic by the light of flickering lanterns as trunks were tossed onto carriage racks and men were arming themselves. The stable doors were barred. I heard some fighting outside. I wondered if we’d be able to get out.

      I saw Forrest rush by, and then stop, and I realized I should have asked Gilbert to carry me after all. Forrest looked so stunned to see me in Abel’s arms. And I knew that pain was reasonable. He had known Abel before I did, and fought at his side.

      Please, Forrest. I’m so sorry I have to put you through this.

      I lost all awareness of everything but him, in that moment. I hardly even felt Abel’s touch.

      Please.

      Forrest gave me the faintest of nods. Because more than anything, he loved me. Thank you…

      “My lady,” he said. “Everything’s packed and ready to head for the ships, but the Black Army heard us and they’re trying to bust in and sabotage the mission. I’m sure you can hear it. The du Barien guards are trying their best, and Rin’s with them now, but I don’t know if they believe in us enough to die for us. I think I’d better go out there.”

      “I’ll go too,” Gilbert said.

      Abel tried to pass me off to Forrest now. I struggled, trying to see if I could test my feet, and he set me down. I had to sort of fall into Forrest, but I managed to stay upright. The poison was wearing off.

      “I’ll handle this,” Abel said. “I know I have loyalty to prove.” He started stripping off his armor, and then stepped into an empty stall for some privacy. I heard him jerking buttons and buckles free.

      “I won’t argue that,” Gilbert said in an undertone.

      There was a silent moment where Abel seemed to be still, and I heard shouting and clashing outside.

      Behind the stable walls, a dragon’s head, pale and sleek, thrust toward the ceiling, and Abel’s body followed, sliding over the wall. He breathed a faint pattern of crystalline shapes onto the floor.

      “Open the door,” he said. “Get in the carriages, ready to move.”

      The men inside the stable were staring.

      “Open the door!” Gilbert repeated to the men guarding the slab of wood barring it.

      They swung the doors open and Abel stepped forward. I saw his long neck whip across the crowd of soldiers, blowing a cold wind. They fell back in a wave, their armor icing over. Some of them fell stiffly.

      “Come on.” Forrest swept me into his arms and opened the door of the wagon where Niko was curled up, cramped in the back. “Stay with him, Phoebe. Gilbert and I will be on the offensive.” He practically shoved me into Niko and slammed the wagon doors shut.

      “Ouch! Sorry, Niko. It’s dark in here and I’m clumsy right now. Are you all right?”

      “Stop asking me that.”

      I sighed, and instead I put my face to one of the small windows at the back. This was my only view out, so I got to see all of the action in the wake of the battle instead of the forefront. At first, I just heard sounds of chaos. Something jolted the wagon and it steered a little to the right. I fell on my unsteady knees. Niko’s tail curled up to catch me, the scales wrapping around my waist and keeping me upright.

      “Thanks.”

      “I would rather you not fall on my injured body,” he said.

      “You’re even more prickly as a dragon.” I felt something push hard against my leg. “Hey!” I said, and then I realized Wretch was in here. “C’mere, girl. I knew you wouldn’t leave her behind, but I was wondering where she went.”

      “She keeps wanting to be with Abel. I wonder if he’ll insist on a third name for her.” He sounded withering and I dimly saw his eyes gleam, shifting toward me. Suddenly I felt hot breath on my nether bits.

      “Hmph,” he said.

      “Don’t ‘hmph’ me. You know it’s what I had to do.”

      “And you certainly enjoyed it.”

      “I have to enjoy it,” I said primly.

      “It’s for the best,” Niko said. “I maintain that. But he really was a stubborn ass. We don’t have to make it easy on him.”

      The carriage jolted over a rut and then I realized I was able to see more of what was going on. I saw Abel sheeting the road with ice behind us. Forrest was fending off soldiers, giving Abel cover. I heard Gilbert playing music up ahead and I expected Rin was up there with him.

      They were all fighting together. I knew it was only because they were fighting for something bigger, but it was beautiful to behold. All of us together, at last.

      “I wish I was out there with them,” I said.

      “Me too,” Niko said.

      “At least you can fight once you heal up. I’m still useless. I know the powers I give you are important, but…”

      “You don’t really want to fight.”

      “I do too want to fight,” I said. “I know it doesn’t make sense for me to be on the front lines of anything, but at least I want to know I can. I mean, Rin still threw up, but that doesn’t mean he can’t take care of business.”

      Niko chuckled low. “Be careful what you wish for, pet. When we find your ornaments, what will you become?”

      “Something strong, I hope,” I said. “I’m ready.”

      *

      Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this book, I would be so happy if you took the time to write a quick review. Reviews help me decide what to write next! Book 3, Priestess Unleashed, will be out this spring. Join my mailing list to get first look at bonus material and opportunities to read my books in advance! Although I have more day-to-day fun over at the Facebook group. I’m taking a quick break from Phoebe’s (complicated? overly complicated?) world to write a fun contemporary paranormal reverse harem…Social media addict Edie just wanted a technology detox when she signed up to spend two weeks in a Victorian manor on a windswept island in Maine, but it turns out she’s the only guest of three sexy demons. This is a standalone that takes place within a larger paranormal world I’ve been dabbling in for a while, so I’m looking forward to my first book set there! That’s up for preorder now and like Priestess Bound, will almost certainly be bumped up.
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