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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      Dawn rose over a sea of ice. I hadn’t really slept all night. Neither had Abel, obviously. The shining scales of my fourth guardian’s dragon form caught the morning sunlight, turning shades of pink. His claws clung to the back of his ship as his sinuous neck reached down to the water.

      Wiping bleariness from my eyes, I shoved off a blanket someone must have put on me and walked to the edge of the deck to watch. He breathed on our wake, turning the water into icebergs. I could see dozens of icebergs floating in the water behind us.

      “Abel!” I shouted. “Have you been doing this all night? Maybe you should stop?”

      “I don’t want him to follow us,” he hissed.

      “But don’t you think this will also show the emperor where we’re headed?”

      “He knows where we’re headed.”

      I just stood there until a breeze caught my clothes and made me shiver. I heard movement behind me, and when I looked back I saw Sir Forrest stirring. “Just don’t over stress yourself,” I called to Abel. “You’ve never really been an ice dragon before.”

      Then I walked back and grabbed my blanket, wrapping it around me. All of us had stayed up very late as Abel’s ship, the Claire de Lune, pulled off an escape out of the harbor of the capital, Capamere, thanks to Abel icing up the water so no other ship could catch us. It was a galleon, armed with guns, but we didn’t really have a great crew. Just a cobbled together selection of guys who were originally planning on helping us escape Capamere on foot, and a lean crew that had already been on the ship. I didn’t know if we could trust them. They worked for Abel, sure, but that also meant they worked for the emperor. They seemed pretty bewildered by the sudden turn of events.

      “Are you cold, Phoebe?” Gilbert asked sleepily. We had all crashed right on the deck last night.

      I ignored him, shooting a hesitant look at Forrest before I dropped my gaze to my hands.

      We hadn’t really talked since I had sex with Commander Abel. The final guardian in my quartet…and also the man Forrest had hated for years.

      Forrest stood several feet away from me. Even when I looked away, his expression was burned in my mind. His tanned, handsome face seemed older than its years. The pain in his dark eyes…that was always there. He had loved me from afar for years…my Forrest…he loved me so much that I think it hurt him. He had to watch me changing and slowly getting hit with the full realization of what being the priestess meant. Despite the complexity of the emotions between us, I could have stared at him forever. His dark hair was growing out; the sides had been almost shaved before but were longer now, while he had pulled the hair on the crown of his head back with a leather tie. He was too mannered to be a barbarian but too barbarian to settle down. I wondered how he would fare when all of this was over, if we ever ran out of things to fight.

      “You look weary, my lady,” he said, his voice low and a little ragged.

      I looked up, chewing on my lip. Weary? Understatement of the decade. Last night I had been given a poison that caused temporary paralysis, and in that state I had to ask Abel to claim me for the first time so I could heal and strengthen him. Clearly, it worked. He was being really bad ass. I felt like a shell of myself.

      I realized that all I wanted to do was fall into Forrest’s arms.

      But I had this new, annoyingly mature voice in my head now. I realized what I really was. What being the priestess meant.

      If we actually succeeded…I would be as famous as an empress, and even more of a beacon of hope. If the stories I’d heard were true, I would open the gates to the realm of dragons, freeing the world of what we had long thought were just mindless monsters. They were actually dragons, corrupted by the barrier the Elders had created centuries ago in order to gain control of the realm.

      No one knew what had become of the world of dragons in all of those centuries the barriers had existed. So I didn’t know what I’d find. I didn’t know what problems would arise.

      But I knew that everyone would want the person who opened the gate to also fix all those problems. The priestess was once the arbiter between humans and dragons.

      If I didn’t learn to appear brave, even when I was actually terrified… If I didn’t learn to act like a great priestess, even if I felt like a clueless barely-adult…

      Suddenly Forrest’s arms were around me, and I clung to him. I dug my fingers into his shirt and I pressed my forehead against his chest so hard I might have knocked him off balance if he weren’t already built like a tree.

      I swallowed back tears. “I’m weary. Yeah.”

      “Let’s take a walk.”

      “We’re on a boat!”

      He waved toward the mast. “I didn’t say a long walk. But let’s look ahead.”

      “At sea, looking ahead and behind are the same,” I said.

      “Nah. It’s different.”

      I let him take my hand in his. I put my free hand against his arm. More than anything, I felt a deep sense of relief that he wasn’t angry at me for having sex with Abel. I knew he must be having feelings about it, but if he had to choke them back into the deepest pit of his stomach, well…good, because I couldn’t help it if I tried.

      The sea was relatively calm and we had a good wind, from what I could tell. I didn’t know anything about ships. My hometown was in the mountains and we didn’t have bodies of water larger than creeks up there. A few crew members were moving around doing like, ship stuff, I don’t know, things with ropes.

      All around us as far as the eye could see, in every direction, was just water. It was exciting to me, despite all my fears.

      “I’ve never been on a ship before,” I said. “It feels like…adventure.”

      “Yes,” Forrest agreed. “It does.” He walked up to the prow. The front of the ship was cutting through the waves, churning the water, giving me a sense of great speed. I stumbled a little as I took a step.

      “Sorry, I’m…still kinda messed up from last night…”

      “Phoebe…”

      His tone was serious. I looked up.

      He dropped to one knee. It was easier for me to look him in the eye now. “You are my priestess,” he said. “And the first mission I was originally tasked with is now complete.”

      “I found my four guardians. But you never expected one of them would be Abel…”

      “No…” He took a deep breath, clenching my hands tightly. “But I know you have no choice. And I love you. I will perform my duty. When we reach the gate, I will perform the Grand Quintet with Abel.”

      “Well, I should hope so.” I frowned. “I know this is hard for you, Forrest. But Abel’s not the man you think he is.”

      “Who is he, then…?” He sounded reluctant. “I’ve known him longer than you have.”

      “He wants to change. He wants to be worthy of being my guardian. And it’s quite possible that the only reason I’m still alive, after a century of priestesses getting killed, is because he was my guardian. I think it’s fate. I think all of you are my fate. And—” I swallowed. It wasn’t easy to lay down the law with any of my guardians. They were all strong men, and all so different. “From this day, things need to change around here.”

      “Hmm…” He already looked like he was working up a counter argument.

      I politely took my hands from his grasp and put them back within the protective shell of my blanket wrap. “We’ve been operating like you’re all in charge of me—and your own selves. You’re not a team. We’re not a team. Well, today we’ve entered a new chapter. I’m the first priestess in a century to have found all my guardians. Plus, a bonus heir-to-the-throne-of-Gaermon. We know what we need to do and we might actually do it. From this day forward, none of us should lose sight of that. We can’t get caught up in the past. In a perfect, peaceful world you might have a year or two to work things out with Abel. But right now? We’re about to get thrown into the fire.”

      “I’ve watched Abel…murder people.”

      “You’ve watched a scared, trapped dragon, who has spent his whole life from childhood at the Emperor’s command. This is not his world. His parents weren’t his parents. He’s been a pawn.”

      “You watched him execute Elder Dion.”

      “Yeah. I know. But we’ve gotta let it go. He’s an ice dragon. I’m going to make an assumption that the icy demeanor goes with the territory. That doesn’t mean that deep down, he’s not hurt by it too.”

      “You’re asking me to…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “I am asking you to…well, I need this. I need you and Abel to come to me tonight and work this out. Together.”

      “Tonight?” he snapped.

      “Would tomorrow night be better? A week from now? No. It won’t. All you can see when you look at Abel is a cold-hearted murderer. But it’s dangerous for two of you to hate each other. And it’s worrying me sick when I have enough to worry about already.”

      “Phoebe…” He put a hand on my shoulder and slowly rose. “You really are acting like a leader.”

      I shivered. “If I don’t…”

      “But I think this is going to be a disaster,” he said. “I don’t want to talk to him and I damn sure don’t want to—”

      “Too bad!” I cut in. “Do you think I wanted any of this? Do you think I wanted to be responsible for the whole kingdom, and saving dragons too, and risk my life for it? Do you think I wanted to be a pawn of fate myself, and have magic drained out of me on a daily basis by four guys who hate each other?”

      “Gods, don’t say it like that.”

      I bit my quivering lip. “I—I just—” I gripped his hand. “I love you, Sir Forrest. I wish it was different. But I also…wouldn’t change a thing. Because I love…all of you…and it’s an amazing feeling. I just need all of you to support me. I wish you felt what I felt.”

      He folded me into his arms. I think he was a sucker for my tears, although I wasn’t trying to get that result. I really needed someone to hold me, and I melted against him as he stroked my hair.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll try to feel what you feel. I don’t want to see you cry, my lady…”

      I looked up at him, pleading silently.

      He put his hands to my cheeks. “You have the blood of dragons, Phoebe. You’re not just the pawn of fate. We know it’s the Elders who suppressed your power. And we’re going to get it back for you.”

      I shut my eyes. “Thank you…my love.”

      I let him hold me there, against the bracing sea air, for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      But…now I’d thrown down a challenge. I had to get Abel and Forrest together. Tonight.

      It was a challenge to myself as much as to them. I was dreading it too. I didn’t know how to handle them both.

      While I was with Forrest, Abel had finally stopped making icebergs, turned back to his human form, and crashed on the deck beneath a blanket. I had to resist the urge to tangle my fingers between his wild, soft cloud of brown hair. He didn’t look as scary when he was sleeping. Forrest checked in on the captain. Niko was injured and trapped in dragon form, resting up in the cargo hold. I found Gilbert and Rin having some sort of terrible rations breakfast in the ship’s galley.

      “Guys, help me out,” I said, grabbing some of the tough bread. “I did something impulsive this morning. I’m really trying to be a leader but it’s not easy…”

      “What did you do, wise leader?” Gilbert said, with a faint smile. He waved for me to sit on his lap.

      Oh! That was new. And I liked it. I sat down on his leg and settled into his loose embrace. Rin shifted toward me too so I was somewhat between them, and he offered me a cup of his coffee (or some coffee-like sludge anyway).

      “I don’t feel very leader-ish now,” I admitted. “I need to make a serious plan. I want to get Forrest and Abel together tonight,” I said.

      “You mean…in your bed?” Gilbert asked.

      “Well, yes. That’s my job. And also, their job. If I don’t make them get along, especially on Forrest’s end, it’ll never happen. But I’m not quite sure…how to lead in that situation. And then…Abel’s channel is the back. You guys know about that…right?” I was whispering by now.

      They both burst into laughter.

      “Stop! Don’t laugh! I don’t know!”

      “She’s right,” Gilbert said, tamping down his smile. “Sure, it’s a serious question. You think you want to go that far tonight?”

      I blushed. “I—I don’t know. But we need to be ready for the Grand Quintet.”

      “Your courage is commendable, my lady,” Rin said. “But…might I make a suggestion?”

      “Of course.”

      “We’ll be docking in Pentia. It’s a resort town with hot springs and fine wine, and we should be meeting up with some of the Gaermoni there, so we’ll have at least a night to prepare and plan our next move. The accommodations should be relaxing. I’m sure the townspeople will offer us the best they have. When we arrive, that’s when you should tackle Forrest and Abel together. In the meantime, you could make some…preparatory measures as far as your ass goes.”

      I was probably getting as crimson as my skin would go at this point.

      “Oh, look at you,” Gilbert said. “Don’t tell me there is anything left to be prudish about anymore. I’ve seen how enthusiastic you are in the bedroom. You’ll love it.”

      “Frankly, getting pinned between those two…,” Rin said.

      “They can’t stand each other,” Gilbert said, with what could only be described as relish.

      “Sure, easy to get excited when it’s just a fantasy and you don’t have to actually do it.”

      Gilbert laughed. “All right, look, I have another suggestion. Besides waiting until we get to Pentia to subject them to your whims—and remember, they are your whims, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, rather liking the sound of that. “My whims.”

      “I think you should withhold your attentions from both of them until then. The journey will take…”

      “A week, I’d say,” Rin said. “If the weather holds.”

      “Perfect. You need to learn to seduce, darling,” Gilbert said. “Nothing says you have to do what your guardians want. You’re the priestess. We are at your command. I want you to remember that.”

      “The book said I should join with one guardian every day! ‘At first’, it says, which makes it sound like eventually I’m supposed to be with all of you every single day!” I paused. “I guess we know that book lied about a lot of things now. And it was written by a bunch of Elders.”

      “Yes,” Rin said. “Old men who want to tell young women what to do. Now we know that you have more power than the book ever said. So forget the book. You know that sleeping with the guardians gives them power, but it takes power from you. Is it at all possible, given what we know now, that the Elders wanted the priestess to exhaust herself and have more sex than she should? So that all the power pent in one charismatic young woman would be divided among four men instead?”

      “That’s a good point. I like how you think, Rin.”

      “Don’t give her too many ideas, Rin,” Gilbert said. “We have to live with these guys, too.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be attacked at sea, so this should be your time to recuperate,” Rin said.

      “Tell us we are at your command,” Gilbert said.

      “But now you’re commanding me to say it. And it’s easy to tell you that! You like being commanded now and then!”

      He frowned. “I can be very commanding when I want to be.”

      “Well, I’m not arguing that either. You just don’t always want to be. But it’s fine. I get the picture, and I’m trying. Niko’s stuck in dragon form and I don’t mind avoiding Forrest and Abel for a week, that’s for sure.”

      “Of course, if you want some companionship, my door is always open,” Gilbert said, pulling me a little closer.

      “Do you have a door here?” I asked.

      “The accommodations are pretty dreadful,” Rin said. “I asked the captain. There are three individual bedrooms. One for him, one that was intended for Abel, and one that should surely be for you, my lady. So in fact, you can do what you like with your door.”

      “I might like a break, actually. But I don’t like sleeping alone. Will you cuddle me tonight, Gilbert? Rin, you can come cuddle too if you want.”

      For a moment I felt like Rin gave me a smile that was just for me and not for Gilbert at all. It sent a rush down to my toes. “Anything my lady wishes.”

      “Forrest and Abel can sort out the other room,” Gilbert said, with a chuckle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      That was a pretty awkward few days, and very tense for more reasons than one. For one thing, bouts of seasickness. I’ll just throw that out there. Nothing is better with seasickness.

      Also, I didn’t tell the guys my plan. I just said I had changed my mind and wanted time alone. Abel and Forrest kept a cool distance from each other. I could tell Forrest missed me, but he didn’t betray his emotions. I felt really bad about putting up any walls between Forrest and me; he was the first guardian, the one who found me, and it was my instinct to follow him instead of lead him. But I knew Gilbert was right. I had to take the lead, and in this case I needed Forrest to miss me and yearn for me.

      Abel was always looking at me with his pale eyes cutting right through to my soul, and every time we exchanged a look I remembered what it was like when he made love to me, how he was surprisingly tender at first, and then he claimed me rough and hard like he was starved for my touch. I had to look away. I wanted more of him, and this was not the time.

      Plus, I started menstruating. Which hadn’t happened once since this journey began. I guess I was too stressed out before. I still was, but I guess I couldn’t avoid it forever. I was embarrassed about it and I tried to tell Gilbert and Rin that I didn’t need to be cuddled after all, but they teased it out of me pretty quickly.

      “Why didn’t you say so? That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Rin said. “I’m familiar with such things from Himika.”

      “Himika talked to you about menstruating?” I said, wrinkling my nose.

      “Not really. But she was really bitchy once a month and she told me that was why.”

      “You guys were too close.”

      “Why does everyone say that? She’s just my sister, and we were close because she was sick and we understood each other more than anyone else in the palace. Neither of you have a sibling. ”

      “I don’t know who ‘everyone’ is, but maybe it is a clue that you speak about her too intimately,” Gilbert said.

      Rin looked annoyed. “Fine. I’m just saying that just because most of my relationships were with guys doesn’t mean I don’t understand menstruation.”

      “I can handle blood much better than all the vomiting that’s been going on,” Gilbert said with a shudder. “If the sea could just stay nice and peaceful like this…”

      “All we need now is candlelight and we’ll have the perfect mood for romance, huh?” I grinned.

      

      Soon Abel and Forrest were rumbling about the need for a strategy meeting. I was worried about how that would go too, but it had to be done. At least they were willing to open up a discussion when it came to evading the Emperor. We all agreed there.

      “The Emperor probably guesses we’re going to Pentia,” Abel said, spreading out maps. “The military will be in some upheaval thanks to my departure. Not to overstate my importance, but some of the Black Army will probably be questioning why I left and they might not want to fight me.”

      “He won’t send your own men to fight you,” Forrest agreed. “But he still has an army holding Gaermon, and they’re close to Pentia. They could get there before we do.”

      “Well, it’s very precarious in Gaermon,” Abel said. “He’s barely holding the city as it is.”

      “The Gaermoni have a strong fighting tradition,” Rin said. “Even the nobility and merchant classes own swords and know how to use them. If he pulls too many soldiers out of Gaermon, he’ll run the risk of a citizen uprising.”

      “Ah, so he would send a force down from Capamere, then,” Forrest said. “Makes sense. We’d have time to elude them but we’ll have to get to the mountains quickly.”

      We had some indication that the three missing pieces of jewelry I needed were in those mountains, maybe held by the ‘mountain bandits’ of Pero. The only problem was that the Black Army had killed the mountain bandits already, and not found any jewelry. Still, it was our only clue. Maybe it was hidden somewhere.

      It was all going quite well. Abel was putting some figures on the map to indicate different paths the Emperor’s forces might take to attempt to meet us at the foot of the mountains, estimating whether we could beat them to this point or that point.

      Wretch flew up onto the map and started wildly batting around some of the figures.

      “Stupid cat,” Abel grumbled, pulling her off.

      “That’s Phoebe’s cat,” Forrest said in a warning tone.

      “Yes, I am well aware of that. Do you actually think I would hurt Phoebe’s cat?”

      “You haven’t been very gentle with her in the past. You handed that cat over to the Emperor at one point, didn’t you?”

      “Forrest, you have never liked my cat,” I snapped. “Don’t even start.”

      “I’m protecting your cat.”

      “You’re making trouble. C’mere, Wretchkins. No messing with the map, okay? Go see Daddy.” Wretch was Niko’s cat as much as mine, and I was worried about Niko. He was sleeping a lot and I’m sure he wasn’t eating enough—dragons needed a lot of food, and we didn’t really have proper dragon food either.

      Wretch twisted in my arms with a little groan of protest before I put her out the door.

      My heart was beating fast over the tension of it all, but I forced composure and went back to the planning table. “I don’t know much about military strategy,” I said. “So I can’t really offer a wise opinion. But it looks like Pero is pretty far north of Pentia, and you guys already searched it before and found nothing.”

      “Yes…but the townspeople committed suicide rather than be captured,” Abel said, as Forrest glanced at him, his jaw moving back and forth. “They knew something.”

      “Can we figure out what it was if they’re all dead?”

      “We don’t have any other clues.”

      “Hmm.” Rin traced his finger down the whole length of the mountain range, from the northern end where the gate was, all the way to Gaermon in the south. “The northern gate that leads to the dragon realm… Has that always been the only gate?”

      “How could we possibly know?” Abel asked.

      “Well, of all the cities in this realm, Gaermon has the greatest legacy,” Rin said.

      “If you do say so yourself,” Gilbert said.

      “It’s true,” Rin said. “I wonder why we were the most powerful city in ancient times, if the gate to the dragon realm was all the way up north? We would have been practically cut off from trade with them. Capamere has a better port than we do. Better river access too.”

      “There are a lot of legends about dragons,” Gilbert mused. “In stories and songs. Like the Lay of the Dragon Bride.”

      “Sing it!” I said.

      “Well, if you insist…It’s one of those old-fashioned tunes they teach but no one likes to hear these days. The cadence is miserable and it’s not a nice story either. Polaris, can you fetch the captain’s lute? I saw that he has one,” he told the mechanical girl who was sort of my lady in waiting these days. “Violins are actually better for bardic magic. But not for storytelling.”

      As he tuned the lute, I motioned for Polaris to bring the other guys some wine before they got too restless. Abel looked like he was not used to musical performances intruding on his strategy meetings any more than winged cats.

      Gilbert strummed and said, “It’s been translated out of the ancient tongues, so bear with some awkward phrasing…”

      

      ’Twas sixteen years ago that she was promised to him

      The lord of all dragons with a crown made of horns

      For sixteen years now no hand upon her

      She is promised to him, the king of all kings

      

      In a gown all of white she is dressed carefully

      No handmaiden marks her skin with dirt

      For him she has been kept in a crystal prison

      All of of his own making, his virgin bride

      

      Her young sisters all sobbing when they see her

      Knowing it is the last glimpse of her fair face

      Tears in the eyes of her lord parents

      And yet they all know she has never been theirs

      

      She swallowed his essence on the day of her birth

      And now the promise will be fulfilled

      Up to the Cave of Tears the sacrifice climbs

      

      Rin interrupted with a hand slamming down on the strings. “Wait a minute!”

      “Gods, you made me jump!” Gilbert said. “What?”

      “This song is about my sister. Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”

      “I don’t quite follow,” Gilbert said. “This song is centuries old.”

      “I did think of Himika, with the line about the crystal prison,” I said. “She is kind of in a prison with her crystal bones.”

      “‘No hand upon her’,” Rin said. “That was her life. She was told she couldn’t play with other kids or ever have a lover because her bones were so fragile. And now we know it’s because they were made of crystal, because somehow this Bone-Breaker crystal got into her system. ‘She swallowed his essence’. Maybe the crystal belonged to the dragon king. There is a place outside Gaermon called the Cave of Tears. It’s been boarded off for a long time. Supposedly some kids died there. It makes one wonder…”

      “That’s…making some assumptions,” Forrest said.

      Abel nodded. “You’re saying that Princess Himika somehow was administered this crystal that belonged to the dragon king, and it turned her bones to crystal, and it’s because she was ultimately meant to go to the Cave of Tears and marry him? But we haven’t had contact with the dragons in countless generations.”

      “I know…” Rin rapped his fingers on the table. “But…”

      “Well, I’ll spoil you now. In the song, the dragon king does emerge from the Cave of Tears to claim his bride and her virginity, and he’s the first man that has ever touched her,” Gilbert said. “She weeps with fear, he turns into a dragon and puts her on his back, he takes her to his palace of crystal and stone, and gives her the most beautiful jewels she’s ever seen, and then they live happily ever after.”

      “Ooh. So…whatever the story, is it possible that there was once a real gate to the dragon realms in the Cave of Tears?” I asked. “And could we get there?”

      “Yes, I think so,” Rin said. “The spot is about twenty miles north of Gaermon so we wouldn’t be right under the nose of the Imperial force stationed there. It would be much closer than Pero.”

      “This is a risk,” Abel said. “We know that the people of Pero were hiding something. This cave has not been in ‘operation’ for centuries, if it ever was a gate.”

      “And this cave is nowhere near Pero,” Forrest said. “So if it’s a dead end, we have a lot of ground to recover.”

      Oh, yay. They were agreeing with each other. Unfortunately, by disagreeing with me.

      “But you already tried to figure out what the people of Pero were hiding,” I said. “They all died. You had the perfect opportunity to search the whole area, but if they were mainly defending a thing, they wouldn’t have committed suicide, right? They would want to stay alive to protect the thing. That means they were defending an idea or some kind of knowledge. And for all we know, the knowledge was about the Cave of Tears.”

      “You want to go almost two hundred miles south of Pero, our last lead, because of an old song,” Forrest said.

      “I don’t know. I have a feeling about it.”

      “I agree with Sir Forrest,” Abel said. “If we only have one chance, it makes the most sense to go back to the last known point and fan out from there.”

      “I agree with Phoebe,” Rin said. “There is something very strange about what’s going on with my sister.”

      “But…this isn’t about your sister,” Forrest said.

      “She might be a clue after all!” I said.

      “This is all just conjecture,” Abel said. “We can make it to Pero before the army, I’m sure, and if we fail, we’ll head south.”

      “No! We’ll lose valuable time!” I cried. “My gut says the Cave of Tears!”

      “Maybe we should ask Niko,” Forrest said.

      “Oh sure, you hate Niko and his fortunes until you disagree with me, and then suddenly you want his opinion? No. We’re going south. I value your opinions and experience but I have to follow my instinct.” I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I stood up. “Meeting adjourned. Or…completed, because we’re not coming back to it. Whatever.”

      I went to my room. The water was calm tonight so at least I wasn’t sick. But I was a bundle of nerves.

      Someone rapped on the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s Rin, my lady.”

      Okay. That was fine. Rin was the only person who seemed genuinely pleased with my decision, even if I knew it was mainly for selfish reasons. Besides that he obviously wanted to know what was up with his sister, he also probably preferred going to a place he knew well.

      I kind of expected Gilbert to be with him, but it was just Rin by himself.

      “Oh,” I said, getting flustered. “Come in.”

      “I figured you might be feeling somewhat agonized and might like company,” he said. “But if not, I won’t stay.”

      “Company is good.” He walked in, tall and graceful, his travel clothes well-worn, his cloak ragged at the edges, as his fine black hair grew out to a length that was more roguish than princely. But he still looked like a prince. He always looked like a prince. “Did you want any wine?”

      “I’d love some.” He glanced back over his shoulder and smiled.

      I couldn’t seem to help the sparks than raced through me. Back in Capamere, Rin had pledged himself to me—a fifth guardian, a guardian entirely of choice. He couldn’t benefit from my powers the way the others guys did, but he certainly held his own. He was royalty, with connections and learning, and a swordsman of considerable skill. On that day, he said, 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.

      I was so happy and relieved to hear it. I thought it was what I always wanted.

      Now, I realized, as he sat down and I poured him a cup, I wanted more than that.

      I wanted him. I was attracted to him, from the first day we met. It wasn’t stronger than what I felt with my other guardians; however, we had no magic between us to force a connection. It was honest.

      It was also…terrible. I wasn’t used to being confused anymore. With the other guys, I had learned how much they needed me, and I was deeply drawn to them. With Rin, I never knew where I stood. He implied that he had been attracted to women in the past, but he was with Gilbert now. He didn’t mention any kind of relationship with me, without involving Gilbert. But the way Rin looked at me sometimes…

      Maybe I wouldn’t be so into him if he didn’t keep confusing me! Even from the start when I bandaged his wounds that time… Yeah. It’s all his fault.

      “Good job back there,” he said, lifting his cup. “I know that wasn’t easy for you.”

      “I hope it was a good job.” I made a face as I slid into a chair. “To be really honest, I’m having some second thoughts. If this goes wrong, it’s all my fault.”

      “I knew you’d be thinking that,” he said.

      “Well, it’s true!”

      “Sort of, but…leaders have to act from the gut. You can’t always listen to advisors. They won’t always agree, for one thing.”

      “This time they did. Figures.” I rolled my eyes. “Finally Abel and Forrest are getting along, but only when it comes to telling me I’m wrong.”

      “Well, they tend to think primarily with their heads, based on their maps, their training, and their past experience. That’s fine, but some of the greatest leaders of all time made radical decisions too. It doesn’t always work out, but—you can’t second guess yourself once it’s done. None of us really know the answer. You knew how to find all of your guardians, didn’t you? What if you have more intuitive power than you know? But you also had a perfectly good argument as to why going to Pero is a bad idea. Abel and his men already searched the whole place.”

      I made a wry smile at him. “You’re just saying this because you want to know what’s going on with Himika.”

      “I’m saying this because it’s what my father told me,” he said, in a somber tone. “He told me that someday, I would be king of Gaermon. And I would have to stand up to the Emperor, and protect my people, and make life or death decisions many times… So I know how you feel.”

      “Oh… Well, it does make me feel better.”

      “Good,” he said. He finished off his wine. “I know it’s a terrible job.”

      “Being a leader? Yeah. It is.”

      He poured a little more wine for me. “But you’re doing fine. I don’t know if the rest of them notice, but I do. Of course, we’re the younguns.”

      I scoffed. I was twenty-two and Gilbert, Rin and I were all within a year apart. Niko acted rather superior but he was only twenty-eight. Forrest was barely thirty. Only Abel with his dragon blood was—ack, old enough to be my dad, when I thought about it, but he didn’t look old so it was easy to forget. Still, I knew what he meant. They all had a lot more life experience—every one of them. If I hadn’t been in a performance troupe it would be even worse. Everything I had known about manipulative people or politics in the capital or sex or anything that was useful on this journey, I learned during my year in the Strawberry Girls.

      Polaris rapped on the door. I knew her polite knock. “Do you need me to turn down your bed, my lady?”

      I had hardly realized it creeping on me, but I was becoming important enough that other people took care of me, and bowed me, and somewhere deep down I realized that I should not stop them from calling me ‘my lady’. I needed to assume this mantle, because someday I might look out on an entire crowd of people cheering for me. Someday the Emperor might be gone, and I would be the one they would thank.

      “You’ve got Niko’s servant working for you, somehow,” Rin said. “Old doesn’t always mean wise, remember that. Maybe we should let you spend the night without any of us.”

      I always declared that I didn’t like spending the night alone, but I realized that I could ask Polaris to sleep on the sofa and I wouldn’t be entirely alone. And I might actually prefer to be with my own thoughts before we arrived in Pentia. He seemed to know.

      Still, a part of me wished that he really wanted to stay with me.

      “Rin…” I wet my lips.

      “Don’t let us steal you from yourself,” he said.

      “Is that what you think? I…I’ve been becoming more myself every day,” I said.

      He put a hand on my hand, his touch tender but brief.

      Will he kiss me? Or should I kiss him? Is he waiting for me? I was full of uncertainty and I didn’t feel I could ask anyone because all I had were my guardians. I shouldn’t be trying to claim Rin for my own, I thought, not even to share with Gilbert. It would just be selfish and messy.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” I said.

      Gilbert came up to the door. “Ah, there you two are.” He gave us both a kiss. “The captain connected me up with some better wine. I thought you might need it.”

      The moment was lost.

      Did I say something wrong? Does he not love me? Why did he come to my door alone? No, stop thinking about it. It’s not complicated. He’s with Gilbert and Gilbert is with you.

      “I do need it,” I said. “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Gilbert

      

      When I woke with Phoebe in my arms, and Rin’s arm slung over us both, I felt true happiness and security for the first time since the fateful day my mother died and my illusions about the world had shattered.

      She had shielded me from all the terrible truths, some of which were still coming to light; that she was a prostitute, and that my father was one of the wealthiest men in the city who had died mysteriously. She must have known. I looked too much like the du Bariens for her not to have known. And where had all her expensive jewelry come from? Did Percival du Barien ever know I existed before he died? If he had lived, would he have saved me when she died? For all I knew, her swift death wasn’t even an accident.

      But all of that seemed lost to history. I could never erase my mother’s suffering, but now I loved a woman that I could protect from at least some of her pain. She was the thing I had spent my life yearning for. Every song I had ever sung, every love ballad I had ever tried to compose…I realized now that they were all in pursuit of this elusive thing I had not yet realized I was destined for.

      I very softly hummed a tune, a few lyrics taking shape in my mind. I hadn’t written Phoebe a love song yet. I hadn’t written any songs in a while, but maybe it was coming back to me now.

      Rin must have heard me. He stirred and his arm tightened around my bare chest. “Caught you,” he whispered. He kissed my shoulder.

      “Caught me? I’m not doing anything.”

      “You were humming. Must be in a good mood.” He lifted his head, looking over me at her. “She sleeps pretty soundly, doesn’t she?”

      “We’re not going to do anything in her bed while she sleeps,” I said firmly.

      “We could wake her up. I bet she’d like it.”

      “I’m surprised you’re so interested. I didn’t really think you were into women. I don’t think I’d be if it wasn’t for the sigil.”

      “Nah, I told you I’m into women. They really have to grab my heart. I’m more…hesitant. When it comes to a pretty young man I’m more of a sucker.”

      “So ultimately you might love Phoebe more than you love me. I’m just one of your boy toys.”

      Rin laughed. “Sometimes it’s good to be royalty,” he teased, nibbling my earlobe. I was immediately getting hard. “Gil, you missed it the other day, but you should’ve seen the look on her face when I suggested we might both have you at once. I might be hesitant, but she’s not.”

      I groaned. “You’re killing me now. So why haven’t we done it already?”

      “I don’t want to hurt her, that’s all. Or you. I’m still slated to be the king of Gaermon…” He sighed.

      Now Phoebe made a sleepy sound. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m writing you a love song, darling.”

      Phoebe rolled onto her back, her eyelids still heavy, half lost in her dreams. “Just for me?”

      “Rin’s gotten one already, before I met you. But I was just thinking that I’ve been writing most of my love songs for you, long before I ever knew you.” I lunged out of bed and grabbed my lute, unable to resist tinkering with the notes.

      

      “Ah, future memories

      However can it be

      That I knew you before we met?

      

      Oh, priestess of my heart

      Even before we start

      I have longed for you yet

      

      Images of your face flicker through my mind

      I knew that you were mine since the dawn of time

      Written in the stars, I’ll keep you safe within my arms

      Priestess of my heart…safe from harm…

      

      “I’ll work on it,” I added. “I just started it this morning and I haven’t had any time to tinker. Some of the lyrics don’t quite fit.”

      “You just came up with that? It’s very good,” she said, biting her lip. “It sounds sad, though. The melody.”

      “I do tend to be melancholy about things I really love… How often do we lose the things we love?”

      Rin nudged me. “You poor thing and your artistic temperament.”

      Phoebe took my hand and put it to her cheek. She smiled at me like she understood. “Not anymore,” she said. “We’re a family now. If we’ve made it this far, none of us are going anywhere. We’re going to make it through this and raise happy little babies. Not lonely only children with dead parents like you and me, but a whole pack of them. With too many parents. Oh stars. So many dads. They won’t be able to get away with anything.”

      I laughed at the thought. Maybe it was true. I had never had a family before. Maybe this was our destiny after all.

      She tugged on a lock of my hair and kissed me. “I promise.”

      I gathered her closer as Rin idly trailed a few fingers down my thigh, both of them nestling me between them. When Phoebe drew back from her kiss, he brushed my hair off my ear and kissed me there. Phoebe smiled past me, and I realized he must have given her a look.

      “Your moon cycle must be calming down,” Rin said.

      “Mmhmm.” Her little fingers tickled my chest.

      “I think I’m being assaulted,” I said, in mock protest. My thoughts were still lingering, not without some sense of concern, over the happy image of having a large family. I could hardly imagine we could ever make it that far, with all the Emperor’s power to stop us. But maybe a distraction was best.

      Phoebe put my hand to her sigil. “You're definitely being assaulted.”
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