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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.
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      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
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