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      You know, I used to like our town’s little Strawberry Festival once. But as Mom struggled to button up my old pink dress, I scowled at myself in the mirror. I had shimmering blue eyeshadow on, and the crazy outfit which was the height of fashion in the capital. It’s hard to be too upset when you’re shimmering. But I was upset anyway.

      “I think I’ll have to alter this next year,” Mom said.

      “Mom! Gods. You don’t have to rub it in that I’ve put on a few pounds.”

      “You look terrific, sweetie, you’re just not sixteen anymore. You’ve filled out into a woman.” She patted my hip, which was exposed due to some small, vaguely sexy cut-outs on the costume, and ran a comb through my hair so she could put on the headdress.

      Seriously, if I moved an inch, the entire costume was going to burst at the seams. I had gotten curvier (and, okay, baked a lot of “I’m-having-a-bad-day-pastry”) since my days in the dance troupe. But the town of Istim wanted to see me in this dress, which cost four hundred gildens. They wanted to see the whole package, because I was the hometown heroine. They would want to see me to stuff my wrinkled old body into this when I was a hundred, I’m sure.

      “Ew,” I said, disturbed at the image.

      “Ew?” Mom asked, jerking on my hair.

      “I was just thinking how I am never going to live this down,” I said. “I’m going to be a Strawberry Girl until I’m a Strawberry Crone.”

      “It’s the circle of life,” Mom said. “You’re going to have a long hard life if you’re already tired of it, Phoebe. Is it so terrible that everyone’s proud of you? Gosh, when you were a little girl, you couldn’t get enough attention if we tried. This town doesn’t have anything else to get excited about.”

      “I am well aware,” I muttered. I could faintly hear Percival Mintz playing his violin in the distance. He wrote his own songs, new ones every year. The result was that everyone had to sit patiently through several very long, sad tunes that no one knew at all.

      By the time he was done, I was all dressed, from the jeweled headdress to the boots. It was pure stage costume paired with capital fashion. No one in Istim had anything like it. My audience would be wearing simple homespun dresses, tunics, and cloaks with perhaps a little ribbon or fur for luxury. This dress was short, with a big collar that fanned out with a gold ornament for a clasp, a half-cape, long draping sleeves that emphasized all my movements, bare knees, heeled boots, and the jeweled tiara on my head. Most of it was dyed a bright pink, with white and red accents. It was a lot of outfit. Everyone loved it. Including me, actually.

      I just missed all the excitement that went with it. The festival just reminded me that this was my life now. I was twenty-one and my best days were already over. At some point I would have to suck it up and marry a town boy or apprentice in some useful trade like midwifery or goat breeding.

      I passed Percival, leaving the stage as I came up. “They can’t wait,” he assured me. “And you look great.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You feeling okay?”

      “Of course I’m feeling okay. I love that this is the only thing of importance I’ll ever do for the rest of my life,” I snapped.

      He looked—understandably—like, Whoa, where did that come from? It was a good thing I’d lost Mom somewhere back there.

      “But most people never do anything important!” he said. “You’re the luckiest person in Istim! I mean, you’ve seen the whole kingdom and most of us never even leave the gates!”

      “Yeah. Exactly…,” I said, letting my mind briefly wander over all the things I’d seen. The towers of the Temple of Stones. The beautifully painted ‘Frosting Castle’ of Rungenold. The markets and shops in the capital with all the goods fresh off the ships from around the world. The warriors of Gaermon, which was now under siege, according to the paper. I wanted to cry when I read that. I’d seen the Black Army marching down streets. I’d seen monsters attacking our caravan…

      Percival was looking at me like I was crazy. No one in town was going to offer me any sympathy, because no one in town had seen any of these things, except Mr. Argrave, the former soldier who had quietly settled here at the same time I returned. And he was—of course—a weird hermit who pretty much stuck to his shack in the north corner of town until he needed groceries. He bought our garden produce from me sometimes. He had an intense, unsettling gaze under his hood. It wasn’t like I would go pay him a visit to reminisce on our travels.

      “Well.” Percival laughed uncomfortably. “You’d probably better go before they run backstage and drag you out.”

      “Yeah.”

      I walked out to a cheering crowd of three hundred people or so. That was most of the population of Istim. It was obvious why I meant something to them. They were just farmers and shopkeepers, struggling to eke out a living in this small town so close to the Cavern’s Gate, hemmed in by the tall stone walls that kept out the monsters. Even from the stage, the walls loomed around me, although the effect was lessened slightly by the town being built on a hillside.

      When I walked out, I couldn’t help but get swept up in the energy that reminded me of that year when I had traveled the world. Every year, girls of the realm competed to join one of the four singing and dancing troupes that toured the land in armored caravans. You had to be at least sixteen but no older than twenty to compete. Girls dreamed of the day the troupes came to their town, because recruiters came with them. The state sponsored the troupes and made sure they came to every tiny town at least once every four years. They were the most excitement a town was going to get.

      It didn’t used to be like this, I knew. A century or two ago, during the Era of Elders, our world was very different. The gate to the realm of the monsters, in the northern caverns, was protected by the priestess and her four guardians. They prevented monsters from crossing through the gate. It was safe to travel between towns just riding a horse. You didn’t need guards armed to the teeth and armored carriages, and so towns could keep their gates open during the day and all sorts of performers and festivals traveled the world. More goods were available, too, and they were cheaper.

      Back then, girls hoped to be chosen as the priestess, not a performer. But priestesses only came along every thirty years or so, and their fate was written in the stars, not chosen by a capital-appointed committee.

      The old days sounded amazing to me, but even the most withered crone in the village couldn’t remember it at this point. I had never known anything but a world full of monsters, so when I was chosen for the Strawberry Girls, I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.

      I didn’t think about the fact that new girls were selected every year, and what happens to the old ones then? Well, you just go home, back to your boring old life in whatever boring old town you came from, and for the rest of your life, you’re known as A Girl Who Got to Do Something, Once.

      In my case, I came home to a little cottage with a vegetable garden, some chickens and milking goats. Our growing season was short, this far north. We ate a lot of cabbage and root vegetables. One of the big events of the year in Istim was a rock-tossing competition.

      And I got to rehash my old routine, but without all the other girls I used to perform with or the costume designers and hairdressers and makeup artists who used to help me look the part, or the magic that amplified our voices, or the professional musicians who played so beautifully.

      Plus, a lot of my old friends, who were definitely jealous, made fun of the music, but I’m sorry—it was awesome. The Strawberry Girls were the most ridiculous of the dance troupes so I got to sing a lot of songs about candy, rainbows, hair ribbons, and first love, and I thought that was a lot better than the sad songs the Moonlight Girls were known for.

      I jumped out onto stage and the pathetic excuse for a band we had around here kicked off with a rousing number, Carriage Ride.

      

      Coach and four white horses

      Golden hair and polished boots

      He’s the boy I’m dreaming of

      Take me on a carriage ride

      

      Behind the doors we’ll share our dreams

      Carriage ride, ooh, let me inside

      Tucked away while the world flies by

      Carriage ride, ooh, my heart can’t hide

      

      I mean, I guess I understood why the old people complained about it, considering that bards used to sing poems that were a hundred memorized lines and told an entire story about past heroes, but you couldn’t dance to that. These days, even the bards wrote snappier songs. When you were listening to a song like “April Hearts” or “Taffy Girl” you couldn’t think about monsters or worry over a failed crop. You were just happy. I could see the whole town swaying to the music, mouthing with the words, and just having a good time.

      “Carriage ride—” I was still killing it with the chorus when I heard a commotion in the distance.

      A monster, flying erratically, swept over the crowd.

      I’d heard that some monsters could fly. We’d never seen one, though. No monster had ever breached the walls. Scuffling turned to screaming and the crowd started parting in panicked waves, clearing the way for the monster to land near the stage.

      Oh, thanks a lot, neighbors, I thought as they opened a path for it to land on ragged wings. It moved with terrifying speed, its clawed little hands scrabbling on the edge of the wooden stage.

      I glanced around for anything I could use to defend myself. The stage was empty. A heavy curtain was behind me, and I scrambled to find the spot where it parted before trying to lift it and duck under it instead. I heard my mother screaming my name.

      “Haaah!” I turned as I heard a man yell and saw the flash of steel. A blade cleaved the monster into two, and it let out a squawk just before it was obliterated. The two halves of its body, covered in shining silver-black scales, now just looked like a disgusting lump that was bleeding everywhere. The monster’s face was turned toward the sky, its mouth hanging open. It looked sort of like a large lizard, a long pointed snout, sharp teeth, and bat-like wings. Its eyes, on the other hand, were a disconcertingly sharp amber color.

      The townspeople were totally losing it, screaming and running around.

      My savior was none other than Mr. Argrave. I guess that made sense, since he used to be a soldier. But I didn’t know him at all. No one really did, but he claimed to have been sent here to monitor activity near the Cavern’s Gate. Istim was one of the last towns before you got to the dead zone around the gate. All the mountain towns had been abandoned, given up to the onslaught of monsters. The passes were heavily guarded by two forts, but monsters still slipped through all the time. Usually, our high walls were enough protection.

      Mr. Argrave hopped up on to the stage and grabbed my hand. “C’mon.”

      “C’mon where?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “But I don’t even know you!”

      “Yes,” he said, giving me a withering look. “That’s why we need to talk. Your mother is aware that this day would come. Now it’s time I told you the situation.”

      “The—what? What situation?” I followed him as he dragged me behind the curtain. Mom was already rushing toward us.

      “Mom, what do you know that I don’t?” I cried.

      “I’m sorry, Phoebe. I just wanted you to have a normal life as long as you could.”

      I was really panicking now. I didn’t really want a normal life, but if my abnormal life was going to begin with a monster ambushing me on stage, then…feeding chickens and growing cabbages in Istim sounded better after all.

      “You are the next Priestess of the Gate,” Mr. Argrave said. “And your powers are starting to stir. You’re ready.”

      Mom looked anxious but she didn’t say anything, which was alarming on its own. I got my talkative nature from her.

      “But—there hasn’t been a priestess for a hundred something years,” I said.

      “One hundred and eight,” he corrected. I was supposed to know that. Memorizing numbers and dates was never my forte during my sporadic attendance in the village school. “Oh, there have been priestesses in the past hundred and eight years,” he continued. “Plenty of them. They’ve all been killed by the Black Army.”

      “Craaap,” I said, which was really an insufficient response. “Craaaaaaaap. I know where this is going. You’re going to tell me that the Black Army will be looking for me now.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I was…hoping you were going to reassure me,” I said faintly. “I need to sit down.”

      “This is no time to sit down,” he said. “We need to get moving.”

      “To where? We can’t leave town! The monsters—and—and the Black Army is everywhere! Does this mean they can sense me now? Did they send that monster after me?”

      “No,” he said. “Two different things entirely. The Black Army can’t sense you. They are always looking for the next priestess, but as far as I know, they don’t have any special magic for tracking us.”

      “Us?” Double crap. “You’re one of my guardians, aren’t you?”

      “Fate has decided,” he said. “I am your first guardian. You can call me Sir Forrest, now that we’re about to be intimately acquainted, like it or not.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t really know what this meant. “You’re a knight?”

      “I didn’t want to draw much attention here,” he said. “But yes.”

      I had never noticed him before, besides as a stranger and a weirdo. He was a little over six feet tall, with his sword at his waist. The sword had a really intricate hilt with a pommel that looked like the head one of the monsters. Its tiny eyes were jeweled.

      But enough about the sword. Now that I was getting a good look at ‘Sir Forrest’, it didn’t escape my notice that despite a somewhat rough appearance—the dark hair in some slightly brutish and unkempt warrior’s style, the stubble, the scuffed up boots and moth-eaten gray cloak—he had gorgeous brown eyes and a fine build. I mean, his personality could have used some polishing, but supposing this whole thing didn’t kill me, this might not be so bad.

      “It’s not the Black Army you have to worry about—yet. Monster activity outside the gates has increased in the past few months, as I’m sure you know. It was only a matter of time. I’ve been waiting for you to be ready. This world needs a priestess. We have to try and locate your other three guardians and confirm you at the Temple of Stones, then complete the sealing ritual at the gate, and if we can do that…no more monsters. This was a clear sign that it’s time for you to come under my protection and take your place in history.”

      “Take my place in history? You know what history is full of? People who died.”

      Ignoring me, he rummaged in the pocket of his jacket and took out a small, dogeared book. “This explains your duties.”

      “Oh, no, don’t give her that yet—” Mom began, sounding almost panicked as I opened the book…to a stylized line drawing of a girl, naked but adorned in jewelry, being claimed by a man. He was supporting her around her back with his arms, while another man was holding her hands out over her head and suckling her breast. The men were both very tall and beautifully rendered, and my cheeks flashed hot. The caption said:

      The Priestess and Two Guardians Performing a Trine (See—Appendix B)

      I sputtered something incoherent. Mom took the book out of my hands. “Let’s talk this over at the house.”

      “We don’t have time,” Sir Forrest said. “We should get on the road now while we have hours of daylight left.”

      “We have to go back to the house,” I said. “I need clothes, obviously. And Wretch.”

      “Wretch?”

      “My flying cat?” I glared at him. He had to be playing dumb. It was hard to miss Wretch. Flying cats were very rare to begin with. She usually flew around my head everywhere I went. But she would be a distraction during my performance, so I had locked her in the house.

      “We can’t take a cat with us,” he said.

      “Why shouldn’t I take her? She can hunt her own food.”

      “It’s too conspicuous.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without her.” I crossed my arms. I might be in some level of denial about what was going on, that he was saying I had to leave my home and head into danger, but this was not a point I was willing to negotiate.

      “Wretch is really a well behaved cat,” Mom said, looking uncomfortable. “She might even bring you some dinner to share.” My stomach twisted. It was weird to see Mom attempting to implore a complete stranger to let me keep my cat. It drove home that I was going into an unknown situation.

      “I can do my own damn hunting,” Sir Forrest said. “I’m not eating something the cat literally dragged in. But, fine. I don’t have time to argue. Take the beast.”

      We started walking back to my house. I still had so many questions but I had the feeling Sir Forrest wouldn’t answer them until we were moving. He hung back a little as Mom and I walked ahead of him, and I dared to glance at her. “You knew about this?” I whispered. “And you…you think it’s okay for me to leave?”

      “I’ve known since you were away with the troupe,” she said.

      “How?”

      “I was contacted with a message from one of the Elders from the Palace of Stones. They sensed your presence when you were in the capital and warned me about what to expect. The message said you were safe until your powers awakened and that they were sending Sir Forrest to watch over you until the time came…” Her lips pinched, revealing a long-held fear. How had I not known? Then again, when I came back from the troupe, everything seemed different.

      “I can’t believe you kept a secret like that from me! I could’ve prepared for it.”

      “How could you prepare?” She looked down, not even glancing at the gardens we passed as we hiked up the cobblestone path. Mom usually noticed every blooming flower in everyone’s yard. “There was nothing to be done until you were ready. I worried it would only make your years here harder. You would be frightened on one hand, and anxious to go on the other. I know you. You miss seeing the world. Now, if all of this works out, many more people will be able to see the world again. We wouldn’t have to live in fear behind walls…”

      “And you trust this guy?” I jabbed a thumb back toward Sir Forrest.

      “He is your guardian,” she said. “He showed me his sigil. He is bound by fate to protect you, no matter what. And you have the ability to heal him and lend him strength.”

      “I do?”

      “Read the book,” she said, with a heavy sigh, and gave the book back to me.

      It didn’t take a genius to guess that the “Trine” had something to do with lending strength to my guardians. I quickly glanced back at my first guardian. He shielded his beautiful eyes with one broad hand as he looked up to note the position of the sun. You can call me Sir Forrest, now that we’re about to be intimately acquainted, like it or not.

      Intimately acquainted. Like it or not.

      I had two voices in my head. One was freaking out, and the other one was like, Girl, let’s do this…
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      “We really shouldn’t linger,” Sir Forrest said, when I stopped to say goodbye to our two goats. “The less people gossip around here about Phoebe’s disappearance, the better.”

      I glared at him for interrupting my goat snuggles. “Oh, they’re going to gossip. This town has four hundred and twenty two people. Once they spent a week discussing the time a squirrel somehow got an acorn cap on its head and wore it like a tiny hat.”

      “I hate small towns,” he muttered. “The sooner we’re back to civilization, the easier it is to disappear. Get the cat and a change of clothes and we’ll be off.”

      “Wow, can you tone down your enthusiasm to be my guardian?” I said. “I’m not thrilled about this either.”

      His mouth tightened. “You misunderstand me.”

      “I don’t know what there is to misunderstand.”

      But he didn’t really answer. One of those quiet-when-it-suits-him types. Sigh.

      I opened the door and Wretch shot out, her black wings spread, letting out a meow of annoyance. The inside of the door was covered in scratches from top to bottom, expressing Wretch’s displeasure at all the times we had ever shut her up in the house. She landed at my feet, folding her wings and weaving around my legs, looking at Sir Forrest suspiciously.

      “It’s okay, muffin,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t bother him, but he’s…he’s fine, I guess.”

      “I’ll get my horse,” he said. “Be ready by the time I return.”

      I only owned a few changes of clothes anyway, if you didn’t count the old costumes and things I bought on tour that didn’t really fit, so I went to my little attic room, changed into a blouse and skirt, and rolled up the other two outfits into a bundle. The whole time I felt this blurred mixture of excitement and terror. I could hardly think straight. My eyes roamed over the bed, the window, the desk—all the things I called my own. Would I ever see them again?

      I was about to head out on the road with a slightly irascible stranger, and if the Black Army knew I was alive, they would kill me.

      And yet, as terrifying as that sounded, it also felt right.

      Maybe I had always known I was meant for more than Istim.

      When I came back outside, some curious neighbors had gathered around. They were murmuring about the monster breaching the wall. “…a flying one, not a good sign…” “…not usually that clever, are they?” “Never been sure about that Argrave, but it was a good thing he had his sword.”

      “Phoebe, are you all right?” Mrs. Balbron asked me. She lived two houses down, a sweet old lady who grew and sold all sorts of exotic herbs. If you came to her asking for an ounce of nettles for tea, she would spend an hour telling you everything she knew about them, so I’d learned a lot from her, like it or not.

      “Oh, me? I’m fine,” I said, sounding a little too bright. “Not a scratch on me. I’m just sorry I didn’t get to sing April Hearts.”

      “Sing us a few bars now!” Mrs. Balbron suggested. The neighbors nodded.

      “Well…” I lifted a hand, modestly. “I mean, I guess, if you insist—‘She was my April girl—blooming in the spring—!’”

      Sir Forrest came galloping up the path. “Phoebe has been accepted to school,” he said, decisively interrupting me.

      “School? What school?” asked Kitty Baker from down the lane.

      “Music school. In Capamere. She didn’t want to tell anyone unless it was a sure thing. She needs an escort so I’ll be taking her.” He put his huge hands around my waist and lifted me onto the horse. Wretch crawled onto my lap. Her fur was puffed at the base of her tail. Sir Forrest stuffed my extra dresses into his saddle bags.

      Mom was trying to elaborate on the school story. “Yes, it was really a huge surprise. Phoebe applied but she never expected to be accepted. It’s for the best. We all know she’s not fit for life in Istim.”

      “I didn’t even know you and Mr. Argrave were acquainted,” Kitty said, looking jealous.

      A second later, Sir Forrest swung up behind me. “Say goodbye,” he whispered into my ear, which felt ominous.

      “Goodbye,” I said.

      “Be careful of monsters!” Mrs. Balbron called. “It’s not safe out there!”

      “You know I’ll guard her with every bone in my body and every drop of my life’s blood,” Sir Forrest told my mother.

      Speaking of ominous…

      He spurred on his horse. We rode down the Hill Road, his arm around me. I had rarely been on a horse, and I had certainly never been on a horse with a man’s strong arm holding me close. I felt his warmth even through his study clothing. My mind was unsure of him, but my body felt strangely secure.

      I took in the familiar sights of town as if they were new, knowing that I wouldn’t see any of this again for some time. Simple, cozy houses with thatched roofs, a handful of shops. The inn was the largest building in town, two full stories. It had a dining room and tavern below, and three beds upstairs. Hardly anyone stayed there. Tulips and daffodils were blooming in all the yards, and a spring-fed creek wound down from the hill through a canal. There was hardly an inch of town or a person who lived here that I didn’t know. I had been dreaming of leaving again for three years, but now tears welled in my eyes. I quickly wiped them away.

      As we rode, more townsfolk were emerging from doors to stare, gathering like they were watching a parade. I waved at a few of my friends, but since I couldn’t say proper goodbyes, it was awkward.

      The watchmen opened the gates as we approached. In the spring and early summer, wild berries grew in the fields and forests outside, so a few times a year, the best archers and fighters in town would guard the perimeter while the rest of us picked berries. That was far as I’d ever gone, without being safely ensconced within an armored carriage.

      Now, the horse flew down the path. Within moments, the gates were behind us, and I was out in the world with only this stranger to protect me. I would honestly rather be naked inside the walls than properly clothed on a horse outside of them.

      “How are we going to stay safe?” I asked. “Caravans always have at least two guards, and usually more…”

      “You see my sword?” he said. “It was given to me by the Elder who told me I was your guardian. It’s called the Monster Cleaver for a reason.”

      “Okay, I can appreciate where this is going,” I said, recalling how quickly he’d struck down the monster who tried to rush me on stage. “But don’t they roam in packs sometimes?”

      “At night,” he said. “We just need to make sure we reach one of the safe houses before dark. I can sense them coming.”

      “You can?”

      “It’s one of the abilities granted to me when I became your guardian. And I will grow stronger…as we spend more time together.”

      He was alert, and so was Wretch. They both glanced toward every little sound in the forest around us. This was not a very threatening forest; scrubby trees broken up by meadows. We passed the remains of farmsteads that existed outside the walls of Istim a century ago and once supported the town. Before the monsters came, much of the outlying areas off the roads were farmed. Stone walls lined the road, rotting barns sagged, and peeling signs still named the farms that were long gone. “See, a monster has been here,” he said. “Maybe the one that reached the village. I can sense the remnants of its presence. But it’s moved on. If one comes for us, I’ll have warning.”

      “How did you find out you were my guardian?” I asked.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Good thing we don’t have anywhere to be.”

      “I was—in the capital,” he said. “I had been in the Black Army for the past five years, and…I’d seen too much. When I joined, I was proud to serve my nation, but when I saw cities fall to Commander Abel…” I sensed him stiffen, and he changed course. “A hundred years ago, as I’m sure you know, the Elders of the Tower of Stones were the leaders of this realm. All cities answered to the ultimate authority of the Elders. The Elders were the ones who would find each priestess and her guardians. For centuries, that held, until the priestess and her guardians died and the Elders couldn’t find a replacement. The monsters started flooding the land. The King of Capamere declared martial law and took it upon himself to protect the gate and the towns as best he could—and then he started unseating other rulers, conquering cities, declaring himself the Emperor and saying he was the only one who can protect people.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, glazing a little, although I was trying not to. “So you mean the first Emperor was a bad guy? And Emperor Leonidas? He’s killing the priestesses?”

      “I had always thought that the Black Army was necessary to protect people from the monsters,” he said. “But when I was in it…we didn’t protect people. We subdued them. Oppressed them. Worse things…” He swallowed.

      I felt a little uncertain. This totally went against everything I’d heard. “I met him once,” I said. “Emperor Leonidas. When I was in the troupe. We all thought he was a hero. And pretty dashing for an old guy. He was really gallant and welcoming, to us. But—”

      “It’s all right, Phoebe,” Sir Forrest said, his voice growing rougher as he tried to be gentle. “Everyone thought that. Leonidas is a charismatic man, as his father was before him. And the Strawberry Girls are just propaganda, that’s all.”

      “Propaganda?” I crossed my arms. “We made people happy.”

      “That’s what propaganda does. It’s not just brainwashing. It can also be a distraction.”

      “Hmph.”

      “I thought you wanted to hear this story, not defend the man who will be trying to kill you.”

      “I’m not defending him, I just…” I waved a hand. “Go on. You were in the army, and how did you get out?”

      “I started searching for someone who would stand up to the Emperor, and that was when I met Elder Dion. He was the one who identified that I was a guardian and told me the true fate of the priestesses, that the Black Army had been quietly disposing of them for the past century and beyond, before they could collect their guardians and go to the gate. When one priestess dies, it takes about five years for another priestess to rise. It is believed that twenty-two girls have been killed before you.”

      “Great odds…”

      “All we can do is look to the future. Now, the Elders are monitored heavily by the empire. Their ability to practice their faith is greatly restricted. They have their ways of getting word past the guard, though. He gave me the Monster Cleaver and awakened my sigil so I could track your presence.”

      “Your sigil?”

      “They’re symbols that appear on our skin, establishing a magical connection between us. I’ll show you later.”

      There was something romantic about this idea, that Sir Forrest had been watching over me for these past few years, and I had never known. He must have watched me at a distance, but he had never let on that he was waiting for me. I wondered what he thought of me.

      I shivered. “Twenty-two girls,” I said. “And not a single priestess has evaded the Black Army? Why would we be any different? We’re going to die!”

      “No,” he said, his arm clenching tighter around me.

      I waited a moment before saying, “Okay…you want to give me a reason why not?”

      He paused. “The Black Army is overstretched right now. Their years of wins have made them overconfident, but this attempt to conquer Gaermon Castle is too much. It’s too far from the capital. The supply chains are vulnerable. The Gaermon are formidable warriors. Their castle has never fallen.”

      “You’re just kind of making that up, aren’t you?” I said. “The Black Army has had challenging fights before.”

      He stiffened, tugging the reins. His attention was far ahead of us now. Wretch dove forward, landing on the path ahead, holding out her wings to look bigger.

      “Monsters?” I asked, feeling my chest tighten with panic. I knew what Sir Forrest and his sword could do, but I had never been out in the open like this in my life.

      “Just one,” he said. “You wait here.”
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      He dismounted, took out a flask and swigged from it. “You want some?” He offered me the container.

      “Uh, no,” I said. “Are you sure you ought to be drinking at a time like this?”

      “I’ve survived this long,” he said. “Whatever I do, it must be working.”

      “Fair enough.” I took the flask and drank. The liquid slid down my throat like fire, but I was braced for it and managed not to cough.

      Something scurried through the bushes on the side of the road. Wretch hissed, slowly backing up toward me. The monster growled back at her. It was louder and larger, its black bulk shaking the bushes as it moved around.

      I wished I had a knife or something. I was completely defenseless.

      The creature scurried into the path. It was four or five feet long from nose to tail, with a somewhat twisted aspect. Its back was hunched and one of its little hands was bent at an angle, so it limped as it scurried along. Rocks jutted from its black scales. The rocks grew from the monsters’ skin sometimes, an additional armor that made it harder to get a clean swipe at them. Their ears were pointed and alert, constantly swiveling to listen, and their mouths were full of fangs. Stories said that if a pack of them got you, they would rip off chunks of your flesh with their little hands and eat you alive.

      Creepiest of all, their eyes had whites and were almost human, vivid golden irises glaring beneath a scaled ridge of overhanging brow. The monster looked at Wretch and then at me, and it almost looked intelligent, but demonic. Wretch was growling low and making menacing little smacking and swallowing sounds. That meant serious business. Like, “the big gray tom cat is at the window” levels of seriousness. (All the ordinary ground-bound cats in town wanted to get with Wretch, and she wasn’t having it. Unfortunately. I wanted kittens!)

      Sir Forrest would probably be really impressed if I was brave, I thought. Then I realized I was already screaming without hardly realizing it.

      “Sasa,” the creature hissed at Wretch, and then it ran toward me. Holy stones, it was fast. I hopped back.

      Wretch flew at the monster, her wings flapping as she took a swipe at its face.

      “Get your cat away from it or I might harm her on accident!” Sir Forrest shouted.

      “Wretch!” I screamed. “Come to me! Please!” I clapped my hands at her like I was trying to draw her attention away from a bird or something. “Get off that thing!”

      Wretch and the monster descended into a tangle of limbs, fur, and Wretch’s beating wings and feline scream. The monster made hissing sounds. “Sasa sor…”

      Sir Forrest kicked the monster in the side, breaking them up. Wretch flew toward me now, and I held out my arms to catch her. She settled into them, her little lungs heaving, and licked my chin. I checked her for wounds. She seemed all right. Thank goodness.

      Sir Forrest swung his sword, and the monster met an instant death, the tough scales immediately succumbing to the blade. Its head rolled one way while its body crumpled.

      “Not a big deal,” he said.

      “Gods…” I was queasy.

      “You just better keep that cat out of it.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve never seen her act like that before.”

      He grunted with annoyance and climbed back up behind me, briefly placing his hands on my hips as he resettled against me. My skin tingled beneath the crude weave of my work dress. He was holding me closer than he needed to, and his hands were protective. No big deal? Yeah, right. He was worried for me.

      Watching him kill monsters was unpleasant, but also kind of hot. The way he just got in there, swinging that sword around like it weighed nothing…knowing he would do anything to protect me…

      “Where did you get ‘Retch’ anyway?” he asked.

      “Wretch.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “No, it’s Wretch, like wretched. Not like she throws up a lot of hair and featherballs…although she does.”

      “I don’t know how you can tell spelling from speech.”

      “It’s just the way you say it.” I smoothed her wings and scratched her right where her fur ended and her feathers began. She was starting to purr now. “She showed up at our door one night, about ten years ago. She was all wet and skinny and meowing pathetically. So of course I had to take her in. But what a sorry sight she was. Weren’t you, babykins? That was the worst part about being selected to be a Strawberry Girl. I had to leave her behind that year. I wasn’t gonna do that again.”

      “Winged cats are very rare,” he said.

      “I know. People say they’re more wild than normal cats, but not her. She’s my little cabbage.” Wretch was giving me her melty-pools-of-love eyes now. “And she’s very smart. She knows when trouble is coming.”

      “She ought to also know not to insert herself in the middle of it,” he said.

      We rode the rest of the day without further incident. The foothills started swelling into mountains, the path winding through a valley but still climbing upward. We didn’t see a single soul on the road, which was no surprise, but we could have met a soldier or an armored trade caravan. Istim was the last town before Fort Peri and Fort Plan, where soldiers guarded the Mouth and shot down as many escaping monsters as they could.

      Late in the afternoon, we passed a sign that said SAFE HOUSE AHEAD.

      “We’ll stop there tonight,” Sir Forrest said.

      The safe house was a sturdy stone building with very narrow slats for windows, too narrow to fit my wrist through them. They would keep out any flying monsters. Many of the windows had spiderwebs in them. They provided some light inside the single room, which had a sagging bed, a stove with some firewood piled up beside it, and a washstand. For good measure, a tall wooden fence surrounded the safe house, with all the logs sharpened into spikes at the top. Sir Forrest brought his horse inside and dragged the gate shut, securing the bolt.

      Within the walls was a cistern and water pump, and a fire pit with charred logs and a pot. Plants and weeds were growing rampant within the enclosure, but I was happy for any level of civilization after a long day of riding.

      “The Black Army maintains them well these days,” he said. “I’ll give Commander Abel that. Hopefully none of ‘em come through.”

      “Would we have to run, if they did?”

      “We can’t be caught out after dark,” he said. “The monsters aren’t very active by day. By night, we’d be torn to pieces as soon as I fell asleep. If we meet any soldiers, just stick to the story. I’m a retired soldier and your mother hired me to escort you to school in the capital.”

      He took beans and salt pork from his bags and started making a stew.

      “I see nut roots growing around here,” I said. “Should I dig up some to add to the pot?”

      He shrugged, which annoyed me a bit. Wasn’t it nice of me to try and help? I got the feeling Sir Forrest wasn’t quick with praise, but I liked praise a lot, and it was driving me nuts. It’s not like he’s the only good catch around, I thought crossly. A lot of guys would be ecstatic to have the attention of a girl like me, and we’re supposed to be bonded by fate. He should be more into me than I’m into him.

      Yeah, I wasn’t into him at all. Grumpy hermit weirdo. I didn’t care how sexy he was with that big ol’ sword. This was strictly business, I mean, until he expressed the proper level of excitement that he had basically gotten to kidnap Istim’s town celebrity.

      I dug up a few roots anyway—there were garden tools in the safe house. I found some goldenstars and sweet stem while I was at it, and saved them too. The former was good for helping wounds heal, and the latter for aiding sleep. I remembered watching Mrs. Balbron make poultices. I was unsure how to best store them, but I folded them up in my spare clothes and took the book, Legend of the Gate Priestess and her Four Guardians, by Elder Lucas, from our bags. I sat down on the grass nearby to read. I could feel his eyes on me.

      “Don’t read that,” he said. “You’re not ready.”

      “Have you read it?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You don’t know how ready I am,” I said, cracking the spine to read the introduction.

      Magic in its most potent and visceral form, the Priestess of the Gate lends her entire body to the service of our world as a channel. The guardians serve as her four devoted protectors, willing to sacrifice their lives for her for all of their days and hers. Her body belongs to them as they belong to her. Through her deep connection with her guardians, she keeps the gate in balance to protect humanity from the monsters.

      I was blushing, and deeply intrigued.

      Her body is a living conduit of power. Through physical joining with her guardians, she heals their wounds and lends them magic beyond the reach of any sorcerer in this world. A priestess at the height of her powers may be compared to the conductor of the world’s most beautiful symphony; her guardians, the instruments through which she maintains balance.

      I flipped the pages, now getting a closer look at some of the—er—rituals. A young priestess will only be claimed by one or two of her guardians at once, while she is still building her own powers, but an experienced priestess may generate a powerful magical connection between all four, known as the Grand Quintet. Once the Grand Quintet has been achieved, the priestess and her guardians will possess completely unmatched power. Armies may fall against the might of the Five.

      A large hand snatched the book away. “Phoebe,” Sir Forrest said.

      “Hey.” I tried to take it back, but he held it out of reach. “You think I can’t handle my duties?” I asked.

      “I think you will with time, because you must, but—I told you, you’re not ready.”

      “You probably think you’re all worldly wise because you’re a knight and I’m just a girl. You think Strawberry Girls just come out and dance and go sleep in a girl’s dorm with a chaperone breathing down our necks? I’ve been all over the world and done a lot of things my mother doesn’t know about. I can hold my liquor too.” I snatched his flask out of his pocket and took another swig. “That book says that if we join, you can gain power. Beyond any sorcerer in this world. Armies might fall.”

      “That is only if we can find all your other guardians and live to fulfill the Grand Quintet.”

      “But what about you and me? Are we supposed to do something?”

      He took the flask back and finished it off. “I don’t need power. Not yet. Besides, I don’t think the unmatched power happens on day one. It takes time for your powers to build.”

      “But do you know when you’ll need power? Shouldn’t I give you power in advance? Start building my powers, whatever the heck they are?”

      “I’m flattered that you’re so eager to begin,” he said, avoiding my eyes.

      “I’m not,” I said. “I’m taking this threat seriously. We already ran into one monster. It’s just sex. Maybe we should get it over with.”

      “Wait a few more days.” He looked red.

      “Are you a virgin?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, more sharply.

      “You loved someone before,” I said, understanding. Maybe I was being insensitive, thinking it through. “You didn’t have to leave behind a childhood sweetheart for me, did you?”

      “No—no—but—gods, can’t you tell when a man doesn’t want to talk about something? We are priestess and guardian, but I didn’t ask for this. I suppose it hasn’t sunk in for you yet, but when fate chooses you, the rest of your life is gone.”

      I edged back, as if stung. He was right. It hadn’t sunk in yet. I didn’t want to let it sink in, that I might be killed by the Black Army without ever seeing my mother again, or having kids or growing old or finishing the flower I was embroidering on an apron or anything. A lump was forming in my throat. I tried to shove the thoughts away. I couldn’t quite comprehend that this wasn’t the dance troupe anymore. I wasn’t going to travel around just for fun.

      He moved closer to me. His mouth twisted with vague exasperation, but his brown eyes were almost gentle. He scratched his fingers along his stubbled jaw, searching for words. “We’re about to embark on something together that neither of us really understand,” he said. “I’ve had years to think about the day your powers awakened. I knew that I would have to set out on this quest, and our lives would change forever. And I knew the only other option would be to die trying. I knew I would never marry. Never have an ordinary man’s life. You and I and the three other guardians—our fate is written in the stars and there’s a pretty good chance it’s going to end in death sooner or later, like all the rest. Shit, Phoebe, we’re doomed.” He reached for my hand and clutched my fingers.

      “Is this—how you’re going to comfort me?”

      “Well, for all that…I know that whenever I die, I won’t die alone. This is a dangerous world. People die alone every day. The Black Army conquers a city, the monsters find a crack in a wall…” He looked at me. “Now you know, I will die for you.”

      I was hardly breathing. I’d been losing a lot of breath on this trip already. For various reasons. “If you die, do I die?”

      “If all your guardians die, you die. If something happens to me, find the next one. They’ll be bound to protect you the same as I am.”

      “How do I find them?”

      “That is the one thing I have to do tonight. I need to invoke your sigils.” He pulled a white stone out from beneath his shirt. “You wanted to test our intimacy tonight? Let’s start here. First…this is what they look like.”

      He unbuttoned his jacket. Okay, this was a nice development.

      Then he stripped off his shirt. Oh, heck yes.

      It was true that I was probably the least innocent girl in Istim, in a lot of ways, even counting the married ones, because I’d partied in the capital and it got pretty wild in the private clubs of Capamere. But, the situation was very different then. I was with friends. Drinks were involved. And the guys? Well, the guys who got into secret parties with dance troupe girls were rich, city types wearing outrageous fashions and super entitled attitudes. Some of them were downright doughy because they had all sorts of fancy food in the capital that we never saw in Istim and they didn’t work for a living, the idle sons of old families. Few monsters could swim, so port cities had everything, whereas inland towns only ate what they could grow and just a few expensive imports, mostly during holidays.

      I had never been all alone with a guy, enclosed by our own private walls, under the deepening light of dusk. Sir Forrest was all solid muscle with a few light scars tracing intriguing invitations in his skin that said: Touch me.

      He waved his hands across his chest with an eyebrow lift that said: You done with this? Can we get back to business?

      “Look, I think it’s fair to tell you that I’ve seen a lot of chests, and you’re right up there.”

      I was also exaggerating my actual sexual experience to him, but, I wasn’t sorry about that either. If he wasn’t going to answer my questions about his background, I just didn’t want him to think he knew more than me.

      “I’m glad my chest meets your approval.” He touched the stone just below his navel and just above the waist of his trousers, and it glowed. When he removed the stone, I saw a shining symbol marked into his skin like a tattoo. The lines were blue and swirly, like a letter written in some unknown language. It seemed to grow brighter for a moment, and then died.

      “That’s it,” he said. “But once it was awakened by Elder Dion, I could sense your location from then on.”

      “So we must have the stone or the sigils won’t work?”

      “I’m not sure, but it certainly makes the process easier. When I awaken your sigils, you’ll be able to sense all the guardians, and we’ll just have to follow that sense. You have four sigils, one for each guardian.”

      Now he lifted the stone to the center of my forehead. I felt my skin heat where the stone touched me just above my eyebrows. I couldn’t see the sigil, but it felt just the way his looked—a brief, bright flash of heat, and then it faded away.

      Once the heat died down into a soft warmth, I started to feel something.

      It was like my senses were rapidly expanding, and I sensed something calling me, far off in the distance. How do birds know to fly south for the winter? I understood the birds now. I had this inextricable pull to head south, right this moment.

      My guardian… I smelled the sea and I had a sense of some unknown person. His energy was strange to me, guarded and slow to trust—but strong. Hopefully when the stone touched his sigil, he would feel what I felt, which was an affinity for someone I had never met in my life, someone whose face I couldn’t even picture. But when I found him, I would belong to him, and he would belong to me. He was a part of us.

      “I feel him,” I said. “This man…he seems like a strong personality.”

      “Well, I suppose we’ll find out.” Forrest sounded dismissive. I’m not sure he really wanted to know about the other guardians. Jealousy? Maybe he cared after all.

      “Hey…what happens if one of my guardians went out to sea?”

      “We’re screwed, I guess. No—” He corrected himself. “You only need one guardian to seal the gate, but to truly hold your position, especially against a danger like the Black Army, we’d better find all four.”

      “I smell the ocean.”

      “The largest cities are on the coast,” he said. “So that makes sense.”

      I was warm and flushed now, my skin tingling, and I couldn’t have found the words to tease Sir Forrest if I tried. He gently slid the stone past the collar of my dress to my breastbone, and another sigil warmed my skin. My senses stretched in another direction now—closer, this time. My pulse quickened and I felt a sense of unease.

      I clutched my head.

      “What’s wrong?” Sir Forrest asked.

      “I hope this guardian isn’t in danger. I feel scared, like I’m picking up on something. But he’s not as far either.”

      “All right. We’ll find him first, and move as fast as we can, milady.”

      “Milady? Where’d this fancy talk come from?” I managed a smile, the fear fading as the heat of the sigil died back.

      “Well, I am a knight, and you are my lady,” he said. “I will always address you with honor.”

      “Starting now, huh?” Sure, he was getting all fancy now that I was thinking about other guardians.

      He held up the stone. “The other two sigils are…beneath your clothes.”

      “Oh. Well, I mean, I could—” I reached for the stone.

      “No. You can’t activate them. They must be activated by someone else.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Because it’s magic, that’s why. I don’t make the damn rules. Back in the Era of Elders, they would have handled all of this. It opens the channel. Which is probably why you look so flushed…”

      It was true. Opening the sigils was turning me on, like my body was preparing itself for something. I clenched my fists, willing it to stop. Sir Forrest clearly wasn’t going to be offering me a space in his cot pressed against his warm, shirtless body tonight.

      I wet my lips unconsciously, and then wished I hadn’t. He definitely noticed.

      His eyes seemed conflicted.

      What was his deal? I wished I knew. He was kind one moment, and the next moment he acted like this was the last place he wanted to be and I was the last person he wanted to be with.

      I guess some conflicted emotions were understandable—about the situation as a whole. But why take it out on me by being so confusing?

      He reached for my skirt and unfastened the waistband, tugging it down as I lifted my blouse up over my head. I had a thin shift underneath, and some expensive panties I bought in Capamere years ago. I bought a lot of underwear with my earnings. We all did, because they gave us clothes in the troupe, but not underwear, but we all wanted hot underwear in case we got into an impromptu situation with some gorgeous audience member. But, all that fancy underwear I bought was three years old at this point, so the lace edgings were a little frayed. And—well—activating the sigils was getting me wet. My nipples were stiff under the thin linen. I guess I couldn’t help it, but Forrest seemed so controlled.

      He looked at me for a moment, his eyes unreadable, the brown color changing from warm to hard. Then he wrapped his arm around me and lifted the stone under the hem of my shift up to my tailbone.

      He was detached when he spoke to me, but he touched me like I belonged to him. I liked that.

      The first sigil had smelled like the sea. The second sigil gave me an anxious feeling. This one, however—it was far more potent than the other two. It made my toes curl in my boots. I’m not sure if the feeling was good or bad—more than anything, it just felt powerful.

      “This guardian is very strong,” I said.

      “Do you have any sense of his location?”

      “Actually…no.” I frowned. “Not like the other two.”

      “We’ll have to get further south,” he said. “None of them will be to the north.” Nothing was to the north except the gate.

      I hoped he was right. I couldn’t gather much sense of my third guardian at all.

      “One more,” Sir Forrest said. “This one is mine…”

      I liked those words too, the soft way he said them. I was a bit of a flirt back in town, if I was being realistic about myself. But I never got entangled in commitments. After everything I’d seen, town boys seemed kind of naive. I had never realized that there was a part of me that wanted to belong to someone. My father died when I was young. I probably had some issues. But Sir Forrest…well, I was starting to suspect that despite his protests, his role as my guardian meant something deep to him. I could tell just by the careful way he touched me, the way he didn’t seem to like talking about the other guardians, and the serious air about him in this moment.

      And when he placed the stone against my pelvis area, just above the edge of my panties, the sigil glowed. Heat flared in my core in a way I idly thought would probably be awesome for menstrual cramps. And I felt everything in my being drawing closer to him. He was a part of me, and I was a part of him. I didn’t have to worry whether or not he liked me, because I knew he loved me, the way you loved things that were a part of you, that belonged to you. He had to love me. That could have been a weird thought, but in the moment, it was comforting. I could skip all the part where I wondered whether I could trust him, and just…know.

      The warmth died, and he lifted the stone as if to put it around my own neck. My eyes followed the stone dangling there and my hand darted out, like a cat enticed by a toy. I touched my fingers to the skin of his wrist.

      “Phoebe…” He caught my hand in his.

      “You feel the connection too, don’t you?” I asked.

      “Of course I do.”

      “You can touch me,” I said. The words just spilled out. So much for acting cool.

      “It’s—only the first night,” he said.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      He handed me back my shift, but he kept looking at me for another moment.

      Maybe I wasn’t his type. I knew I was reasonably cute, to have been selected for a troupe, but I certainly wasn’t immune to insecurities. I had kind of a round face and big eyes, so I sometimes I thought I looked more like a baby animal than a beautiful woman. And while most people up in the north were fair, my hair was a deep, thick black that was almost blue.

      “Your father wasn’t from around here, was he?” Forrest asked, like he was reading my mind.

      “No.”

      “The townsfolk told me he died when you were a little girl.”

      “I barely remember him,” I said.

      “Was he from Rungenold, I suppose? With that hair?”

      “He’s a mystery,” I said, although he wasn’t really. I knew the pedestrian basics of his life, but I preferred imagining that he’d lied to my mother and he was actually a secret prince or sorcerer or famous author or something.

      “He was a merchant, wasn’t he, who came to trade in Istim and ended up noticing your mother?”

      “Well, I don’t know why you’re asking me if you obviously already know,” I said, irritated.

      Yes, my father, in fact, sold pots and pans from town to town. We had a new pots-and-pans guy nowadays, and it was hard for me not to associate my father with the stooped guy who came once a year calling out in a screechy voice, “Pots, pots, pots, and pans, pans, pans! Snap ‘em up, get ‘em now, while you can!” Although Mom assured me my father was very handsome when he sang his pots and pans song and that was probably where I’d gotten my performance talents from.

      I remembered him, just a little. He was handsome, I think. More than that, I remember that I felt safe around him. I remembered his tall presence, his hands sharpening tools in the evening, his voice, low and soft. I would hear him talking with my mother after one of them tucked me into bed.

      “We should get some sleep,” Sir Forrest said, his own voice more sharp than my father’s, but just as low and rather pleasing. “Long day tomorrow. We want to reach your next guardian as soon as we can.”
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      The world was a really big place, and we could only move so fast without being able to change horses, the way the dance troupes did. So it still took five whole days before we were even close to my next guardian, although we were lucky in that we only encountered a few monsters in between. I could hardly believe it, but I was starting to get used to seeing a monster or two on the road. The Monster Cleaver lived up to its name, again and again.

      One day, four monsters came slinking and limping out of the brush. Even the limping ones were fast. I clutched Wretch, who was twisting and growing in my arms, scratching me up.

      “Calm down!” I snapped, watching Forrest try to manage four monsters at once. One went down quickly even as another crawled toward the horse. This monster was low-slung, with a crooked tail, slithering on its belly almost like a snake. The horse edged back, snuffling. I couldn’t do much about the horse because I was too busy trying to contain Wretch.

      “Forrest!” I screamed as the monster came too close.

      He took care of the second monster and lunged, striking the monster dead, while another one leapt onto his back. I screamed again. That was how monsters could overwhelm a man, getting him from behind. Forrest struggled, trying to shake it off. He reached back and the monster snapped at his hand, scratching him, but Forrest pulled out a dagger from his boot and jabbed that at the beast, stabbing it inside the mouth. From there, the monster let go and Forrest dispatched it easily.

      It took me forever to stop shaking after that.

      The good thing about my next guardian was, I could sense him, and he seemed to be getting closer to us as we drew closer to him. Sir Forrest suspected our paths would cross up ahead in the city of Empero.

      The bad thing was, as we got closer to Empero, we started passing people on the road more often. Mostly soldiers. We hadn’t seen anyone from the Black Army itself—they were the most elite group—but Sir Forrest tensed whenever anyone appeared in the distance.

      We would pass them. Forrest would nod.

      “Seen any monsters?” he would say.

      Sometimes they would say no. Other times yes, and I would be more anxious than before. “That’s very risky, escorting a lady alone,” the soldiers would tell him, without fail.

      Forrest would shrug. Sometimes one escort was all a person could afford. They would wish us luck and move on.

      Between a high-strung cat and a high-strung man, I took it upon myself to be the chill member of the party. This was no easy act, because our accommodations usually left a lot to be desired. Some of the safe houses were pretty grungy. The cots were creaky and the rooms were cold and we had to subsist on beans and porridge, plus whatever vegetables I could scrounge up. I was used to a lot more luxury. I got a pretty nice bonus of gilden from being a Strawberry Girl, and at home I had a feather bed.

      Plus, I read the whole book from cover to cover, facing up to my future duties, and…holy sacred stones.

      Basically, my whole body was a vessel of potent magical power I could give to my guardians. The book suggested I should take it slow at first, just one or two guys at a time—you know, like that was no big deal. Supposedly as I gained more practice with that, I would be able to grant them all sorts of special powers so that eventually, the five of us could defend the gate against an entire army. Culminating in the Grand Quintet.

      The Grand-fucking-Quintet.

      Like, literally.

      I was supposed to be able to join with all four guardians at once. I wouldn’t have even know how to do it if the book hadn’t provided me a helpful visual. Each sigil corresponded to each guardian’s “channel”. So basically, my body was covered in magical marks that told my guardians where to stick it. And it said the expenditure of my power would be so great after this ultimate joining that I probably wouldn’t be able to get out of bed for a week afterward.

      I felt like I was really getting the lousy end of the deal here.

      Being pledged to Sir Forrest for the rest of my life? I thought I could handle that. The more I considered it, the more it sounded kind of nice. In the short term, he was as fine a man as I’d seen, so lucky me. In the long term, his walls would come down and we’d live happily ever after, right?

      But I wasn’t so sure about having three more guardians. That was a lot of man for one girl to manage. And how would they all get along? Sir Forrest didn’t strike me as a real “go team!” kind of guy, and I had this sense that the third guardian was about a hundred times more intense, and the first guardian wasn’t much for trusting strangers. I guess it was a good thing the second guardian had the closest proximity, but it made me pretty nervous that I sensed he was in some kind of danger. What if he died before we reached him? Then I would never be able to come into my full powers.

      Supposing this all did work out (and that seemed unlikely to me), my only job was going to basically be some kind of magical whore to four guys that I expected would all hate each other. I didn’t get to do any of the cool stuff myself.

      Sir Forrest caught me scowling over the pages in front of the fire at the safe house just before we reached Empero.

      “I told you not to read it,” he said. “It’s better to focus on one step at a time and not consider the breadth of your duties. First, we find your guardians. If we can’t manage that, the rest is moot.”

      “‘The breadth of my duties’?” I said. “My duties are stupid and embarrassing. I don’t really do anything. I have all this power, apparently, but all I get to do is give it to you. When I was in the troupe, I was the star.”

      The corners of his mouth briefly quirked into a smile. “You are still the star, if anyone is. But you’re a priestess now. Not a performer. No one’s going to watch. Thank the gods for that. If we make it to the end of this road, the people will revere you.”

      I opened it to a picture of four men lifting their hands to create a tornado that was sweeping up a pack of monsters. “I want to do that. Not this.” I turned to the next page, which was the “Trine of Endurance”—a cock in the ass and a cock in the mouth. Endurance indeed. More like the Trine of Sucks-to-Be-Me. “I’m never doing this.”

      “I would never force you,” he said. “But I didn’t write the book either. I don’t know why you’re complaining to me.”

      “I don’t have anyone else to complain to. Plus, you could say something a little more reassuring.”

      “Like what?” he snapped, putting down his sword and sharpening stone. “Do you think I like the idea of all this? It would be one thing if you were mine alone, but I am a loner. I’m not thrilled that I have to share you. To be honest—” He stopped.

      “What? Be honest. Please.”

      “As I’ve waited out these years, I’ve sometimes wished the other three guardians would have died in the meantime.” He shook his head. “It’s a terrible thought. I don’t mean it. And I know I can’t handle this alone. But I can’t help my mind traveling to dark places, once in a while.”

      I warmed, scooting closer to him on the log bench. “Forrest…”

      “No.” He held up a glove at me. “Don’t give me those eyes.”

      “Which eyes?”

      “The soft ones. I’m a shitty guardian.”

      “Oh, come on. You aren’t. You’ve been protecting me, and I’m still alive.” I tried to unsoften my eyes. “I like that you don’t really want to share me with anyone else. Of course, like anyone, I imagined I’d get married someday. We’d court slowly, with plenty of romantic gestures along the way, and then I’d say my vows to him and pledge myself to him alone, and he’d say the same thing to me. Instead, the other night the sigil was overcoming me and making me want to be with you when we don't even know each other, and I have to be with four people, and I don’t get to choose at all…” I swallowed. I realized I was more upset about all this than I wanted to admit. My dreams of what love should look like had been shattered.

      “I imagined the same thing you did,” he said, almost curtly. “But this is what we’ve got. It’s about more than us.”

      “I know.” I looked down.

      He got back to sharpening the sword. I gazed into the fire, watching the embers pop and the heat glow different colors, as I listened to the steady sound of blade against stone. Wretch settled into my lap.

      “Priestesses can’t get pregnant,” I said, flipping through the pages that told me everything my future held. The bearers of the sigils—the guardians—will not produce a child, so intercourse may be freely undertaken without having to manage pregnancy. The priestess must not be distracted by earthly responsibility. “So I’ll never have a family either. Everything’s been decided for me. My life’s work, my home, my partners, and—that too.”

      “I know,” he said again, more rough than before.

      I spread my hands, a small surrender. The book was like a third member of the conversation, one we couldn’t argue against. “You wanted kids too, huh?” I said.

      He jabbed the fire with a stick, stirring the ashes.

      “Phoebe,” Forrest said, after a moment. “You know, I think I might have tried to court you even if I hadn’t been waiting for your powers to awaken.”

      “Really?” I was genuinely surprised.

      “Sure, I mean—you know more of the world than most girls. And you balance me out with your flippant nature.”

      “Well, I don’t know about flip—”

      “And you’re not ugly,” he said.

      “Oh please, I bet that’s what you tell all the girls, Mr. Sweet Talker,” I said drily.

      He looked at me quietly for a moment, until I felt silly for making a joke, because it was plain that he thought I was actually beautiful, but he had trouble saying so for some reason.

      “Okay, enough of the gushy stuff,” I said, getting embarrassed. “I know it makes you uncomfortable. We can talk knight stuff now. So, how about that sharp sword, huh? Looking good. Looking really shiny. Pointy, too.”

      He laughed low, the sound making my stomach twist with desire. “Nice try. But how about this? In Empero, I’ll get you a blade of your own. If this is to be our fate, we should fight for it. We should make it our own.”
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      Empero was named to honor—big surprise—the Emperor. The first emperor of Capamere, born here as a mere baron. He was a second cousin or something to the king at the time, but worked his way to the throne through a series of unfortunate deaths that sounded fairly legitimate, but in light of this new revelation that the emperors had been killing priestesses for over a century, I had to wonder.

      Empero was an old city on the White Canal, flowing up from Capamere to the interior of the continent. It was flanked by mountains to the east and had many old, elegant buildings with very tall towers. Big cities were really built up in the past century because of the monsters. Everything had to fit within the gates. It wasn’t uncommon for people to walk up eight flights of stairs to their home. You got a nice view from almost any part of the city, from what I remembered.

      The sigil between my breasts was growing warmer. We were getting very close to finding my second guardian. I didn’t feel ready. But I couldn’t help being excited, too.

      When we came through the gates, there seemed to be some kind of celebration going on. Everyone was waving the flags of the empire and the restaurants were packed, with rousing music spilling into the streets. I still sensed some fear coming from my guardian, and I wondered why. The city seemed to be partying. It certainly didn’t feel dangerous.

      “That looks fun,” I said, pointing at a place called Winter’s Rest. “I bet that’s run by a girl from one of the Winter Girl troupes. Once a troupe girl, always a troupe girl.” It would be nice to find another—I tried hard not to think “washed up singer”, but it was there—and reminisce.

      “Do you still sense him?” Sir Forrest asked.

      “Yes—but it is hard to pin the feeling down with so many people around… He’s ahead. In that crowd, maybe.”

      As we were heading to the town center, people were swarming the streets in such numbers that we couldn’t get through on horseback. We had to stop at an inn and stable the horse first. Sir Forrest agreed, begrudgingly, that we could stay at Winter’s Rest, but he didn’t allow me any time to say hello to the proprietor.

      Now we could make our way through the crowds on foot. Sir Forrest was trying to be inconspicuous about it. Guards were posted absolutely everywhere. But he was intimidating enough that a lot of people got out of his way the second they noticed he was coming up behind them, and so we slowly reached the square.

      “A projection!” I exclaimed, delighted. We never got projections in Istim.

      Back during the Sun Era, towns had newspapers. But when the monsters came and trade became more difficult, the newspapers could no longer get paper or ink to publish regularly, and news traveled more slowly too. Eventually all the newspapers shut down except the central one in the capital, and we didn’t get it very often. The big cities got projections for really important news. Mages captured images of important stuff happening in a projection glass and then it could be shown to crowds. They could only catch a few minutes, and there was no sound, but it was still a huge thrill to see actual images of battles and imperial events.

      A big white sheet was pinned up between two trees and the crowds were especially thick around it, but you didn’t have to get too close to see the projection. It showed the Black Army storming through castle gates, cutting down monsters and warriors in elegant armor and blue and white tunics. The image suddenly cut to a beautiful lady with long black hair in a white gown slowly sinking to her knees before a tall, dark-haired man standing in front of a throne.

      “No…,” Sir Forrest breathed beside me. I’m not even sure how I heard him over all the noise.

      “What’s happening?”

      “That’s Gaermon Castle. That’s the Gaermon princess. May Abel rot in hell with demons dancing on his entrails!”

      “Wow,” I said, because that was quite an image. “Is that him?” The images kept repeating over and over. Every time I saw it, I noticed more and more how frightened the beautiful lady looked, although she was obviously trying to be brave. The final image showed Abel presenting a crown to Emperor Leonidas. Every time the images shifted, people cheered.

      “Yes. This means Gaermon has fallen to him.” He shut his eyes. “So that’s that. The Black Army will be coming home. I’d hoped we could get farther before that happened.”

      My nerves wound a little tighter. I knew Forrest had been banking on the distraction of the Black Army this whole time.

      “I’ve seen enough of that,” Sir Forrest said, turning from the screen. He put a solid hand on my back. “Do you still sense him near?”

      “Yes…” I pointed the way around the square. It was a huge space. They held markets here, usually. I remembered exploring this market once with the other Strawberry Girls. We had such a good time, always having money to burn and new cities to explore. I bought a little carved box to keep my jewelry in, in a tent over by the fountain. My best friend in the troupe, Kaeli, bought a hat like the kind the ladies wore in Empero: white with a peak and a brim that split like little wings, edged in dark trim. They were silly and cute at the same time.

      I also remembered feeling the way these people did—excited to be in one of the great cities of the Empire, where the first great leader had been born, the man who protected us from monsters and united the countries. It was nice not to question the leaders; to just feel like everything was safe enough, and pleasant enough.

      Some kind of scuffle broke out ahead of us. First, we heard some shouting. A few seconds later, people pressed on us, a wave of alarm rippling back toward the crowd. A man in a cloak ran by, shoving people out of the way. Another man was right on his heels.

      My sigil burned as the second man rushed by us. I tugged Sir Forrest’s arm. “It’s him!”

      Four members of the standard imperial guard, wearing brown leather and helmets, tore after the first two men. That already seemed bad. But it got worse. Running ahead of them was a single member of the Black Army. “Halt right there!” he called, and to the crowds, “Stop them! Those men are under arrest!”

      “You would say that was him,” Sir Forrest said to me. “We’re trying not to attract attention.”

      “Well, I didn’t attract any attention! They did!”

      The first cloaked man was forced to stop. The crowds were too thick and now some of the gathered townsfolk were trying to block his passage, thanks to the guard’s order.

      “We’ve done nothing,” the first man said. “We were watching the projection.”

      “Take off your cloak,” the guard said. “I want a look at you.”

      The two cloaked men glanced at each other. The second one—my guardian—was extremely nervous, I could feel it. These guys were in serious trouble, whatever was going on. But he laughed lightly and took a step forward. “I know what’s going on, gentlemen,” he said. “This keeps happening! But he is not the man you’re looking for. It’s an unfortunate resemblance. Go ahead, Rin. Take off your cloak. Let’s get it over with.”

      Rin, his eyes steely like he was braced for a fight, lowered his hood.

      He was a Gaermon—far from home—with black hair that looked wild and windswept, and tanned skin, like he hadn’t seen a brush in a while. They both looked like they’d been doing some rough travel, like we had. He had what looked like a fairly fresh scratch on his jaw. His eyes were dark and alert, and the lines of his face were sharp as a blade, refined and beautiful.

      His resemblance to the Gaermon princess in the projection was uncanny, despite that his skin was a rugged light brown and the princess was pale as moonlight.

      “There, take a good look, gentlemen,” my guardian said. “All you’ve got here is a basic sword-for-hire with a few scars.”

      I squinted. Rin looked a little different now. Or did he? Did he have all those scars on his face a moment before? Plus, he seemed more burly and his face was broader. It was like he’d changed before my eyes, but now I was second-guessing myself.

      My guardian continued, “It’s been very hard to find work lately, considering that at a brief glance, he does look like—”

      “Prince Raio,” the Black Army soldier said.

      “No way, that ain’t him,” one of the common soldiers said, waving his hand as if he was greatly disappointed.

      “I’m not fooled by your bardic tricks.” The soldier in gleaming black leather, with metal breastplate and wrist guards marked by the seal of the Black Army, drew a sword that just looked like it meant business. “Seize him.”

      “Shit. Go with them. I’ll meet you at the next safe house.” Sir Forrest drew his sword in response before I had time to think twice.

      “No!” I cried. “You ass! I’m not leaving without you!”

      Of course, he ignored that, like I knew he would.

      Rin—or Prince Raio of Gaermon, maybe, although I hoped not, because this seemed like a bad development if we wanted to stay inconspicuous—drew twin swords. The straight, slender blades were well-worn but their hilts were wrapped in royal red with an elaborate guard.

      “Stay out of this, stranger,” he told Forrest. “This is my fight.”

      “It’s not, and I’ll explain later,” Sir Forrest shot back. “You need to take your friend and leave the city immediately.”

      “You would get yourself thrown in jail on my account?”

      “No. I’m not going to get thrown in jail. But I can disappear into a crowd. Unlike your foreign hide.” Sir Forrest lunged at the soldier. “Get out of here!”

      My newfound guardian watched this squabble, as I did, but then he looked at me and Wretch beneath his cloak. His eyes lingered on my unusual pet for a moment.

      “Hey,” I said. “This is awkward. We’ve been looking for you.”

      “For me? Well, it’s about time I got some of the attention. I suppose you've heard word of my ballads?”

      Ballads? Maybe it was better to just go with that for now. “Yeah. Your ballads are the best.”

      “Exactly! I mean, not to brag, but I think my Dragon's Song deserves to be up there with the Seven Stones Cycle. And yet, Bard Keith gets all the credit, at least on a national level… I’m not sure how much you know about music theory…”

      Sir Forrest made a sudden “unfh” sound and took a step back, clutching his sword arm.

      “Forr—Mr. Argrave!” I said, remembering that he told me not to call him by his given name among strangers. Argrave was a common enough family name. I caught him as he pulled back from the fight but he almost toppled me over as he leaned into me, big as he was. “Your arm is bleeding,” I said.

      “It’s nothing. Let me go.”

      “It’s not nothing! It looks pretty deep. We should’ve—the book said I would grant you more power in advance if—” In a fit of desperation, I grabbed his collar, yanked him down to my level, and kissed him.

      Forrest’s sigil, the one placed oh-so-conveniently right above my crotch, throbbed with heat as our lips mingled. He was, for just a moment, stiff and surprised, and then his tongue slipped into my mouth and he took a taste of me. In returned, he tasted surprisingly sweet and smelled of sunshine and grass, undercut by something more earthy and masculine.

      He pulled back, gave me a heavy glance, and turned back to the soldier.

      The common soldiers had rushed out ahead of their leader, and Rin was moving fast around them, dodging their attempts to strike him and knocking them with the blunt side of his slender blade.

      Sir Forrest clearly didn’t want to be usurped by Rin. He rushed back into the fray and went for the leader but I could tell that brief kiss was like putting a scrap of bandage on a stab wound: not nearly enough. He wasn’t moving his sword with as much confidence as usual, and he grunted with suppressed pain as he moved.

      My musical guardian, meanwhile, had pulled a violin out of a case on his back and started to play a dreamy tune. Everyone stopped to listen to it, except Forrest, Rin, and the Black Army soldier. The crowd seemed dazed. I didn’t know much about music theory, I just knew how to sing whatever I was told to sing, but there was something about this song that was different from any ordinary song… It made you want to forget all your troubles.

      I heard a blade cut through flesh. The Black Army soldier spat up blood. Rin had driven his sword through a crack in his armor. I saw a glimpse of gore before turning away, battling a wave of queasiness. Seeing monsters die didn’t bother me; it was like killing a chicken for dinner. But I had never seen a person die a violent death.

      Sir Forrest grabbed my hand. “We need to get out of here. You too.”

      “And why should I trust you?” Rin asked.

      “If you’re with the bard, we’re with you,” Forrest said. “We’ve been looking for him. He’s Phoebe’s guardian. She sensed his location and she knows you’ve been in some kind of danger. Besides that, if you are the prince of Gaermon, I’m on your side—against the Black Army.”

      “All right,” Rin said, apparently satisfied. “We’ll hear you out. But we have our own business.”

      I could tell Sir Forrest wanted to say, Not anymore, you don’t. “Let’s find someplace we can talk.”
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      We collected the horse from Winter’s Rest and found a shadier sort of inn run by a lone old blind woman who wouldn’t be able to describe us later, just in case. Even though my newfound guardian said his music should have dazed the crowd, so no one would know who killed the soldier. Forrest clearly didn’t trust that.

      “Keeping secrets is my primary business besides making the beds,” the woman assured us with one wink of a milky eye. Creepy, but her stew was good. After all those beans and grains, the big chunks of sausage and different vegetables were heavenly.

      “I’m not sure what you are saying about guardians and this young woman, but if you are indeed a foe of the Empire, you will realize that I can’t get wrapped up in other business,” Rin said, before taking a single bite. “The emperor has destroyed my kingdom, killed my father, and taken my sister Himika.”

      “Why weren’t you there?” Sir Forrest asked.

      “I wish to the gods I had been!” Rin growled. “If I had known that Leonidas was taking aim for my castle…but we had no warning. I was hundreds of miles away. Once the siege began, I wasn’t sure how to get back in. I’d surely be killed. I need to find a ship in Capamere and beg aid from our allies in the west to negotiate her release.”

      “I’d help you get your sister back. No need to go that far.” Forrest sat back—holding his wounded arm, although he was trying to make it look like a casual gesture—and crossed his legs on the table, which was too low for the chairs. The common room was empty except for us. All the furniture looked like it had been bought in different places for the cheapest prices. I wasn’t expecting much from the beds.

      “How?”

      “Prince Raio—”

      “Call me Rin, until I regain my throne.”

      “Okay. Rin. If my plan works out, the Empire will fall anyway. You’ll get your sister back, your kingdom, and we’ll even be free of the monsters. You’ll be the first king to rule over Gaermon in a new golden age. How about that.”

      If Forrest was going to sell this idea, I thought, he probably shouldn’t take a vaguely sarcastic tone.

      “Sounds extremely far-fetched. And time-consuming. What is this plan? And what does Gilbert have to do with it?”

      “Gilbert is one of the four guardians of the priestess of the gate. I’m sure you know the story of the priestess of the gate.”

      “Everyone knows that story,” Gilbert said, raking a nervous hand through his locks.

      Gilbert was beautiful. Like, as pretty as a girl without looking like a girl, which was a feat I had only seen accomplished by a few capital boys. Usually with some strategic makeup. But Gilbert was totally natural, just perfect lips, perfect cheekbones, perfect blue eyes with flecks of gold like some precious stone, perfect eyebrows, perfect flaxen hair that framed his face with a soft wave. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kiss him or ask him what his secret was.

      I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised when the next words out of his mouth were, “But I’m with Rin.”

      “You’re gay?” I started reaching for the book. I was pretty sure it hadn’t said anything about what to do if one of your guardians was gay. Was I just supposed to ruin his life? Could I turn him un-gay? But that sounded wrong.

      “I have been with women before, but…I’m with Rin now.”

      “Awaken his sigil,” Sir Forrest said.

      “Right now? Shouldn’t we talk this out first?“

      “Do it,” he pressed. “There is no use having this conversation unless he fully understands.”

      Reluctantly, I took out the stone. Gilbert looked at Rin anxiously. The prince’s arms were crossed. Was I the only one who was going to eat this stew no matter what the conversation?

      “As you say,” Rin said, “we have all heard the story of the priestess and her four guardians. We know what she meant for the world. You should see if indeed it is true.”

      “You want me to do this?” Gilbert sounded shocked.

      “If it is true,” Rin said, “it would be your duty.”

      “My duty…to be with a woman.” He looked at Wretch, and shook his head. “All right.” Gilbert met my eyes, more boldly than I expected. There was some defiance there, too.

      I faltered. “I don’t want to make you feel something you don’t feel!”

      “Phoebe,” Forrest said. “None of us have chosen this.”

      “No,” Gilbert said, finally breaking eye contact. “I understand.”

      “Hold out your hands…” From reading the book, I knew where all the sigils were located. Gilbert’s sigil was on his right palm, so it was easy for me to simply press the stone into his open hand.

      The symbol flashed, and the sigil on my breastbone warmed in unison.

      Gilbert’s beautiful lips parted. He looked at his hand, and at the ceiling, then toward Rin as the glow faded.

      “Rin…,” he said.

      “Did you know this would happen?” Rin asked.

      “A fortune teller told me I would marry a pretty, black-haired girl once,” Gilbert said. “Of course, don’t they all say that? She didn’t seem aware that it was not my predilection.” I thought I saw a little shiver run through him, and my gaze lingered on him curiously.

      “Your predilections hardly matter,” Sir Forrest said, with a typical lack of sensitivity. “There is no denying destiny. I need you, Gilbert. And most especially, Phoebe needs you. If all goes as planned, we will find the two other guardians and seal the gate. Even if we fail at finding the rest, the two of us might even be sufficient.”

      “I did not think priestesses were still born,” Rin said. “Himika always held out hope that one would come again, but…”

      “The priestesses never stopped being born,” Sir Forrest said. “Leonidas had them killed.”

      “Killed? For over a century? Why would he kill the very person who used to protect us from the monsters?”

      “He wants the gate open. He wants the monsters to come.”

      Rin gripped his sword. “So he has an excuse to conquer.”

      “And rule with an iron fist,” Forrest said. “After all, he certainly isn’t hurting from all this.”

      “Ah. That actually seems quite obvious, once you speak it aloud. And even Gaermon couldn’t stand against that commander of his. I tell you, my father was a brilliant commander and our army outnumbered theirs. What did it do for us? Nothing. Abel swept through like a storm.” He paused. “I would like to believe fate may have brought us together.”

      “Now, this is no easy task,” Forrest said. “We can’t seal the gate until the Elders have confirmed us in the Temple of Stones. We’ll have to go south into the belly of the beast, and then north again, without being detected. And even after we seal the gate, the empire will come for us. If we can seal it long enough, the monsters will stop coming. The people will realize that the Empire has been a sham all along.”

      Rin pushed back his chair and bowed to me on one knee. “I will aid you in your quest.”

      “Thank you, your majesty,” I said, once I had quickly gulped down a large chunk of carrot and put down my bowl. “I am honored.” I kind of wished Rin was my guardian. He seemed to be taking this well. And he was both a killer swordsman and royalty.

      Gilbert, on the other hand, slid his fingers up and down one knee of his trousers, and then reached for the ale on the table. “This means our relationship is sexual,” he said to me. “Doesn’t it?”

      “Well, technically, yeah, I mean…there are just some rituals and stuff we have to do… I grant you powers and things like that… I don’t mean to mess up whatever you guys have going on.”

      “No, Phoebe,” Sir Forrest said. “Don’t downplay it. Gilbert is right. He belongs to you and you belong to him. The rules are explicit on that point. Although I suppose there is nothing that says he can’t have a relationship with Rin if you allow it, you must come first and foremost in his heart and mind at all times. You have to be able to trust that your guardians will never choose someone else over you, nor over each other.”

      I almost smiled just because he sounded so passionate about it—about protecting me. “I can’t make him feel that way.”

      “You won’t have to. He will find that feeling inside himself.”

      A sudden sick feeling swept over me. It was one thing with Forrest. He might have some resistance to such a rigid destiny, as any person would, but deep down I thought he genuinely liked me. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe magic twisted all our minds. “I don’t want to make people love me! Not—not either of you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Forrest said. “We have to love you. We’d die without you.”

      “Wait—we die?” Gilbert cried.

      “Yes,” Forrest said. “The sigils grant us such a strong bond that if Phoebe dies, we will die with her.”

      “Oh, I damn sure didn’t ask for that.”

      Now even I had lost my taste for the stew. Well, actually, I’d finished the bowl, so it was convenient. But either way, I stood up and left the table. Wretch flew after me. This was terrible and it all felt like my fault, even though I didn’t like it either.

      “Phoebe—” Gilbert rushed after me, looking concerned, but that might have been his sigil talking. “Wait. I didn’t mean offense to you.”

      “Look, I don’t blame you if you did. Don’t worry about me. I think I just want to be alone right now. It’s too much.” I went to the old woman, who was sitting behind a desk knitting.

      “You want your room, dear?” she asked, setting the yarn aside.

      “Yes, please.”

      “C’mon, then.” She patted her hand around the edge of the desk, getting out a ring of keys, and led the way to the stairwell. Her steps were brisk; she obviously knew the inn well. I didn’t look at the men.

      “You all right, dear?” the woman asked. “The tall fellow there only got two rooms. It has two beds, but if you don’t want to be alone with him—”

      “No, he’s fine. I just haven’t had any time to myself.”

      “Maybe you’d like a bath? There’s a bath tub at the end of the hall.”

      “With hot running water?”

      “That’s right.”

      Wow. I hadn’t had a hot bath since the troupe days. No one had running water in Istim. The tub was—clean enough, I decided. I mean, this wasn’t how the Priestess of the Gate would die, right? From tub-borne illness? I turned the creaky knobs until hot water flowed, and sank into it with a sigh. Wretch curled herself up on the stack of towels in the cabinet. It was a little room, with one window high up in the white wall. It smelled vaguely of lavender, which was nice.

      The running water was a good cover for some light crying. I used to be pretty weepy before I joined the troupe, but then I got out of it, because when I was in the troupe, I wanted to be tough around the other girls. And then, every time I cried at home Mom would take it to heart that I missed being on the road and the friends I’d made and she would overcompensate, making my favorite foods and so on. Then I felt bad.

      I’d been torn between lives for a long time now.

      But this was a new feeling, having no choice at all. Did fate give me my guardians because they really were the right people for me? Or was it random? That was a terrible thought. They would have to do all those things to me and maybe they wouldn’t even like me.

      Finally, I heard the men come up, speaking softly to each other about their plan to leave the city tomorrow morning.

      “I’m not sure the safe houses are…safe,” Sir Forrest said.

      “No,” Rin agreed. “We haven’t used them. Gilbert and I sleep outside.”

      Sleeping outside? Ugh. I never wanted to leave this bathtub.

      “In shifts?” Forrest asked.

      “Yes,” Gilbert said. “Keeping the fire going. The monsters don’t like it.”

      “That’s a risk. The soldiers may see you.”

      “They rarely travel at night,” Rin said. “But maybe you won’t even need a fire, Monster Cleaver.”

      There was a note of challenge in Rin’s tone. I think he was jealous of the sword, and I think Forrest was annoyed that Rin had taken out the soldier earlier. I could already imagine Sir Forrest’s faint grimace as he said, “We’ll see as we go. Have a good night, gentlemen.”

      “Is your arm all right?” Gilbert asked. “You’ve been favoring the left all night.”

      “This old thing? I’ve had worse.”

      “If you say so.”

      I knew Forrest was hurt. I hadn’t considered our brief kiss much, but I knew it was the only thing that allowed him to keep fighting. My touch could heal him… I finally dragged myself out of the bath. I nudged a protesting Wretch off the pile of towels, swirled one around my body and tucked it into itself, then grabbed another one to help wring out my hair.

      I was getting all jittery, trying not to think about what I knew I needed to do. Now that I had two guardians, I really needed to start—like, training, or whatever. Lending my powers to them. Sir Forrest couldn’t go back out on the road with his sword arm injured, that was for sure.

      He had left the door open. The other guys were in their own room with the door shut, and I could hear them talking in low, serious voices through the wall.

      Forrest was sitting on the bed, stripped down to the thin cotton of his shirt. He had shoved up one of the sleeves to inspect his arm, but when he sensed my presence, he shoved the sleeve down. It was crusty with blood.

      “I loaned Gilbert the book to read, so he’ll soon understand—what is expected.” His words faltered at the end when he saw that I was just wearing a towel. Wretch flew onto the bed beside him and sniffed his arm.

      “You must be cold,” he said, grabbing a blanket and sweeping it over my shoulders.

      I smiled crookedly. “Nice try. You know we’ve got to do this. I can heal you.”

      He sat back down, petting the cat absently.

      “I can mend your shirt if you take it off,” I said.

      “Nice try,” he echoed.

      I walked close to him. “You’re scared of this. I don’t get it. You’re a guy. You’re supposed to be horny.”

      “I pledged an oath of chivalry—”

      I rolled my eyes, stepping into the space between his knees, so we were very close. I should have polished off my wine before leaving the table. I thought I was pretty good at flirting, but come to think of it, I’d always been drunk at the time. One thing I knew: I really wanted to touch him. I wanted to slide my hands all over the solid planes of his body and feel the warmth of his skin next to mine. I wanted to taste his sweet mouth again. In the capital, I’d been flirting with boys. Spoiled, entitled boys. None of them had ever made me feel safe and protected the way Forrest did.

      “You probably think all soldiers go to brothels,” he growled.

      “Don’t they?” I grinned, but when he didn’t grin back, I said, “I’m just teasing you.”

      “When this happens, I want it to be right,” he said, trying to push me out of his between-knees space.

      “Okay, fine,” I said, covering up vague hurt. “You tell me when that is, I guess. I just want to help heal your arm and I’m trying to make the best of things.”

      He rubbed his fingers. “I’ll be spending the rest of my life with you.”

      “A short life, as you keep reminding me.”

      “What I’m trying to say is, this isn’t a dalliance. It’s more like a marriage. And if you were my wife, I would give you something better than a hovel with a creaky bed for your wedding night. That’s how I was brought up.” He wouldn’t look at me.

      Aw man. I melted a little. Big, gruff Forrest just wanted to have a proper wedding night? That was the cutest thing I’d ever heard.

      “You really are a true knight, huh? The thing is, we’ll never have anything better if you die because you couldn’t fight. You’re supposed to protect me, and this world. Even if that means I have to force you into this. All right?” I hooked a finger around the collar of his shirt, widening the gap between shirt and skin. Then I slipped a hand down, tracing the lines of his muscular body.

      I hesitated, my heart flipping with anxiety when he stiffened at my touch. “You really aren’t attracted to me…”

      He suddenly clamped his left hand, the one that wasn’t injured, to my hip and tugged me closer. I withdrew my hands from him, and released my hair from the towel, as it occurred to me that the towel turban wasn’t the sexiest look.

      “Phoebe…” He pulled me down to sit on his thigh. “I do want you. I want you so much that my instinct is to push you away.”

      “Why push me away? Are you afraid of losing me? You told me yourself—if I die, you die. Nothing to worry about, then.”

      “When I was told that I was a guardian, and I understood what that meant, I was furious. I would never have a choice. And then I came to Istim and I saw you. You were beautiful and a little silly. Selling cabbages in the market, singing little songs to people.”

      “Oh yeah. I remember. ‘Cabbages, best in the world! They’re salty yet sweet, as delicious as meat’—lies, by the way.”

      “I know. I bought one. It was neither salty nor sweet.”

      “I guess that was the first time I saw you, yeah. I wasn’t paying much attention. You’d been in town for a week already and you were always wearing a cloak and we were all like, what’s with that creepy guy? We thought maybe you had terrible scars. Mrs. Barsalem said you probably had soldier’s sickness and that’s why you came all the way out to Istim.”

      His leg shifted a little, uncomfortably. “I did see some terrible things,” he said. “I knew a man who did have soldier’s sickness. A child died in his arms, and he seemed calm at the time, and then in the middle of the night…he wouldn’t stop screaming. I’m not sure what happened. They sent him home. He almost revealed our position. But no, I’m all right. There is something inside me that feels too hard to break. At least, to break like that.”

      “You don’t seem that hard to me. But you don’t seem…breakable either.”

      “When I fight, there’s something inside me that wants to break free. Like the legends of the berserkers of old.”

      “Maybe that’s your destiny too,” I said.

      He looked at me with those dark eyes of his, and his hand found mine. His thumb traced the lines of my palm.

      “There was a girl, before you,” he said. “I didn’t want to tell you because—well—you’re my priestess. And it wasn’t all that serious, it’s just…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s not like you were cheating on me; neither of us knew.”

      “Yes…”

      “It’s a sad story, isn’t it?”

      I dared to run my fingertips along his stubbled jaw. I’d been wanting to do that since the first night.

      “The army was stationed in Pero. It’s a town at the foot of the western mountains where the Hawk Mountain Bandits live. The story was that the bandits were making trouble for the townsfolk and we were supposed to stamp them out. No easy task, because they knew the mountains well. We stationed ourselves in town for months, observing the bandits—when and where they came out of the hills. Spying on them, planning the raid. While I was in town, I met a girl in the market and pretty soon I was courting her properly. She was the first person I’d ever been serious about. But before the bandit raid happened—I hadn’t seen her for a week or so. I was getting worried. No one in town could tell me where she’d gone.” He swallowed. “I started to suspect she was a spy for the bandits. But I didn’t know for sure until I found her dying in the midst of the raid. She had just long enough to assure me that her feelings for me were real, that she bore me no grudge, and then…she was gone.”

      “Forrest…”

      “I didn’t even deserve her forgiveness.” He quickly shoved his hand across his eyes, wiping away tears, I guess, although I never had a chance to see any.

      “Don’t take out your own eye,” I said, offering him a corner of my towel.

      “Don’t need it,” he said, gruff now. “Don’t comfort me either. You wanted to know, so I told you.”

      “It’s all right to be sad,” I said. “I’m still going to think you’re big and strong and manly.”

      “I wasn’t the one who cut her down,” he said. “But I could have been. I was in the Black Army. I killed members of her family, I expect. I killed other women.” He swallowed. “They were fighting too. We couldn’t spare anyone. Even the children had bows. I wiped out her clan. Those were my orders, and I followed them. I was already starting to have misgivings about the operation, from what I’d heard about these so-called ‘bandits’. I don’t think they were bad people. Never saw ‘em steal a damn thing. They were free, that’s what they were. They had figured out how to survive in the mountains without walls, despite the monsters. People were suspicious. I knew what I was doing was wrong. I’m a murderer.”

      “You joined the army and did what you were told. Lots of men do. But now—you have a greater task. You can redeem yourself. But you can’t beat yourself up over the past.” I cupped his face with my hands. I hated seeing the pain in his eyes, the haunted look inside them. I kissed his forehead.

      He shifted his hand to my shoulder, and he moved in to kiss me again. His eyes closed, but his lips were rough against mine, still bearing his pain. I responded to him softly, trying to calm him with my touch. My body responded to him with such awareness; I felt I had known him forever.

      His breath calmed and slowed as I smoothed my hands down his neck and shoulders. His lips explored mine with a soft mingling of breath, and when I opened my mouth wider, his tongue drank me in. Our mouths danced together. As his tongue worked deeper into my mouth, my body drew closer to him, and I felt my sigil warm again. Between my legs, I ached for him. I felt the heat building inside me, and somehow I understood exactly what this feeling meant.

      “I have power,” I said, reluctantly pulling away from his delicious mouth. “I can feel it burning inside me. It’s meant for you; I know it is. I need to give it to you. I want to heal you.”

      “I want you,” he said. “I want to make you mine.”

      His good hand tugged at the spot where I had secured the towel around me, and once he loosened that, the whole thing fell away, and I was naked on his lap. I was nervous and I didn’t look at myself, but pressed my forehead to his and dug my fingers into the short, slightly curled hair at the crown of his head as I felt his hands explore my body. His fingers were a little rough, his large palms stroking along my sides and then cupping my breasts. He massaged them, lifting them in his hands, and his thumbs circled around my nipples a moment before his right arm lowered heavily. He must have been in pain.

      My eyes were shut, and I made a few little squirming noises as the sigil grew warmer. A warm, tingling sensation swept across my whole body. Nothing had ever felt like this before. There was no hesitation, no confusion or fumbling. His left hand slid down my hip, and then his fingers grazed the sigil. My breath hitched as he trailed lower still. When his fingers found my clit, my hips immediately bucked, intense pleasure soaring through me.

      “Mm,” he said, approving. “I do like that. You’re so responsive to me. The book says your power builds up.”

      “I—I guess so,” I said, gasping for breath. “I’ve never felt like this before.”

      I didn’t feel like myself. His touch seemed to have activated something inside me, of a depth that was almost frightening. My urges felt like a snake slithering around my body, some living thing that needed to be let out. I thought I would burst if he didn’t release the mounting tension.

      “Please…,” I moaned.

      He took my shoulder and pulled me back to get a good look at me. “You’re so flushed. You feel downright feverish.”

      “I’m—I’m getting scared. Is this what’s supposed to happen?”

      “It must be.”

      “I need you to—” I reached for the clasp of his trousers. It was some kind of hook and eye clasp instead of buttons, and in my haze I couldn’t figure out how to do it.

      I was completely losing control, a slave to this magic. My body was hungry to be filled, but with what wits I still possessed, I was scared. I felt so vulnerable, sitting naked on Forrest’s lap, practically begging for him. I wanted to resist the feelings overwhelming me. I wanted to stay in control, and I couldn’t. At this point, even the barest touch of his hand set me alight.

      “If I already feel like this with you…I don’t know how I’ll handle it,” I said.

      He made a hungry groan, pulling me closer.

      Forrest tried to take off his shirt, struggling with his injured arm, and I forced my movements to slow down so I could help him.

      He pulled me close to his bare skin, and I straddled his waist, our sigils making contact with each other, his hard length teasing my entrance through his trousers. I was making little quick breaths and moans, unable to do much else. He stroked his fingers through my half-wet hair and dropped kisses on my bare neck.

      “You’re ready for me, aren’t you?” he asked, his breath coming faster as well.

      “More than ready!” I cried.

      He lowered me back on the sheets. I shut my eyes again briefly, trying to calm down. I heard him unfasten his trousers, thank goodness, and tug them off. Wretch came pawing up to me and sniffed my face.

      “No, no kissies right now,” I said, batting her away with a hand. I looked up, past her. Forrest was standing over me, just admiring, idly folding his trousers and then throwing them onto a chair.

      “Beautiful,” he said.

      “Well, the feeling’s mutual,” I said. I wanted to lick him all over. I don’t know what was better, the tease of him dressed in his clothes, inviting me to nudge them back and touch him, or the perfection of his naked body now: broad shoulders, tight ass, and okay, I hadn’t seen that many cocks, but out of the limited selection, he definitely had it going on. Holy shit. I hoped I could manage that thing.

      “If this is what my life’s been leading up to, I guess it could be worse,” he said.

      “I hope I make up for all the lousy beds and fighting monsters,” I said.

      “Yes…”

      “You aren’t so bad yourself,” I said.

      He climbed over me, supporting himself with his left arm, and our sigils touched again. I felt like I was boiling over. I arched my back, parting my legs as far as my muscles would go. All I wanted was to feel closer and closer to him.

      The head of his cock nudged me, finding my entrance. I stiffened, a little scared of his girth, although my body was screaming to just do it already.

      “I’ll go slow,” he said. “I know I’m big.”

      I breathed, biting my lip, as his thick shaft edged deeper. “Ah—” I gasped, pain and pleasure mingling. Oh man. I’d never been stretched like this.

      “You’re tight,” he said. “But you have done this before…”

      “Just once,” I admitted. I was definitely not going to admit that I’d occasionally gone total dirty farm girl and gotten naughty with the summer squash. Look, it’s hard to come back to Istim after a wild life. “There was a cute guy at a party. I’d been drinking a lot, so I don’t remember it that well. I—I don’t know, I did stupid things on the road.”

      “I certainly won’t judge. To be honest, I’m glad you’re not a sheltered girl. I want you to have a point of reference.” He grinned, letting out a smidgen of playful arrogance. I wondered if he’d been more like that, before he saw war and death.

      As he penetrated me, I felt him hitting places that felt like nothing I had ever felt, and I was sure of that, drunk or not. My magic was coming alive as our bodies joined. It was one thing to be told I was the priestess and that my powers were awakening, but in this moment, I really understood what it meant. I felt myself transforming. My skin felt aglow, and waves of energy seemed to be slowly pulsing down my whole body to my core. I was generating power and giving it over to him.

      “Ohhh…” I gasped at this unexpected feeling of strength and magic. I had never thought of myself as having magic.

      He was starting to feel it too, that was clear. I could practically see him regenerating and growing stronger through our connection. He didn’t lean as heavily on his arm now.

      “This is incredible,” he said. “I feel like I could take on anybody. This is all coming from inside you?”

      “Yeah—it’s—it’s just happening.” I lifted my legs up, crossing my feet over his ass, and he could now prop himself up on both arms. He seemed noticeably stronger. He started stroking into me like the effort was nothing, his cock working up and down my passage, setting every nerve in my body on fire. Boy, the other two guys definitely could hear this noisy bed creaking and thumping against the wall, not to mention the groans I couldn’t help making. I guess this was no time for shame.

      I reached back blindly behind my head and found little posts that made up the headboard, and held on tight. My legs slipped off his back. I felt like I was turning to jelly. The pleasure and magic radiating through me were sucking up everything I had. I knew it didn’t really work this way, but I could’ve sworn that somehow, he got deeper inside me with every thrust. Warmth coiled into my belly and chest and my inner walls clenched and pulsed with intensifying pleasure. He never faltered in his intense rhythm, drawing on endless strength. It was like he was sapping my own power just so he could fuck me harder.

      And I can’t say I really minded that.

      I let out a full on, embarrassing scream as I suddenly plunged into a climax that must have sent my eyes rolling into the back of my head. I shuddered beneath him, whimpering as my body seemed to fly off to the stars. I didn’t even realize at first that he was making urgent sounds of pleasure himself, not until I felt the liquid heat of his own release suddenly filling me up.

      Panting, he slowed down. I gazed at him, speechless with bliss. I couldn’t speak, but I stroked his cheek.

      His head dropped his forehead pressing against the side of my face. “You’re mine,” he spoke into my ear. His voice was rough with tenderness I had never heard from him before. “All mine.”

      But of course, that could not really be true.
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      “I should do something with your hair,” Gilbert said, as I poured myself a cup of coffee in the common room this morning. We were the only ones in the inn, so we could make ourselves comfortable. If comfort was possible, after last night. I was decidedly achy.

      “I told him not to say that,” Rin said. “I told him to display his most masculine attributes.”

      “Well, my hair is kind of a mess,” I said. “In the troupe we had a hair dresser but at home I don’t know how to make it happen.” I sat down on the hard chairs, trying to get comfortable without success, and feeling generally awkward. They hadn't mentioned it, but they definitely knew. People in the next building probably heard me screaming last night.

      “The troupe?” Gilbert asked.

      “She was a Strawberry Girl,” Sir Forrest said.

      “You don’t say? Magnificent!” He picked up his violin and started playing April Hearts, which I’m not gonna lie, got me feeling really happy and nostalgic. No one in town played it that well.

      I snapped my fingers to the opening notes, filling in some of the percussion in my head. Don’t start singing. It’s too early to start singing. “Mmm mm…my heart begins to pound, when my April girl comes walking by…”

      Okay, well, don’t dance at least.

      The old lady puttered over, nodding. “How nice to hear music! Too bad you all have to go.”

      “Alas,” Gilbert said, putting the violin down. “I was a troupe musician, briefly. For a different year of Strawberry Girls, obviously.”

      “No way! You were a musician for the Strawberry Girls?”

      He shrugged.

      “Well, you can totally do my hair. Are you good with braids? Do you know the braid loopy thing?”

      “If he doesn’t, I’m sure he can figure it out,” Rin said, ruffling Gilbert’s hair. “He’s good with his hands.”

      “Shut up,” Gilbert muttered.

      Sir Forrest looked at me. “We need to get moving.”

      “I could do something with your hair, too,” Gilbert offered.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my hair. The longer we wait, the better the chances that someone in town might remember what happened yesterday. C’mon.”

      “I highly doubt it. My confusion spells don’t usually wear off for a week,” Gilbert said. “But…I suppose the sooner we get moving, the sooner we can save the world.” He glanced at Rin, who nodded.

      We paid up and headed out, stopping at a shop nearby to purchase a tent for shelter and bedrolls for the two of us. Rin and Gilbert already had them. I was on edge the whole time we were moving around the town, but no one ever stopped us.

      We walked out of the gates. Since we had four people now, Forrest loaded the horse with the supplies and we all remained on foot. I didn’t even want to think about how many miles it was until we reached our next destination. The next guardian was near the ocean, and I had a feeling he was in the capital, although I couldn’t be sure from this distance. Capamere was about fifty gazillion miles from Empero. Or, like, two hundred. Same difference on foot…

      Gilbert wanted to talk to me alone. I could tell. He kept looking at me. I fell back a few steps with him, although the awkward feeling lingered. I didn’t know how to navigate two relationships at once. My instincts said I would be making Sir Forrest jealous right now, and I should stay away from Gilbert. But the sigil on my chest hummed a little in Gilbert’s presence. I had more piercing attraction to Forrest, but on the other hand, Gilbert was beautiful. He had a gallant air, and sometimes a softer sort of guy was just right.

      He scratched his head, nudging his feathered cap. Of course he had a feathered cap. I mean, bards be bardin’. His clothes were low-key for a bard, though. No velvet or bright colors, just a forest green tunic with draped sleeves over a shirt of ochre and rust brown leggings with tall boots.

      “I stayed up late reading that book last night,” he said.

      “Yeah. The book… Intense, huh?”

      “I must say, it brings some odd circumstances of my life into focus.” Wretch flew onto his shoulder and he held out his arms, inviting her to climb into them, which she did. He scratched her right on her sweet spot. Well. That was one way into my heart.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “I was always attracted to men,” he said. “And others tend to assume that as well. I mean, bardic college, you know—it is a hotspot of homosexuality.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “When I was in the troupe, we always had a lot of gay guys around. Some of the musicians…and a lot of the fans.”

      “But I was always deeply drawn to women. My friends tried to offer explanations; oh, Gilbert, you just admire their beauty, maybe you should try cross dressing, or maybe you are looking for a mother figure…but surely you aren’t sexually attracted to them? But—I was. Sort of. I tried to deny it. It felt more as if I was looking for one woman in particular. One perfect woman. Now it all makes sense. My fate was written.”

      “Are you…glad?” I asked, hesitantly. “Or does it feel…forced?”

      “That’s a difficult question,” he said. “I’m not sure I can answer yet. But I will tell you this—I always felt like I was meant for something more. I was an orphan at eight years old, and I had an affinity for the bardic skills—a fine and persuasive voice. But talent must be honed. I worked relentlessly all my life, sweeping the floors of a music shop, stringing lutes, practicing music until I could get an apprenticeship, and then moving on to bardic college, honing my manners and speech, taking every job I could, until I had worked my way to playing in the royal courts. What drives a man to do such things? It felt like more than mere pride. I had a sense of purpose, but that purpose was not yet clear. Perhaps every person yearns to have that question answered for them. At the same time, we want choices. We can’t have everything.”

      “Yeah…”

      “I suppose it has not been easy for you either.”

      “It’s barely begun,” I said. “But yes. I try to just think about one day at a time or else I’ll get very scared. And I’m not sure how to have relationships with four men at once. I’m already worried about making Sir Forrest jealous. Or Rin, for that matter. We definitely want him on our side too.”

      Wretch started squirming in his arms, and he let her go. She flew to my shoulder.

      “Where did you get her?” Gilbert asked.

      “Wretch? She just showed up one rainy night.”

      “Winged cats are rare,” he said.

      I assumed he was chiding me for bringing something so conspicuous on the road. “I know. Everyone reminds me. But I couldn’t leave her behind.”

      “Of course not,” he said. “I’ve heard that winged cats will save their owners’ lives. If you were unable to hunt for food, she would do it for you.”

      “Yes! That’s what I told Sir Forrest,” I said. “She brings us rabbits sometimes and we do eat them. Although I don’t like it. She goes outside the gate. My bad girl, bitty baby bad girl.” I kissed her nose. She sneezed in my mouth. “Ack,” I said, spitting.

      Gilbert raised his eyebrows. “It sounds as if Sir Forrest is committed to doing what’s best for you. And Rin and I talked about this last night. Destiny can’t make me stop loving Rin. It won’t take that away. But you and I have a quest together that must come before everything else. Anyway, don’t worry about me. I will surely be the most enthusiastic of your guardians, because if the other two are as handsome as Forrest…”

      I laughed. “Hey, eyes on me, bard.”

      Rin had been talking to Forrest, but now he looked back at us, hearing my laughter. “Sounds like it’s going well,” he said, walking backwards to face us.

      “Yes, Phoebe is assured of my devotion…I hope.”

      “Although I am not one of your guardians,” Rin said, “you have my devotion as well. I saw the sigils with my own eyes, and I know you are the priestess. I’ve have long heard tell of the Priestess of the Gate. Your authority supersedes princes, kings, and emperors alike.”

      I blushed, not in the least because of Rin’s intense brown eyes and his slender, dextrous form. He could walk backward just as fast as we walked forward, his twin swords at his hips. “Well—we don’t need to go overboard. I don’t really know how to be authoritative.”

      “I wish you could talk to my sister,” he said. “Himika knows something about this feeling. She was a shy little thing, but as princess, she had to learn how to address crowds and have countless eyes upon her, and endless attention. I always told her to make a game of it, that it was only one of our childhood pretends. Priestesses and princesses are not so different.”

      Except that princesses only have to marry one husband… “I look forward to meeting her when we rescue her,” I said, trying to speak more optimistically about our prospects for getting that far than I felt. I didn’t even want to think about rescuing anyone. “You must have been close…” I always wanted a sibling, but since my father died so young, that obviously wasn’t happening.

      “We’re twins,” he said. “I’m sure we would have been close in any case, but it was compounded by our situation. The court was very protective of us, considering the tense situation in the realm. The empire has been threatening Gaermon since Himika and I were born. It’s finally come to pass, but it still seems like a dream from which I will surely wake. In my mind, Gaermon is still free and untrammeled.”

      Gilbert smiled faintly. “We’re still working on the whole ‘posing as ordinary sell-swords’ thing. I told him to start sentences with ‘I ain’t’.”

      “Court speech again,” Rin said wryly. “I ain’t sorry.”

      “I’ll be sorry, if the emperor captures you,” Gilbert said. “We’re heading straight into the heart…”

      We had so many steps to go before we got there. As soon as he mentioned it, my mind went sailing off toward the impossibility of our mission. Two hundred miles to walk, many nights of sleeping in the open air vulnerable to monsters, two more guardians to locate…and that was only the beginning.

      “Did you ever play this one?” Gilbert asked, taking out his violin and playing a few notes to establish the key. “‘Merry maids…how free they dance, I’ll catch me one and have a chance, at wooing her; tonight we’ll prance, ‘neath fire light…merry maids!’”

      It was an old-fashioned sort of tune…I mean, ‘maids’ just didn’t ‘prance’ anymore. But the beat was good. I hadn’t heard professional music in way too long. We had a good time exchanging memories and asking if the other knew that song or this song. Rin enjoyed the music too, and I started to believe that maybe Gilbert and Rin weren’t seething with secret resentment that I might interrupt their relationship.

      Forrest, on the other hand…

      We did run into monsters on the road, as usual, but the three guys took care of them in no time at all. Gilbert played music that seemed to stun them, and Forrest and Rin cut through them like butter. Five monsters were gone in a few minutes.

      “That was the most we’ve seen at a time,” Forrest commented. “It makes me nervous as to what the night might bring.”

      “I’m sure we can handle it,” Rin said. “Gilbert and I haven’t met more than eight. We can take on eight, just the two of us, and I’ll bet you can handle eight more.”

      “Famous last words,” Forrest muttered.

      He didn’t say much all day, though. At one point I walked alongside him. “Hey,” I said. “You forgot to buy me that knife.”

      “Next town, then,” he said, marching on without looking at me.

      I’m not gonna lie, it stung. I guess he needed time to adjust, or maybe just to emotionally recover after last night, but I wanted him to look at me like he did then.

      As night fell, we went off the path to set up camp. The men pitched the tent. They wouldn’t let me help with much of anything, so I gathered up some wild foods for dinner again. I don’t think they would have cared if I just took a nap. Forrest was getting a little bit competitive about his tent-pitching skills. Gilbert criticized his cooking methods. I wished I had more books besides the book, but I didn’t, so I thumbed through it again. Each guardian has a prime position that matches his sigil. To form the Grand Quintet, each guardian must take their position, but outside of the Quintet, they can draw power from any channel. Gilbert’s position was the only one that didn’t involve penetration—he was supposed to touch my breasts. Technically he never had to actually have sex with me to activate his sigil.

      But they were all supposed to. At least one guardian should join with the priestess every day at first. This will keep all of their powers strong and her power will grow as well. A priestess in the height of her powers should be able to lend power to each of her guardians every day, although she should rest in between except when Quartets and Quintets are necessary.

      Gods. This was not an easy job.

      Having read this book several times now, it became very apparent what it didn’t answer. Sure, it had plenty to say about the technicalities of how the priestess gave her guardians power, but it never said where the priestess came from; when and where this whole thing began. Who had created the priestess and her four guardians and figured out that they could seal the gate to the monster’s realm? It must have been the elders, but I thought it was strange that there was no history. Monsters must have roamed the world in the past, before the priestess existed. Or were the monsters and the priestess created at once?

      What did it all mean? Why was some random girl granted this power?

      Maybe no one ever asked. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to ask.

      Gilbert had gotten a steady fire burning. Rin caught a rabbit for our dinner, to pair with some berries I’d found. Wretch came proudly flying in with a mouse, but we let her keep that. I was still hungry when we finished, but I didn’t say anything. I was afraid if I mentioned I was hungry, Forrest would give up his meal on my behalf.

      Gilbert took out his violin.

      “Better not,” Forrest said.

      Gilbert paused. “You don’t care for music, Sir Forrest?”

      “Music is fine.”

      “You didn’t make much secret of your lack of enthusiasm today.”

      “I have more important things to worry about it.”

      “A song is just about the only pleasure in the world that costs absolutely nothing,” Gilbert said.

      “Yeah, well, about that. We just don’t have time for it. I would rather not say this, but…Phoebe healed my arm last night. If I had joined with her sooner, my arm might have healed during the battle.”

      “I know the book says…” I fidgeted. Back when it was just me and Forrest, I was pretty eager to get on with it. Now it was harder, with three of them gathered around. Was I supposed to choose Forrest or Gilbert? With Rin right there?

      “Rin and I should take the first watch,” Forrest said, a sideways admission that Gilbert could spend time with me tonight.

      “Forrest…are you upset?”

      He glared at me. “Of course I’m not upset. It’s your duty.”

      “Mmm…” I narrowed my eyes at him. He was definitely upset. “Well, it’s not your duty to push me into it, is it? I’m the priestess. Why don’t you let me take things at my pace with the other guardians?”

      “It’s fine,” Gilbert said. “The book also says the priestess needs a lot of rest when she is first coming into her powers. Take some time for yourself, Phoebe. We’ll split the first watch.” He started playing a beautiful melody, as Forrest stared at the fire.

      “Sure,” I said. I was almost afraid to leave, in case Forrest started battling Gilbert the moment I left. But I ducked into the tent alone, where they had already spread out the bedrolls, and settled in with Wretch against my legs. Gilbert kept playing music, and no one said much.

      My sigils were warm. I think my body wanted someone to be with me, but I was happy to have an evening to myself. Too much male energy. Sheesh.

      I could feel my third guardian, a little closer now. When I thought about him, the sigil on my forehead pulsed. These guardians we had yet to find were not like Forrest and Gilbert. I knew that, instinctively. They were…more intense. I wasn’t sure how yet.

      Next thing I knew, I was waking from a nightmare. A monster had somehow entered my bedchamber and nipped at my ear with its fangs. Sasanu sor, Comtressa… it whispered. When I tried to scream, I realized I was a monster too, and—

      “Phoebe.” Forrest’s hands were on my shoulders. It was darker now than it had been; the fire outside the tent burned low. I could barely seem the whites of his eyes. “You all right?”

      “Y—yeah. Just a dream.” I bit my lip. “Monsters were talking to me.”

      “I get those.”

      “It was so vivid. It said ‘sasanu sor’ like they sometimes do, but then it was like it called me something…and it bit me. It was threatening me.”

      He squeezed my shoulder. “It’s not real. Go back to sleep.”

      I caught his hand. “Sleep with me? Please? Just sleep, I mean. I’m—I’m scared.”

      “Fine.” He poked his head out of the tent and told the other guys, and then I vaguely saw him spread out on one of the bedrolls, still clothed, ready to fight. I don’t know how he could sleep like that.

      “Forrest?”

      “Yes?”

      I realized I’d said his name without really knowing what I wanted from him. I think I just wanted someone to hold me and tell me we’d be all right. But that wasn’t Forrest’s way.

      “Nothing.”

      In the darkness, a hand found mine and held it. That was how I fell asleep.
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      The monsters found us the next day, as we were looking for a good spot to set up camp off the road. Ten of them—the largest pack I’d seen.

      The guys sprung into action instantly. Forrest pushed me against his horse. “Rin, you cover those three, I’ll get the rest.” Gilbert was already playing a wild tune that made the monsters behave with erratic confusion.

      Rin claimed that he and Gilbert could take care of eight by themselves. That didn’t mean it was without danger. The monsters were coming from two directions—a closely bunched group of seven from the bushes, and three more agile ones climbing out of the trees farther down the road. They must have been the scouts; less malformed than the ones on the ground. They hissed, speaking to each other in their strange, rudimentary language.

      I held Wretch with both arms as she flapped her wings, trying to get free.

      “No, you wait right here, girl,” I insisted. “Look at those things.”

      Initially, I was more nervous about Forrest tackling the group of seven. I’m sure he directed Rin toward the other three because he thought they’d be easier. But as they engaged in the fight, I wasn’t so sure. Rin’s three were faster, slipperier. They barely had any rocks attached to their skin. His blades whipped around, trying to get them before they could get close to me, but one slipped out from between his feet.

      I shrieked as the thing came scurrying toward me fast. The horse made a nervous snort, edging back. Wretch growled. I was afraid to let go of Wretch to make any attempt to defend myself.

      The monster sniffed my feet.

      “Comtressaaaa,” the monster hissed. “Sasa nu—”

      Forrest’s sword practically fell onto the monster as he dove, driving the Monster Cleaver through its skull, and then kicking away another one who tried to get close to me. Rin had taken care of the other two scouts and he easily picked off the remaining few seven, who seemed pretty addled by Gilbert’s music.

      “It said the things from the dream!” I cried. “It called me ‘Comtressa’!”

      “‘Comtressa…’ I’ve never heard of them using that word before,” Rin said.

      “You talk with ‘em often?” Forrest asked, a little sarcastically.

      “In Gaermon, scholars have recorded every known word the monsters have used—supposing they are words at all. They do seem to have some spoken commands, but their vocabulary is only about thirty words in total. Of course, Phoebe is a priestess. Maybe this word recognizes her as an enemy.”

      “It almost sounds more like a title,” Gilbert said.

      “They know what I am…,” I said, panting. “They know I’m the priestess and they’re after me. That’s the biggest pack yet.”

      “It’s the most we’ve encountered, too,” Gilbert said. “But the thing that concerned me the most was the three superior monsters. I’ve never seen so many like that before—so fast and fairly resistant to my magic songs.”

      “Enough of this talk,” Forrest said. “If we start thinking about how bad it could get, we’ll become afraid. And the worst thing we can do right now is let fear in our heads.”

      “He’s right,” Rin said. “We’re all in one piece, aren’t we? That’s all that matters now.”

      “That’s true,” Gilbert said.

      So, I guess they were going to be not-freaked-out. I couldn’t quite get there. That thing had almost touched me, and it had definitely looked in my eyes and used a word that was just for me. They were in my dreams, too. It seemed inevitable now that the day would come when Forrest, Gilbert, and Rin wouldn’t be enough.

      Plus, Rin wasn’t even my official guardian. But clearly, we needed him. That just proved there was no guarantee my guardians were enough to face the danger of the monsters, much less the empire.

      I had to take this threat seriously.

      As we were eating dinner at our camp that evening, I looked at Gilbert. “Okay,” I said. “I think…I should start following a consistent schedule like the book suggests. I should…lend my magic to Gilbert tonight, Forrest tomorrow…and so on.”

      Gilbert immediately stood up and offered me his hand, with a flourishing bow. “Don’t be frightened, my lady.”

      “Um…” I took the hand. Frightened? I don’t know if I was frightened, exactly, but I didn’t want to look at Forrest or Rin. “You don’t want to hesitate even for a minute?”

      “My lady,” Rin said, “if I haven’t already made it clear, I am the heir of Gaermon. My first duty is to my people, and restoring you as the priestess is part of that. I’m fully aware of what Gilbert must do to be a strong guardian. No reason to hesitate.”

      “Okay! Yeah. Cool.” I was turning into a mess of clammy palms and rambling words. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. Same page. Heh. Because that book is crazy, right? You don’t all have to call me ‘my lady’ either. I’m used to being called by my name, sooo…” Maybe I was a little frightened, really. I let Gilbert pull me up. He opened the flap of the tent.

      I ducked my head under the sloped, sagging cloth ceiling. Once again, our bedrolls were unfolded side by side, making for a soft floor that filled the entire tent.

      “Not exactly the Chateau Grace, is it?” Gilbert said, naming off a familiar hotel in the capital. It had a theater inside where I had performed.

      “No,” I agreed.

      “Your hands are shaking. Surely you don’t think I would be rougher than the knight?”

      “No, I—I don’t know why I’m nervous.”

      But I did know. Tonight, it was getting real. I couldn’t pretend I was just having a normal relationship with one man.

      “I’m no stranger to the arts of seduction,” he said. “We can take it slow. If you don’t want to do anything tonight, I believe a mere massage will activate my sigil.”

      “That’s true…” I relaxed a little.

      “I could start by giving you those braid loops you wanted.”

      “Okay.” I settled down, legs crossed. Although Gilbert was more slender and delicate than Forrest in build, he was still quite a bit taller than me. He sprinkled some scented powder on my hair that was good for keeping hair from getting too oily, and brushed it out. I started relaxing more. He was really good at this. The sensation of the brushing and tugging as he swept through my long hair and then formed braids was soothing: almost sexual, but not quite.

      “How did you learn to do this?” I murmured. “Pretty sure they don’t teach hair at bardic college.”

      “Some of us are just born talented,” he said. “I suppose I have dextrous hands.” A few more tugs.

      “Do you have sisters?”

      “I—no,” he said. “No sisters. I’ve just spent plenty of time with ladies who know of such things.” His tone had a bit of an edge. “I was in an orphanage for a little while after my mother died. It was mostly girls there. The boys usually find work more quickly, as I did, while girls stay until they are old enough to marry.”

      “Oh, I get it. I’m sorry.” I had seen kids like that in the cities, with holes in their shoes if they had them at all. Things had gotten even worse for the poor since the monsters came. If work dried up in a city, it was really expensive to leave, because you had to be able to afford guards on the road. If your crops failed in a town, same problem. If your parents died, but you had relatives in another region, well, good luck getting to them. The working classes were stuck where they were born, unless you wanted to take your chances going outside the gate on your own.

      “It worked out,” he said. “I found work in the music shop and quickly advanced through the ranks of society.”

      “How did you meet Rin? That was when you had finally gotten to a position in a royal court?”

      “I was in Barna first. It’s just a town, so I doubt you’ve heard of it, ruled by Baron Ayamo, and Rin—or rather, Prince Raio as I knew him then—came for a diplomatic visit. He kept looking at me, and then he offered me a position. But his father was not exactly pleased. Of course…now, his father is dead.” He laughed with a hint of sarcasm. “I really am living up to the promise of seduction, aren’t I? Telling you tales of tragedy.”

      “I would rather know about your life,” I said. “I feel more for a friend than a stranger.”

      “Your hair is done—and resplendent, if I do say so. Try not to toss and turn in your sleep.” He lowered himself to the floor of bedrolls and offered me a small smile.

      I smiled back, shy again. “I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Then, let me.” He slipped his hand beneath my collar and touched his sigil to my chest.

      Instantly, my body responded to the touch. The warm sensation that swept over me was starting to become familiar, but I can’t say I was used to it. It electrified me just as it had the first time.

      “I know I might not have the brute sexuality of someone like Forrest,” he said. “But I’m willing to bet I am more sensitive to your desires. I want to bring you as much pleasure as Sir Forrest—if not more.”

      Oh my. I hadn’t expected him to say that. There was no way he was going to beat Forrest, but—I also didn’t expect the way he deftly disrobed the both of us in a few easy moves. It was almost like our clothes just vanished magically and before I knew it, I was laying back while his tongue swirled around my nipples.

      Any thought I might have had that Forrest was more attractive than Gilbert and that Gilbert was too feminine to be sexy was quickly going out the window. It was like trying to compare a delicious roast to chocolate—how could you? It would be equally tragic to never taste either. Gilbert’s body was lean and lithe, but he also had nice lines of graceful muscle in his shoulders, arms and legs. His hair was golden and soft and I found myself digging my fingers into it as he pleasured my nipples, his teeth grazing around the tips before he sucked on them, drawing magic out of me. I was getting into that same space I’d gotten with Forrest, where I felt power building up from deep inside me.

      How had I carried this power all along and never known? Why had the fates chosen me for such a task? I was deeply overwhelmed by my position. I was changing into someone I hardly knew.

      His tongue slid down my belly, down until it found the center of my pleasure and stroked all around it, first coming from one side and then the other, and then right down the center, after which he took my clit fully into his mouth and sucked on it.

      Boys in the capital definitely didn’t offer this kind of thing. I let out a full-throated moan of delight as I felt a gush of wet heat between my legs. His tongue dipped down toward my entrance and spread my slickness around in longer strokes, and I couldn’t help it, I whimpered out, “Gilbert—!”

      As soon as I said it, I thought about Forrest and Rin keeping watch outside the tent, and my stomach pitched. I tried to shove Gilbert away. “Wait—wait—”

      He straightened his hair with his fingers, after I’d been just kind of wrecking it. “What is it, my lady? I mean—Phoebe.”

      “It’s too much.”

      “Is it?” A corner of his lip twitched upward. “I thought it was going quite well.”

      “Just—just—wha—I mean—isn’t this kind of weird for you? Rin’s out there! And I didn’t think you would want to get all up in my girl parts like it was nothing.”

      “Rin knows what I can do, and thus, he would be disappointed in me if I didn’t wring a few screams out of you. As for me, I’ve tried to explain. I think a part of me has been looking for you always. You are deeply attractive to me. But I don’t think that takes away from my relationship with Rin or the rest of my sexuality. It’s all right for these matters to be complicated, you know.” He paused. “It’s Sir Forrest you’re worried about.”

      “Well…maybe,” I said, in a smaller voice. “He’s jealous.”

      “He’s the one who told me, so forcefully, that I had to put you ahead of all else. He’d be a hypocrite if he didn’t do the same. Of course, he has his emotions. I think it’s best to let them ride their course. Only time will make it easier.”

      Gilbert seemed to be taking to the arrangement a lot better than I initially expected. Of course, he was also more comfortable with men, and apparently with sex in general. He also had Rin. I didn’t want to break them up, but what if one of my other guardians was with a woman? That would make me jealous, I just knew it. Which seemed kind of unfair. Gilbert could retain his current lover while other guardians might not.

      “Would you rather have Forrest tonight?” Gilbert asked.

      I paused, but then shook my head. “You’re right. He has to get used to it…just like I do.”

      Gilbert kissed my forehead. “You’re doing fine. Don’t take it to heart. I think we all can’t help but love you.”

      “Yeah, because of magic.”

      “No. Because you are sweet and rather hilarious and quite without pretensions. I can already tell that you bare your heart to the people you love. Maybe that’s common enough in a small town, but in the circles where I have travel, it is actually quite rare.”

      “Well, also magic,” I said, but I felt a little better, deep down inside.

      It still seemed improbable and a little wrong, but I felt a strong and equal love for both of my guardians. Sir Forrest had shown that he would risk life and limb for me, and defend me without question. Gilbert had an emotional understanding of the situation and I could already tell he would be my closest confidante.

      He kissed me again, on the mouth this time, but tenderly. Then he turned his attentions to my tender clit, his tongue stroking me to a swift orgasm. I let all my worries go, and didn’t hold back my cries.
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      I crashed into sleep after that, and woke up feeling rested, with Rin on the other side of the tent, twitching in his dreams. I guess he took the last sleep shift. I poked my head out of the tent and Forrest and Gilbert were watching the fire, yawning and lethargic.

      “Uh…good morning,” I said. “Should we wake Rin?”

      “Let ‘im sleep until the potatoes are done,” Forrest said, poking the ashes. “We’d better get a pot at the next town so we can make porridge again.”

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Fine.”

      “You look dead tired. Did you ever sleep?”

      He looked up at me with a face that said, Obviously not. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ve had less sleep before.”

      “We traded off being in the tent,” Gilbert said. “By the time you fell asleep, we only had ten hours before sunrise.”

      “So you each slept three hours?” I put my hands on my hips. “This isn’t sustainable. I need you guys in fighting shape!”

      “We’ll have to do just one person on watch, two people to sleep, from now on,” Forrest said.

      “I could take a shift, too,” I said.

      “Phoebe, your job is to lend us strength and let us care for you. You are not taking a watch. You need your sleep. And the monsters are fast. You would need a weapon at the ready to take a watch.”

      “You didn’t buy me the knife,” I said, but I gave up, slumping onto the pine needles carpeting the forest floor around the fire. Wretch climbed into my lap. I knew Forrest was never going to let me do anything important, but it really chafed. I didn’t actually want to cut monsters in half, but right now my role was so passive I would afraid they would eventually lose some respect for me.

      Rin came out of the tent. He gave Gilbert a brief kiss. “Why didn’t you wake me? We need to get moving…” He quickly rubbed sleep from his eyes. “For all I know, my sister could be suffering, every day she is the captive of the Empire.”

      “I believe they’ll treat her well,” Sir Forrest said.

      “They’ll try to marry her off,” Rin snapped. “To some man she would never have chosen. Himika has never even left Gaermon Castle before. She’s too delicate for brutal treatment from the empire.”

      “Maybe she’s stronger than you think,” I said, feeling some sympathy for all girls who were aggressively protected.

      “The princesses of Gaermon have always been delicate,” he said. “She is sickly.”

      “Poor girl,” Gilbert said, while I felt like I’d said something dumb. “She has to be very mindful of her health.”

      Sir Forrest poked one of the baking potatoes. “All right. They’re done enough.”

      We could eat the potatoes inside their jackets, while walking, once they had cooled a bit. I put a ton of salt on mine but it still tasted bland. The men shuffled along, barely talking. The day wasn’t shaping up very well. My feet hurt and they were obviously exhausted and somewhat irritable. Maybe they had gone with less sleep before, but we’d all been on the road for a while, and they’d been fighting monsters all along the way.

      Just two hundred miles to go until I find guardian number three…

      Ugh.

      Maybe it was one hundred and ninety by now?

      That hardly sounded better.

      The road was heading southeast, and between Empero and Capamere we were seeing increased signs of former civilization, which was eerie. Sometimes an entire town, abandoned and ravaged by elements, with plants growing out of windows and broken roofs, lined the road. In some cases, the houses were still furnished. Shops were full of useless remnants: mildewed bolts of cloth, heavy tools, barrels that used to hold food. When the monsters first broke out of the gate, people had to grab what they could carry and run for the cities with the best defenses. These towns had probably stood empty for a century now.

      It was really depressing, thinking that families used to tend gardens in the yards and kids used to play here. Some of the houses still looked really cute, painted cottages with tidy fences. Flowers grew everywhere, the gardens run amok. It reminded me what we were fighting for. Some of these buildings, built from stone to last the ages, were not beyond repair. People could live here again, if we could shut the gate.

      But the monsters were also a little thicker here. They seemed to be attracted to the capital, for some reason. We kept running into one or two almost every hour. It worried me because I knew the guys were so exhausted. I could see it in the way they fought. Forrest almost got bitten by one of them before he could cut it in half, which never happened. Wretch was on edge all the time.

      We stopped for lunch in the afternoon, taking some food out of a safe house and drawing fresh water from the well there. We still used safe houses during the day, when we were all awake to hear soldiers coming and had daylight to quickly flee.

      “I’m taking over,” Gilbert said, grabbing the cook pot from Forrest. “Your bean stew last night was miserable.”

      “Oh, it was, was it?”

      “You have to sweat the salt pork with the onions before you put the beans in.”

      “I ‘have to’? Says who? That’s a northern method and I’m a southerner.”

      “Let Gilbert try,” Rin said. “He’s a very good cook. For my birthday, he made me steamed fish pie wrapped in seaweed.”

      Forrest narrowed his eyes. “Yum…”

      “It’s a court dish,” Rin said. “Very easy to mess up if you aren’t trained as a chef. But his effort was truly admirable, almost as good as the palace kitchens.”

      “Only for you,” Gilbert said. “But at the time, you said it was the best you’d ever had…”

      “Are any of you guys ever going to actually put those beans in the pot?” I cried.

      Forrest suddenly stood up.

      “Do you sense that?” he asked Gilbert.

      Gilbert stood up too. For some annoying reason, I couldn’t sense monsters myself. Only my guardians could. I guess my magic just assumed they would always be around.

      Gilbert and Forrest exchanged a look.

      “What?” I cried.

      “It’s a lot,” Gilbert said.

      “At least twenty,” Forrest said. “Maybe more.” He already had his sword out, and Rin drew his blades. “We should go out there and keep Phoebe safe in here.”

      “No—please—,“ I said. “Just wait here until they pass!”

      “But if the Black Army finds us here…”

      Suddenly, three flying monsters swept down over the walls. Their wings had a heavy sound as they beat, and they let out shrill screams. Gilbert started playing a furious tune to daze them.

      “Damnit, we need an archer,” Forrest said, swiping upward. The monsters dodged. I tried to grab Wretch but she was already flying at them with a hiss.

      “Wretch, no—come back!” I cried.

      “Sasanu sor!” one of the monsters wailed as it plunged toward Forrest again. They were out for blood and nothing else.

      “Yah!” Forrest slashed one of the wings all the way though, and it tumbled, where he could easily kill it. Just two to go now. That was a little better, since Forrest and Rin could each focus on one. Gilbert’s music was subduing them, too. They flew a little more sluggishly, but they were still dangerous. The violin music provided a very dramatic backdrop for the battle; it wasn’t just random notes but a melody worthy of a symphony hall, the bow dancing over high notes. The monsters wouldn’t get near Gilbert.

      “Watch out!” I cried, as Wretch flew too close to one of them. I was so scared for her. She kept getting way too involved in these battles, and she was just a tiny little cat.

      She swept down to me and landed on my shoulder, knocking her head into mine, but when I tried to grab her, she flew out of reach.

      “Hey, come on!” I jumped, spreading my fingers, trying to stay calm. “Let the guys handle the monsters. I hate to break it to you, girl, but your teeth and claws are better suited for squirrels.”

      She flew higher up, and then she flew over the wall of the safe house, out of my sight. “Wretch!” I screamed. I ran to the door of the safe house, but I could hear all the many monsters hissing on the other side. I would have been insane to lift the bolt. Behind me, I heard the sound of another monster being cut down over the maddening music.

      The monsters growling on the other side of the door started to retreat. They were running, like they were chasing something.

      My cat!

      “They’re going after Wretch!” I rushed toward Forrest. “She flew away! We have to go out there and get her!”

      “Shit!” Rin tumbled to the ground, clutching his shoulder. Blood streaked his fingers.

      “No time.” Forrest pushed me back and swung the Monster Cleaver, beheading the last beast in midair while it was chewing on a piece of Rin’s cloak.

      “That’s the last of the flying ones,” Forrest panted. “Your majesty—how bad is it?”

      Rin gritted his teeth and slowly peeled his hand away from a wound. There was an alarming amount of blood and I saw gashes in his flesh.

      Gilbert made an anxious sound. “Looks like a bad bite.”

      “Shit,” Rin said. “We must press on.”

      Forrest was breathing hard. He licked his lips, shifting his stance to face the door. He was thinking about throwing open that door, going out there, and taking them on. Normally I would have stopped him. But Wretch was out there. I heard monsters growling and hissing in a pattern that suggested she flew over their heads. What if more flying ones came?

      “I’m afraid we’re better off staying here to rest, despite all risks,” Gilbert said. “The sun will be down in a few hours anyway. We wouldn’t have gotten that much more travel in. We’re all tired. We need to put space between ourselves and that pack. The monsters have been getting stronger.”

      “We have to find Wretch!” I screamed. “We have to find her! If she lands those things will tear her up!”

      “No…Gilbert’s right.” Forrest’s glove landed heavily on my shoulder. “Phoebe…she knew what she was doing, I think. She drew them away from you.”

      “No…” I crumpled onto a bench and sobbed.

      I knew he was right. It was too dangerous to leave the gates. Rin was hurt. But Wretch had been my friend and companion through thick and thin for the past decade. When I came back from my year in the troupe, she was glued to me for months. I promised I would never leave her again. What kind of friend was I if I couldn’t rescue her?

      “Cats are very clever,” Gilbert said, sitting beside me for a moment. “Especially winged cats. She can land in a tree somewhere and they won’t get her.”

      “B-but—how will I find her? She’s—she’s not going to know to go to Capamere— If she goes anywhere it’ll be home, and I can’t even get a letter from Mom, so—” I sobbed again.

      Gilbert rubbed my back for a moment, and then he went to see about Rin’s wound. I cried until my throat hurt. She was an old cat… Maybe this was how she wanted to go—

      I swallowed, pulling myself together. By this time, Forrest was building the fire and Gilbert was chopping some stuff up for a stew. Rin had gone into the cabin to lie down.

      I pulled the goldenstars out of the saddle bag. They were still wrapped up in my dress. I took them inside the dim little room. He was spread out on a bedroll, staring at the ceiling, bandages around his shoulder. This safe house only had one cot, and it had a big hole in it, so I guess he decided the sleeping bag was better. It was one of the shabbier safe houses I’d seen. There was a cabinet of supplies with one broken door that hung on one hinge, a stool next to the hearth, and a small table.

      “Rin,” I said. “I gathered some healing flowers back around the first safe house. If we pack them around your wound under the bandage, it’ll speed up the healing process a lot.”

      He sat up slowly, regarding me with his dark eyes. “That was forward thinking. You know something about medicinal herbs, then?”

      “A little. We lived near an herbalist in Istim. She handed out a lot of tips.” I paused. Another shirtless man, and Rin wasn’t my guardian. I wasn’t even sure how to behave around him. “Can I—” I lifted my hand toward the bandage.

      “Of course, my lady.” He quickly added, “I am so sorry about your cat. We actually have a winged cat breeder in Gaermon. When all this is over, I will be sure you have your pick of kittens.”

      “Oh, no, I—” My eyes welled again. I couldn’t even really answer. I was more tender-hearted about Wretch than I was about most humans.

      He shook his head. “No, that was insensitive. I’m too used to solving problems with gifts. Sometimes I forget that you can’t buy off a broken heart.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m sorry if I sounded insensitive about your sister earlier. I didn’t know she was sick.”

      “Not at all,” he said. “Few people know much of her condition, even in the palace. She would want to be thought of as strong. It is possible I underestimate her. But I was raised to be her protector.” He paused. “I was raised to be a lot of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “A king. A fighter. Husband to another princess, chosen by my parents…but here I am running around with Gilbert instead.”

      Rin was so cool most of the time, such a perfect prince. The way he held himself, the way he fought, the way he spoke: it all seemed as honed as his blade. I was a little in awe of him, and I didn’t feel like I knew him at all. But now, I saw a young man under it all. Someone with responsibilities heaped on his shoulders. Imagine if it was still the Era of Elders when the priestess was marked at a younger age… “I see. You didn’t have much freedom, then.”

      “No. But now I will bear regret all my life for my father’s death. I should have been at his side while Gaermon was under attack.”

      “You’d probably be dead, too.”

      “Yes…dead with honor.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “You’ve got to rescue Himika. That ‘dying with honor’ stuff is so stupid. It sounds a lot better in an opera with a glorious soundtrack than in real life.”

      “At least I have a glorious soundtrack now,” he said, indicating Gilbert.

      “I think it’s lucky you met Gilbert and apparently dodged out on your kingdom, because otherwise your poor sister would have no hope at all. Right?”

      “Hmph…”

      I unwrapped the bandage. The inner layers had already soaked through with blood, but at least the wound didn’t seem to be bleeding too much anymore. I could clearly see two nasty lines of bite marks, like he’d gotten bitten by a tiny shark. I packed the dried out flowers around the wound and pressed the bandage to it, looking around for the roll. It wouldn’t hurt to change it already. It was sitting on the table. I extended my hand, trying to reach it while still holding the bandage to his shoulder.

      “I wish I could heal you like the other guys,” I said, without hardly thinking about it.

      He covered the bandage with his own hand, realizing that I needed to move. When his fingers touched mine, a tingle went through me. “I wish you could too.”

      Bad girl, Phoebe. What was going on with me? Rin was kind of acting as my guardian so maybe it was no wonder my emotions were a little confused, but none of my sigils were for him. And clearly he was used to taking on a guardian role anyway. He was doing this for his sister, not me. “I mean, you know,” I said, laughing it off.

      “Yes. Four men is going to be quite enough,” he said. His faint grin was sly and did some wobbly things to my knees.

      “But, I am honored to be escorting a priestess,” he said. “You can be sure of that. I hope you and my sister do get to know each other. She has had such a sheltered life, I think she could use a friend like you.”

      “Yeah, one thing I’m definitely not gonna be by the end of this trip is sheltered, huh?” I relaxed a little, wrapping a fresh bandage around the goldenstars.

      “Try to enjoy what you can,” he said. “I know Gilbert. He will do anything to make you happy and keep you safe. But I’ve heard what the empire can do to the opposition. I’m ready to take them on, but if something happens to me, tell Gilbert not to cry. I think this is my destiny as much as it is anyone’s.”

      “Oh, no need to talk like that just because some stupid monster bit your shoulder,” I said. “That’s better. Does it feel secure?”

      “Perfect. Thank you, my lady.” He took my hand and gave it a chaste peck that nevertheless made me blush. I guess Rin wasn’t going to stop with the ‘my lady’ stuff. I was okay with that. The words suited him.

      I was still pretty down in the dumps during dinner, even as Gilbert played some music for us that really was very good, and I think it was also infused with a little magic for improving my mood. It could only go so far. I felt like a piece of me was missing without Wretch. Besides that, I think it drove home the seriousness of what we were doing to everyone. We really could get hurt and die.

      “I should take the first watch,” Rin said.

      “But we’re in a safe house,” I said. “Do we need a watch?”

      “No, Rin’s right,” Forrest said. “We just had three flying monsters at once. That’s more than I’ve ever seen. Maybe they can’t get in the safe house itself, but they could attack Horse.” (Yes, Forrest had named his horse ‘Horse’.) “We don’t want to lose him. Rin, you might want to ride for a bit tomorrow with your shoulder like that, and we need the supplies he carries.”

      “That’s true. We don’t want Horse to be hurt anyway!” I added.

      “I’m fine,” Rin said. “I had a nap. I’m not much good for fighting but I can sound the alarm. You two definitely need to recover your power.”

      Forrest shrugged and waved me into the cabin. It was really dark inside now, since the sun had gone down, but he fumbled in a supply cabinet and found some candles. Our four bed rolls were lined up on the floor already, in a row. They took up pretty much all the open floor space. I took off my shoes and socks before walking onto mine and sitting down. Gilbert followed us in, leaving the door open just a crack. Forrest stripped off his leather vest and wrist guards, trying to be all casual, but totally failing.

      “I should actually grab that wine we bought in Empero,” Gilbert said.

      “I’ve got my whiskey,” Forrest grunted, taking out the flask.

      “Well, I’m more of a wine man myself.”

      “‘Course you are. Go ahead, then.”

      Gilbert stepped out again.

      “Wait, what is happening now?” I asked. “Seems like you guys talked while I was helping Rin out…”

      Now I was the one failing at acting casual. I knew what was going on. This was the first time we had all spent time together alone, and the guys definitely had an air of “getting down to business.”

      “You’re ready for a trine,” he said.

      “I—I don’t know about that.”

      “It would be the easiest one. Gilbert won’t penetrate you. But the road has gotten very dangerous in this stretch, and with Rin injured, we’ll both need as much power as we can muster. Soon we’ll find your third guardian and at that point, we’ll have to accommodate him as well. It’s better for all of us if we get used to this… I’m struggling with it as much as you are. I’m glad Gilbert can go to Rin for…release.”

      I crossed my arms. “I—I don’t know. Do you even like Gilbert?”

      “I don’t dislike Gilbert. But yes, it’s no secret that I would rather have you to myself.” He stroked a hand along my loopy braids. I warmed to his touch. “But this is better than nothing.”

      Gilbert came back with the wine and two cups. Very refined of him. We could have just swigged right from the skin. I drank mine pretty fast. The warmth of the alcohol went straight down to my core. Very convenient, how alcohol zoomed right down to my nether bits. I was so nervous I could almost—but not really—forget that Wretch’s familiar presence was absent, that I hadn’t heard her mews or felt the nudge of her little face in hours.

      “I told her the plan,” Forrest said.

      “So serious. Dear gods, if this is our life we’d better at least enjoy it. For Phoebe’s sake, if nothing else. Why don’t you stand up, darling?”

      Forrest looked at me over his flask, and I could see desire flickering there, in the soft light of the candle. He wanted me. He found me beautiful. His eyes asked for me to do as Gilbert said, and so I did.

      Gilbert lifted both my dress and shift up over my arms at once, sweeping them over my head and dropping them to the side. Forrest stood up too, and now I was almost naked between them, my skin glowing in the light.

      Gilbert brushed my sigil with his hand, stirring my desire, drawing warmth to the surface of my skin. He took my breasts into his hands, holding me against his chest, slowly rolling my nipples between his fingers. Already, I could feel my arousal growing, an excitement and anticipation building deep inside me. Two men? It didn’t sound so bad now… My body had such an immediate and favorable reaction to them. The connection was understood. If my brain got out of the way, I would enjoy it very much.

      Of course, I was a human, and the human brain doesn’t always like to get out of the way. My thoughts were still jugging Do they like each other and Do they really like me and Maybe two is all right but what about three and Am I a terrible person for getting turned on by this and all sorts of other things.

      I was still facing Forrest, and I knew I was getting that deep flush in my cheeks already. He peeled down my panties past my thighs, and let them drop at the knees. He glanced at Gilbert, who looked at the stool.

      “Not yet…,” Forrest said. His eyes blazed down at me. They were both quite a bit taller than me, Forrest especially, and I felt utterly helpless, especially with Gilbert keeping up the teasing touch upon my nipples the entire time Forrest looked at me. “Phoebe, do you still feel like you’re not ready for a trine?”

      “I’m ready,” I gasped.

      “She doesn’t seem to need much foreplay, but it never hurts,” Gilbert said.

      Forrest put his steady hands on my bare shoulders and kissed me. I practically sucked his tongue into my mouth, happy to have something for my mouth to do while Gilbert was drawing such desire out of me. He slid his tongue along mine and his hand held the back of my head. His other hand reached down and stroked my cleft, drawing small teasing sensations out of me. I spread my legs just a little, wanting more, and Gilbert seized on this action, using his feet to push my feet out even more.

      “There you go, spread your little pussy for him, darling,” he said.

      Gilbert was clearly willing to play the role of facilitator while letting Forrest claim the deepest intimacy, but I could feel his rigid manhood digging into my back. He was as hungry for me as Forrest, but more patient. I’m sure he knew that Forrest needed to be won over, and I could feel Forrest beginning to grow more relaxed and forward with his touch. He slipped two fingers inside me, fucking me with his fingers and stroking my clit with his thumb while he kissed me.

      Quickly, I started feeling very close to coming from all the stimulation, especially to my clit, but when I started making eager little moans, Forrest drew back. He unfastened his trousers, letting his thick cock out. He picked me up by the knees and started backing up to the stool. They both carried me over there like they’d planned it. Forrest gripped my thighs, easing me onto his shaft. I was so slick with arousal that I my body slid all the way down to the hilt in one motion. I let out a breath of surprise and satisfaction at once. Forrest drew me down onto the stool, impaled on his cock, while Gilbert was still cradling my chest.

      Gilbert kissed my ear and then gave it a little nip. “Comfortable? Not quite, I hope. That’s the best way to be.”

      Ahh, he was right. I wasn’t quite comfortable but I was so full of Forrest and all the little sensations that meant he was close were welcome.

      Gilbert lifted me up, still pinching my breasts, so my body started to pull away from Forrest. Forrest grabbed my ass and pulled me back down again.

      I felt like a sack of grain, or—or something, I was not exactly up for great metaphors right now—the way these two strong men manipulated my body. They could do anything they wanted to me, and the idea of submitting to their control was making me even more excited. I trusted them so completely, and I knew they were completely devoted to my pleasure. I had never encountered anything like this before. The guys I’d known in the past seemed inherently selfish. The capital guys were pretty happy just to get a hot girl to jerk or suck them off, and village boys wanted wives who would cook and clean and tend the garden and the animals. Forrest and Gilbert—hell, they didn’t let me do enough for them. It seemed like this was all they needed from me, and Forrest was right—I was the star, and they would do anything to draw even more urgent moans out of me.

      Maybe I wasn’t getting the bad end of the deal after all.

      Not that they didn’t benefit, of course. My sigils were burning, and I could feel power flowing freely out of me and into them.

      They fell into a rhythm, Gilbert lifting me almost off of Forrest’s cock and Forrest pulling me back down, so his shaft thrust into me, deep and relentless. My pleasure was building, but not fast enough, and I made little desperate sounds.

      When Gilbert next pulled me up, he kissed me. I urgently drove my tongue against his, just as I had with Forrest. “Make sure to clamp tight,” he said, before Forrest pulled me down again. I clenched my inner walls against him. They had been going so fast that I had hardly been able to think straight, but when I made an effort to work my own inner muscles against the thrust of Forrest’s cock, it drove me to climax faster. When I started climaxing, Gilbert held me lower and leaned over me, suckling on my nipples, as Forrest pumped into me with rapid little thrusts almost like a vibration. I clawed at Gilbert’s shirt, screaming as my whole body convulsed. Once again, Forrest climaxed at the same time as I did. We were perfectly in tune. But it was so intense I was dizzy.

      They both eased my limp body off of Forrest and carried me to my bed roll.

      “Your sigils are blazing,” Forrest said.

      “Mm.” I touched my chest, feeling the heat of my skin there. I was so spent I could hardly speak.

      “It wasn’t too much, was it?” A hint of concern entered his voice.

      “I just think I need to sleep now…”

      “I’ll be back soon,” Gilbert said, ducking out the door, no doubt to finish his own satisfaction with Rin.

      Forrest crouched beside me and smoothed a hand over my hair. I shut my eyes.

      “Man—” He clutched his head. “The power you put out, Phoebe. It’s intense. I hardly feel like I can call that merely sex. It’s like plunging into a volcano and being reborn as a fire god. It’s true, what the book says. Your body is simply a channel for something much greater than anyone in this world understands.”

      “It was almost too much,” I whispered.

      “I see.”

      “I mean, don’t feel bad. I’m still just…terrified. Gilbert’s the easy one. The next two guardians are not like him. They’re going to do—more intense things to me. And they don’t have Rins to go hit up afterward. And the power that surges through me…”

      “I can protect you from everything but fate,” Forrest said gently, in his typical not-entirely-reassuring way. “But why don’t you sleep now. I’ll be next to you.” He settled in on the bedroll next to me, covered my naked body with a blanket, and held me against his chest. His touch, still stroking my hair, was very soothing. “We still have many miles to go before we find your next guardian.”

      “Yeah…” I took a slow breath. He smelled like horse. Or should I say, Horse? Which made me think again of how much I missed Wretch. But I was far too tired to cry myself to sleep. I sank into dreams with Forrest’s arm around me.
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      We forged onward. We didn’t see many monsters, going forward, but what we did see were soldiers, even some from the Black Army. When we heard them coming, Rin and Gilbert and I would rush off the road and hide in the forests, bushes, abandoned buildings, or whatever else we could find. Forrest greeted them alone. He knew how to talk to fellow soldiers and tell them things that didn’t sound too suspicious. I would hardly breathe while I listened to him talk like a different person. “Congratulations on taking Gaermon Castle; they used to say it would never be done, but Abel proved ‘em wrong, eh?” he said to two Black Army soldiers, when we were just two days out from Capamere.

      “Are you alone? I thought I heard voices,” the first one asked.

      My stomach lurched. This is it.

      “Must I admit that I talk to myself on these long journeys?” Forrest asked with a sharp laugh.

      The soldier chuckled. “Fair enough. Well met, sir. I hope you have a good trip to the capital.”

      We were safe again—for now. But we were about to enter the gates of the capital. We would be within the walls of the city that belonged to the emperor himself. The emperor who wanted all priestesses dead.  It was not a comforting thought. It was the kind of thought that would keep me awake all night, except I could never stay awake at night anymore. Giving my power to the guys put me right to sleep, and thank goodness. That was better than insomnia and missing Wretch all night.

      I was always scanning the road and the trees and basically everything and everywhere for some sign of my cat, and there was nothing. I started to consider more and more that the monsters caught her when she had to stop and rest. It was unbearable and there was nothing I could do now. I couldn’t turn back time.

      I really wanted to turn back time and then stop it cold, for a lot of reasons. I liked my little band of guys as they were. Forrest felt kind of like my husband and Gilbert was my best friend with benefits, and Rin was kind of exciting in a different way; I knew I shouldn’t be eyeing him up, but I couldn’t help it, and it was nice to have those flirty is-he-can-I-does-he feelings I couldn’t act on, too. I was certainly never going to get bored.

      But by now I could sense that my third guardian, the one whose sigil marked my forehead, was not on a ship, but in Capamere itself. We were getting close.

      My fourth guardian, meanwhile, I could barely sense at all, and I kind of hoped we never found him. The Elders were in Capamere. Three guardians were surely enough. We could just get me confirmed at the Temple of Stones and head back north again, to save the world and stuff.

      Capamere was a port and the biggest city on this continent, which meant it might as well have been the biggest city in the whole world as far as I was concerned. I was not likely to ever venture farther than my own realm. Most of the buildings were as high as people would tolerate climbing stairs, so it could be seen from a distance, with all of its buildings added onto over the years.

      “This is where you grew up?” Rin asked Gilbert, as we drew close enough to see the buildings clearly.

      “That’s it,” Gilbert said, his voice turning a bit solemn, as if his memories of the place weren’t good. An orphanage didn’t sound like a good start but otherwise he had spoken well of bardic college, being a troupe musician and hobnobbing with the rich and glamorous.

      By now, we were on the road with plenty of merchant caravans, since this was the place where imports came from all around the world to be distributed to wealthy people inland. We even passed one of the dance troupe caravans, and I saw girls peering out of the thick glass windows. Ugh, I remembered how stuffy those carriages were, with a dozen girls crammed in, and we weren’t allowed to open the windows. They had mere slits for ventilation. The carriage bus looked pretty on the outside, though, painted up as fancy as a cake in soft yellow, red and white. “Sunflower Girls” was painted across the sides in bubbly letters. Two more buses followed, carrying the musicians, wardrobe, hair, and makeup.

      “That was you, huh?” Forrest asked as the Sunflower Girls wheeled by. I could hear the girls’ chatter through the vents. They pressed their noses to the glass, staring at my guys.

      “Yeah, that was me,” I said, unable to help feeling wistful. I knew how exciting it was to arrive in a new city, pour out of that hot carriage, wash up, get costumed and emerge to a crowd that was almost losing their minds with excitement.

      “Packing up girls like tigers and bears,” Forrest muttered.

      “Tigers and bears?” I asked, puzzled.

      “It’s just an expression.” Forrest shrugged.

      “No, it’s quite true,” Gilbert said. “Before they had the dance troupes, they had the circus, with many caravans of animals and performers of all kinds. Twelve girls were a lot easier to transport than tigers and bears. But that’s why we refer to tigers and bears when we speak of caging something up and training it to do something.”

      “Hmm. What happened to the tigers and bears, then?” Forrest asked.

      “They’re in the menagerie of the imperial palace,” Gilbert said. “A few of them, anyway. You’ve been to the capital, of course?”

      “Yes, but only as a soldier.”

      “You had some time off, didn’t you?”

      “Not to go to putter around the palace.”

      We were almost to the gates now. I could see them, shining golden in the distance. It was nice to be out in the open as we approached, so I could really take it all in. It was heavily guarded, but no one stopped us—the guards only kept watch for monsters, although Rin kept his hood down.

      “Himika is here…,” he said, almost as if to himself, as we crossed into the city.

      “Point the way,” Forrest said to me. “Where is the guardian?”

      I took a moment just to admire the interior of the city. As soon as you crossed the gates, you came to a grand circular strolling path with beds of bright flowers and bushes landscaped to look like different animals. All around the circle were some of the finest shops in the entire realm. The stores were five and six stories high and crammed with imported goods, and the people strolling around wore all the latest fashions; the ladies in gauzy gowns with lots of jewelry and broad hats that shaded them from the sun, and the men in trimly cut robes and jaunty boots or—well, so, apparently sandals were in? I wasn’t so sure about that one. Some feet were better left covered up, especially the feet of rich old men. The capital tried out all kinds of weird fashions that never spread past the gates. Like a lot of the ladies were wearing strings of bells so they jingled when they walked. That was new, too, and by the time we left it might be out of style already.

      “We’ve still got a walk ahead,” I said. “He’s by the docks.”

      “It’s already getting late,” Rin said.

      “Then, we’d better hustle,” Forrest said.

      “Are we in such a hurry to share Phoebe?” Gilbert said, slinging an affectionate arm around me.

      Forrest shot him a look. “I’m in a hurry to get this done. Don’t be fooled—this place looks like a party, but it’s not.”

      “I’m the one who grew up here!”

      “Yes, but you’re going on about menageries and bardic college.” (This was true—Gilbert had probably spent at least four cumulative hours talking about bardic college as we walked, and that was a conservative estimate.) “I was a soldier. I know what it’s like to be the one hunting down trouble. You’ve probably never been trouble before, but you are now.”

      “I have not even begun to go on about bardic college, but, fine. Carry on.”

      We had to cross the whole city, taking side streets whenever possible to avoid attention. There was always so much going on in the capital, it was hard for me not to feel excited to be back again. My neck started to hurt from swiveling it around so much to see the shops with their bright shutters, reaching to the sky, the fascinating people ranging from elegant ladies to grubby little urchins, even the different types of dogs. I think every dog in Istim was descended from the same boring brown dog. Although every time I saw a cat scurry down an alley or sunning itself on a stoop, my heart leapt and then sank. None of these cats had wings.

      We had probably walked a couple miles when we saw the sky open up over the ocean, with gulls wheeling overhead. We were getting close—I could feel the strong presence of a third guardian. But around here, the streets were pretty empty. In fact, pretty soon we were the only people walking down a narrow lane surrounded by warehouse looking buildings.

      “You looking for something?” hissed a guy standing in the alley, making me jump.

      “Nothing you’re offering,” Gilbert said immediately. “Get back.”

      His voice had changed. I could tell he was throwing some of his bardic magic into it. The guy withdrew immediately.

      “We’re in a bad part of town, aren’t we?” Rin asked, keeping his hands on his swords.

      “Yes. We are indeed,” Gilbert said. “I’m not so sure about this. Bad characters lurk around here… On the bright side, the Black Army and the city guard leave this neighborhood alone. Everyone leaves this neighborhood alone. Unless you want to get rid of a body, of course.”

      “What?” I sputtered.

      “That’s not true,” Forrest said. “You’re scaring her.”

      “Oh, it’s true,” Gilbert said. “They throw bodies in the water up there. I knew a fellow who saw a guy doing it.”

      Forrest narrowed his eyes. One day his eyes were going to get stuck that way.

      “Should we turn around?” I asked. “What’s going on up ahead?”

      A plain black coach, the kind you hire on the street, came rattling down the lane in the distance. It was slowing down in front of a white stone building. The coachman got down and opened the door, and a girl in a fashionable striped gown stepped down. She was all dressed up with a big hat, and as the coachman got her trunk down, a man in a red coat came out and took it for her. She curtseyed a little and followed him inside. I heard the sound of doors closing heavily, even from here.

      “I think that’s where he is,” I said. “In that building. Gilbert, do you know what that is?”

      “No…but I am hardly an expert on corruption in Capamere.”

      “Then, let’s check it out,” Forrest said.

      Gilbert hesitated. “I can almost guarantee that whatever goes on there is illegal.”

      “We’re plotting treason, Gil. Whatever goes on there, we might find some common ground. He won’t be able to deny the power of the sigil.” Nothing would stop Forrest from proceeding with his mission. He walked ahead of the rest of us.

      “I don’t go by ‘Gil’,” Gilbert said, but not loud enough for Forrest to hear.

      Rin laughed. “Phoebe and I will hold your hands if you want.”

      Gilbert’s ears went pink. “I don’t need my hand held. I’m not kidding about this area. I know it’s not a party; at least, I know what parts are trouble. There are men here who’ll cut your throat first and ask you what you’re doing here as you sputter out your last bloody word.”

      Rin regarded him a moment, like he had never seen Gilbert talk like this before. “I would never let them do that,” he said. “Come on.” He ended up putting his arms around both of our shoulders. I didn’t admit it, but I was glad. I wasn’t nervous until Gilbert started going on about it.

      When we got there, Forrest had just pounded on the doors for a second time. Great.

      “Maybe a subtle approach would be better?” I suggested.

      “This is the subtle approach,” Forrest said. “Next I’ll try picking the lock.”

      The heavy wooden double doors met at the top in an arch, and were braced across with strips of iron carved in delicate swirls, with twin knockers in the shape of monsters—or maybe dragons, actually. I suppose the doors might have been old enough that monsters didn’t exist yet. They started swinging open very slowly, and the man in a red frock coat looked out at us.

      “Ladies only,” he said. “The fee is five gilden.”

      “The fee for what?” Forrest asked.

      The man sniffed and started to shut the doors again.

      “Wait—wait!” I said, grabbing one of the knockers. “I have five gilden.” I actually didn’t. But hopefully one of the guys did. “Please let me in.”

      “You are not dressed anywhere near appropriately,” the man said. “This place is for people who know the nature of this establishment.”

      He started to shut the doors again, and Forrest shoved forward. He was ready to fight his way in. Without even flinching, the guy lifted a hand with a red ring on it and blasted Forrest with some kind of red energy beam. His body tumbled back down the stairs. The doors shut decisively.

      “Fucking son of a—” As Forrest was clamoring to his feet, grumbling a wide array of curses while brushing the remnants of cigarette butts off his clothes, Gilbert looked over the barred and boarded first floor windows.

      “What is this place?” I asked. It was obviously shady, but it wasn’t a brothel if men weren’t allowed in. “Is this…where women go to be high class whores for noblemen or something? I don’t know if I want to meet my guardian if this is his line of work.”

      “I think I know, now,” Gilbert said. “This is where women go to flee east to the free realms.”

      “To flee? Like, away from the monsters?”

      “Exactly,” Gilbert said. “It’s almost impossible to get a legal passport to leave the realm anymore. The emperor knows everyone would leave if they could. But, there are plenty of men in the eastern realms who will happily take a bride from here. I’m almost certain this is a matchmaking establishment. They would look at your beauty, your family history, and your dowry, and find you a match accordingly. Sometimes a husband, other times an employer. They keep you here until your ship arrives, ready to escape at a moment’s notice, and pay off the royal guard in exchange for leaving their establishment and its coaches alone.”

      “So you would leave your home forever, to be at the mercy of strangers in the east you don’t even know? I think I’d rather deal with the monsters.”

      “You might,” Gilbert said. “But if your situation is already bad and you feel trapped, you might do anything to escape.”

      “It’s really getting dark,” Rin said. “Sounds like we need to get Phoebe a nice dress and five gildens and come back tomorrow.”
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      “We can’t send Phoebe alone,” Forrest said, as we settled in our hotel with three trays of meat hand pies. Capamere was too fancy for mere inns with a common room and bowls of soup. Capamere had hotels with lobbies and rugs and chandeliers, and you could buy delicious street food and eat it in your room. “Once she’s past the doors, we can’t get in. Anything might happen to her before she can even find the guardian. It’s too much of a risk to put her in peril. We can lose one of us, but we can’t lose her.”

      “I can handle it,” I said. “I don’t think they’re going to kill me.”

      “They could sell you,” Gilbert said, in an ominous tone. “Once you go into that building, you’re not supposed to come out again unless it’s to the ship that will carry you away.”

      “Exactly,” Forrest said. “And since you can’t fight—”

      “You still haven’t bought me that knife.”

      “Well, a knife won’t help you against magic rings and whatever the hell else. Gilbert, you’re pretty. And persuasive.” He scratched his stubble. “We could put that face to use, eh?”

      Rin laughed loudly.

      “Wait, what?”

      “Dress up and go with her,” Forrest said.

      Gilbert dropped his food. “I don’t look like a girl.”

      “I agree,” I said. “A pretty man isn’t the same as a girl.”

      “I think you’d be surprised what makeup and a dress could do,” Rin said. “And Forrest is right. Your bardic voice could convince anyone who started to doubt. There’s enough in place already.”

      “You just want to see me in a dress.”

      Rin threw up his hands. “Guilty as charged. Feeling confused turns me on.”

      Forrest sigh-growled. “It won’t take long. The sigil is on the guardian’s forehead. Phoebe just has to touch it. You know that once she does, he will understand immediately. Let’s just get it done.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      First, we had to get dressed up. I was tremendously excited to wear fashions again and not just homemade work clothes. I mean, if the guys liked me now, they were really going to be into it when I bought a pink gown with ruffles everywhere. And the shops in the capital were huge. I could spend a week if I wanted to see everything. My heart was beating faster just being in the midst of the lush surroundings, racks and racks of clothes, delicate floral wallpaper and perfume to match, and cute little shop girls dusting things that weren’t even dusty.

      “No no no no no,” Forrest said, as soon as he saw me reach for the hanger. “You’re dressing up to ostensibly present yourself as a bride, not a—” He flexed his fingers, apparently failing to think of a suitably biting comparison.

      “What do you know about fashion, anyway? Gilbert?”

      “No,” Gilbert said. “Forrest is right. That is Strawberry Girl meets ostrich. This blue one is nice.”

      “What’s an ostrich?” I asked.

      “It’s a bird—”

      “Oh, here we go with the menagerie again,” Forrest said. “And the blue…might be even worse than the pink.”

      “He doesn’t know anything about fashion,” Gilbert said, holding the dress up to me. It had a peplum skirt and a dramatic sequined collar that was just insane. In a good way. But then, the costume designer for the Strawberry Girls used to say “there is no such thing as insane in a bad way”.

      “I love it!”

      “Am I losing my vision?” Forrest asked. “What are you seeing that you would each head straight for the worst outfits in this entire store?”

      “It’s the capital. Go big or go home,” Gilbert said.

      “Back home, the ladies would wear something more like this…,” Rin said, looking at a silk cream-colored dress with loose, draped sleeves and a silver belt at the waist.

      “Much better,” Forrest said.

      I had to admit, it was both demure and sexy, showing a little cleavage, and the sleeves were slit at the shoulders to show a little skin there too, but otherwise it covered me up with sophisticated lines. I would never have noticed it among all the crazier options.

      “I could try it on…”

      I went in the fitting room and happily peeled off my traveling clothes, which had been impossible to properly wash while on the road, and put on the dress. Oh, yes. Unlike the Strawberry Girl dress I had grown out of, this one fit my curves like a glove. I remembered the magical feeling of a perfect outfit, but it had been too long.

      I came out of the fitting room to show off.

      “Now, that is an outfit befitting a wife,” Sir Forrest said.

      “She is much more than a wife,” Gilbert said. “She’s our priestess.”

      “I meant, to pose as a potential wife for the smuggler,” Forrest said, but I don’t think that was really what he meant at all.

      “It is perfect,” Rin said, and I told myself he was probably just missing his homeland, but I wasn’t sure of that either. Man, this is getting confusing.

      “We’ll take this one,” Forrest told the shopgirl.

      “I’ll wear it out,” I said.

      “No, no, put it away so it doesn’t get dirty,” Gilbert said.

      I was at least determined to keep it on as long as I could. I crossed my arms. “Now what about you?”

      “We’re not really going through with this, are we?”

      “Someone needs to protect Phoebe,” Forrest insisted.

      “I’ve already been thinking about it,” Rin said. “I think dark colors, a little cape to cover up your lack of cleavage…”

      I was a little skeptical that Gilbert could truly pass for a girl, but by the end of it all—damnit, he was kind of hot. He reminded me of the woman who used to choreograph our stage shows. She was tall and strong—she used to take fencing on the side of dance—but also really graceful and elegant, and a lot of the girls would get a little silly around her and then hotly deny that they had a crush on her. I never did, of course. I mean…probably.

      Anyway, Rin was kind of a genius at picking out clothes; I’m not even sure he knew. He made Gilbert look like a girl but a really badass one you wouldn’t want to mess with, and he managed to cover up his manlier attributes under strategic fitting and a tilted hat. I didn’t really see the full effect until the morning, when we got all dressed up to go back to the heavy double doors. We tried to do it right, hoping we wouldn’t even be recognized as the troublemakers from last night. Forrest and Rin staked out a street away, and Gilbert and I took a carriage in. We each had five gildens to get us through the doors.

      “This is the most humiliating thing I’ve ever done,” Gilbert muttered in his very not-female voice. But hopefully his magic would cover up that part. “I can’t believe this is how the third guardian is going to meet me.”

      “I’m sorry.” I was sitting next to him in the rattly carriage. “But you look lovely.”

      “Lovely? You look lovely. I feel like my androgynous nature is being exploited.”

      “It definitely is.” I rubbed his knee, which felt unexpectedly risqué when he was wearing stockings. “But I’m glad you’re here. If you hadn’t’ve been, I’d have to put Sir Forrest in a dress.” I snickered.

      “I have a feeling just giving him a proper shave would be an exhausting task…”

      The carriage stopped. The wry humor in Gilbert’s eyes was instantly replaced by something hard. Survival mode, I think. I didn’t really know what that was like, but I instantly sensed that he was pretty familiar. I don’t know if it made me feel better or worse.

      The coachman opened the door for us just as the double doors were swinging open. The man in red came out, and I didn’t see any sign that he recognized us.

      “Ladies,” he said.

      Gilbert bowed his head faintly.

      “Five gildens each, please, to be considered.”

      We both dug out some coins and put them in his hand. He snapped them up without any proper count, and waved us in. “Feel free to mingle about the reception area and enjoy drinks on the house. The Lucky Dragon will see you shortly.”

      “The Lucky Dragon?” I mouthed as we walked forward.

      The exterior of the building was so boring, I was shocked at the interior. The windows were all blocked out, but the palatial reception room was lit with a big chandelier dripping with candles that reflected off marble floors and silver and glass furnishings. The staircase was even made of glass with silver bannisters, although it had a skinny red strip of carpet running down so you didn’t trip on glass and kill yourself. Several rooms bled into one another, and each was a dazzling, overwhelming space with a small fortune in candles and oil lamps, mirrors, gold, silver, plush rugs, houseplants, marble, paintings, statues, vases big enough to hide a body in, stop thinking about disposing of bodies, Phoebe…

      The rooms were already populated with women of various ages, all well-dressed, some looking very nervous and others suave and assured. A man was tending a long, curved wooden bar, pouring whiskey into a small glass.

      “Let’s take them up on the drink,” Gilbert said.

      A woman was sitting at the bar, and she took the whiskey and gave us a polite, joyless smile.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to sound like I was definitely one of the sophisticated ones and not like the girl with her hair in ringlets, sitting by the window twisting her hands.

      “It will be, if I find a match,” the woman said. “I’ve heard the army has shut down the harbor as they return from Gaermon and everything is delayed.”

      “Well, that’s tiresome,” I said.

      “Tiresome? I’m glad you think it’s merely tiresome. My brother was just executed and if I don’t get out of here I’ll be arrested. I’ve been waiting for ten days. Now it’s some greasy Panaran nobleman for me, I’m sure, but better than dead.”

      “Oh—uh—I’m sorry…”

      After that, I decided it was better not to chat anyone up. Clearly, everyone here was desperate. That was probably all I needed to know.

      I had a glass of wine and Gilbert had a cocktail, and as we were drinking them, a girl came down the stairs. She looked young in appearance, but too poised for her age, and had strange, silver eyes that surveyed the room in a calculating way. “Miss Temple,” she said, as those eyes locked on the girl with the ringlets. “Please come forward.”

      Ringlets girl hesitated like she was making sure Silver-Eyes meant her, and then she walked forward. “Y-yes?”

      “Your match is ready. The ship is docked at the harbor now. Please follow me.”

      “You mean, right now? My—my bags are in my room.”

      “Your bags are already on their way to the ship now. Please follow me.”

      “I didn’t think I would be ready so soon. I thought the harbor was closed off. She’s been waiting longer than me.” The girl pointed at the woman with the assassinated brother.

      “Matches do not occur in order; they are based on unpredictable factors,” the girl said. “Smaller ships are still departing. If you are sad to leave, you should have said something before now. I would recommend you fulfill your obligations. Please follow me.” I realized, as she kept repeating that same phrase, that although her face looked human, her hands were made out of a metal framework. She wasn’t real, just an inanimate construct. My stomach was flipping around. Where did you get a thing like that, and why would you have it?

      “Well, I guess this is goodbye,” the girl told the other women, sounding all anxious and hopeful. “I hope you all get to leave soon.”

      “Bloody figures,” the drinking woman said. “She didn’t even want to be here, and she gets to leave first. Her parents pushed her into this just to have a better life, blah blah.”

      I was feeling pretty uncomfortable, even though no one seemed to be here against their will. It wasn’t exactly human trafficking if you had to volunteer; in fact, I guess the manager of this place was taking a risk just to get people out. But at the same time, no one seemed happy about it. It was a decision you made when you had no other options, to leave your homeland forever in favor of a strange new country with a strange husband or employer. If we could seal the gate, they wouldn’t have to leave anymore.

      These are my people. If I was the priestess, they would be safe. That was what I needed to keep in mind, more than anything.

      “Let’s check out the rest of this place,” I told Gilbert.

      We moved from room to room, looking at all the ostentatious furnishings. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and frowned. “If I was an actual woman, I wouldn’t wear something so dowdy,” he said.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “But I know what you mean. I still want my pink ruffles. Ooh, look at this painting.” Across the room, I noticed a striking canvas depicting armies of dragons battling each other. The painting seemed very old and had damage spots, but the colors were still lush—what colors there were. Most of the dragons were black, but a gold dragon led the army. When I got closer I noticed that what I thought were smaller dragons were actually little black, winged cats.

      “Oh no!” I gasped. “I didn’t need to see this. I miss her so much.” I bit my lip. “Look at them all…I wonder what this painting depicts.”

      “The painting depicts a battle between dragons accompanied by winged cats,” said a  voice behind me.

      I practically jumped out of my dress.

      “Did I frighten you?” the silver-eyed mechanical girl asked.

      “Kind of!”

      “I thought so,” she said, nodding.

      “I can see they’re dragons and winged cats,” I said. “But why?”

      “They’re fighting a battle together,” she said. “They are probably aiding each other in the battle.”

      I slumped my head. Clearly, mechanical girls weren’t great with answering mysterious questions.

      “I have to ask you several questions before you can see the Lucky Dragon,” she said. “Please state your names.”

      “Phoebe.”

      “Gil— Gilda.”

      Her eyes locked onto him. “You are lying, Gilda.”

      “I—I’m not lying. That’s the name I go by.”

      “Why are you lying?”

      “I’m not lying!”

      “You are not a woman.”

      “How do you know?” Gilbert demanded, in an obvious man’s voice.

      “I can sense that you have male genitalia and physical makeup,” the girl said.

      Well, this was turning to shit pretty fast. A few guards—or maybe ‘toughs’ would be a better description—practically melted out of the walls. “All right, buddy, what’s the big idea, coming in here? You trying to steal our secrets for Kemp? Casing the joint? Or do you work for the empire?”

      “None of the above!” Gilbert shoved me out of the way. “Get back, Phoebe,” he said, although that was redundant because he had already made me ‘get back’. He took out a knife and as the first tough came at him, he immediately dodged. With swift and graceful movements, he used the guy’s weight to throw him to the ground and right on the heels of that, the second guy got a slash to the stomach. It all happened so fast. I hadn’t expected Gilbert to be such a fighter. He never fought the monsters.

      The third guy was almost on top of the second one, and he yanked on Gilbert’s left arm and then got him by the right, snatching his hand, taking the knife, and twisting it behind his back. “Gotcha,” he said.

      “Hmph,” Gilbert said. “Kudos. You all weigh more than six of me put together and it only took three of you to get me. Listen to me. We don’t mean any harm—unless provoked. We’re looking for somebody. We want to offer this person a job. It is terribly important and the rewards will be great.”

      “We’re looking for someone upstairs!” I added. I could sense the presence of my third guardian, almost directly over my head, as I edged to the stairs. Silver-Eyes blocked me.

      “You are looking for the Lucky Dragon?” she asked.

      “Sure. Probably. I have something that belongs to him.”

      “This story stinks. We need to just get them out of here,” said the guy holding Gilbert.

      “She is telling the truth,” the girl said. “She has something that belongs to the Lucky Dragon. I think he would like to know what it is.”

      “Fine. But I’m not done with you,” the guy said, shoving Gilbert toward me.

      “I think you are, actually,” he said. “But why don’t we see what your boss decides?”

      “Oh, the boss isn’t going to like what you did, I can tell you that.”

      “Please follow me,” the girl said.

      The toughs held back until Gilbert and me were halfway up the stairs, and then they followed at a distance. Gilbert put away his knife, peeled off one of his gloves, and rubbed his hand. “Not a scratch,” he said, glancing back at the toughs. “You’re lucky.”

      “You’re gonna cry when I kick your ass later,” the guy growled.

      “Did he hurt you?” I asked, stroking my fingers along the top of his hand.

      “Not really,” he said, but I still took his hand and kissed it. Maybe I wanted to reward him for fighting on my behalf, or maybe I liked making him blush. It was entirely possible the power I had over these guys might go to my head at some point. Hopefully I would have as much power over the one I was about to meet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      At the top of the stairs, the hallway was lined with six doors. The girl went to the one on the end and knocked. “Master, you have two visitors. One is a woman and one is a man wearing women’s clothes.” (Gilbert lifted a hand in protest.) “But they are not lying when they say they have something for you and they mean no harm.”

      “Ah, just another day,” a man commented on the other side, and the door swung open. He glanced over the scene with faint amusement in his golden eyes. I had never seen eyes like that before; they were a dark, bronzed color with a shimmer almost as if they glowed from within. Those eyes seemed familiar somehow. His hair was black and thick, slicked back off his face but still slightly untamed like even hair products were no match for him. He wore a relatively sedate variant of the capital fashions: a long, fitted black coat that split in the back, looser gray trousers tucked into black boots, and black gloves, the only spot of color being a blood red cravat underneath. He had the persuasive air of a man who was very good at what he does and knows it.

      Paired with a certain air of mystery? Hmm….yes please. It was easy to forget, under the influence of the sigils, that Forrest and Gilbert weren’t quite my type.

      But there was one big problem. He was wearing a thin silver headband with a circular, silver ornament on his forehead, right about the same size as a sigil.

      I wasn’t sure it was a coincidence that his sigil was covered up so I couldn’t touch the stone to it without his permission. He knows?

      “So, you’ve invaded my establishment, have you? I’m very curious to know what you could possibly have for me.” He surveyed us with an assured glance and then paused over Gilbert.

      The color drained out of Gilbert’s face.

      “Gil? Gil Curran?” My third guardian sounded surprised, even as he looked like an impossible man to surprise. “And don’t you look pretty—”

      “I’m only doing this for Phoebe,” Gilbert interjected.

      “What the hell? You should’ve given your name at the door! I would have let you in. Come on.” He swept a hand into his room, and Gilbert seemed to muster himself before following.

      Meanwhile, I was annoyed because my guardian’s smexy golden eyes had barely even looked at me. The weird artificial girl followed us in, too. The Lucky Dragon swung the door shut before the toughs could think about following.

      “Niko,” Gilbert said. “I—I didn’t know it was you.”

      “Please tell me you guys weren’t like, together,” I said.

      Niko laughed. “Gods, no. I prefer the ladies.” He poured some drinks. I looked around the room, which was full of more stuff. Lots and lots of stuff. Bookshelves were packed, cabinets were full of rocks and insect specimens and weird little contraptions, and there were enough swords to open up a weapon shop. There was an actual treasure chest in the corner. The artificial girl stood among them quietly and I wondered if she just sat there until she was needed.

      Niko handed me a glass of amber liquid. “Gil was like a little brother to me. I taught him how to survive on the streets. He was such a pretty boy. He was the distraction while I relieved them of some of their pocket weight.” He rubbed his fingers together.

      “Wait—you mean, you were thieves?”

      Gilbert looked ashamed.

      “I don’t think of it as thieving,” Niko said lightly. “We were kids. Our parents were dead or gone. What else were we supposed to do? You could hardly get hired for a decent job when you looked as scrappy as we did. A fair redistribution of wealth, that’s all it was.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Don’t feel bad, Gilbert. You should be proud of yourself for getting out of it and going to bardic college and everything—”

      “Bardic college? You don’t say,” Niko commented. “The last time I saw you, you were an escort.”

      “A—what?” I sputtered.

      “I never went to bardic college,” Gilbert said.

      “What? But—but you told me about dorm room antics! You made up antics!? You didn’t have to go into all that detail, you know.”

      “Telling tales is in my nature, I guess.” He shut his eyes. “Don’t say anything to Rin. When we met, I was so overwhelmed and flustered, him being a prince and all. I just started making stuff up. It came so easily, I wanted to believe it was true. But the truth is, I parted ways with Niko because I wanted to be a musician. I went to a house that trains men and women to be highly paid courtesans with skills, and I learned to play my violin there. Then I left. I went on the road. I played for a troupe; that much was true. But I never tell anyone where I came from.”

      “Oh dear,” Niko drawled. “Well, you have nothing to be ashamed of where I’m concerned. I’m still right where you left me, only a good deal richer. I haven’t seen you in years.”

      “I wanted to go to to bardic college,” Gilbert said. “If Rin knew I had such a disreputable background…”

      “He wouldn’t care if he really loves you,” I said.

      “Then you don’t know Rin,” Gilbert snapped. “He has a stronger sense of honor than anything else. He won’t love me if he knew all that. Don’t tell him, either of you.”

      “I don’t even know who Rin is,” Niko said, with a light shrug. “No need to talk about the past. Why did you come if you weren’t looking for me?”

      “I’m looking for you,” I said.

      He finally gave me his full attention, and it was worth the wait. When those golden eyes took me in, it was like he was already touching me. He took a step closer to me; he had a catlike lightness on his feet although he was actually the tallest of them all, a few inches taller than Forrest. “And who is this exquisite little treasure? Have you brought me something for my personal collection?”

      I kind of hated myself for swooning at that line. But I was practically drooling in anticipation of putting that stone to his forehead and binding him to me forever. Just take off that headband and let’s do this… “Yes.” I lifted the pendant which was resting between my breasts. “I’m Phoebe, and I’m the priestess of the gate. The first one in a hundred and eight years; at least, the first to stand a chance. You probably know the legend. The priestess has four guardians. You’re one of them. I’ve been looking for you. I just need to touch the sigil on your forehead with this stone.”

      His expression darkened. “The sigil…on my forehead?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t want to do that,” he said, his voice low.

      “Why not?”

      “My fortune teller gave this to me,” he said, pointing at the silver ornament covering his sigil. “Three years ago she came to me and said I’d better wear it and never let anyone touch my forehead ever again, or bad things would happen.”

      Gilbert snorted. “Your fortune teller? Still superstitious as ever…”

      “Don’t sneer at a fortune teller,” Niko said, shaking a finger. “If they’re good, they might just hear you. And she is very good. I’ve certainly had good fortune, as you can see. They don’t call me the Lucky Dragon for nothing.”

      “Maybe she misunderstood,” I said. “Activating your sigil means I can lend you power and you can help me save the world. We need you. We walked two hundred miles and the Black Army might kill us if we don’t find the guardians!”

      “I’m sorry,” Niko said. “My fortune teller used to be a temple maiden and now she’s the best fortune teller in the city. She’s almost old enough to remember the real priestesses. Maybe she knows something you don’t.”

      “Can I meet her?” I asked.

      “My next appointment is a month from now,” he said. “You’ll have to wait.”

      “We don’t have a month! She won’t come early?”

      Gilbert suddenly jumped Niko from behind, holding back his arms.

      “Just do it, Phoebe!” he cried. “We’re not waiting for his stupid fortune teller!”

      “Let go of me,” Niko growled. “Gilbert, you’ll pay for this—” He was thrashing around, and I was afraid Gilbert wouldn’t be able to hold him. The headband clung to his skin pretty well. I had to dig my fingernails under an edge to shove it off.

      “Don’t,” he growled at me. “Don’t…you…dare.”

      The artificial girl stood up. “Don’t hurt the Master!”

      I touched the stone to his forehead as the Silver Scribe girl tried to reach for me, but her arms felt rickety. I kicked her off me and she fell to the ground.

      The sigil flashed there, but instead of blue like Gilbert and Forrest and me, it burned black. Niko screamed, and when his mouth opened, his teeth were fang-like. I knew they weren’t like that a minute ago. He twisted away from Gilbert, who quickly let him go, and if my eyes didn’t deceive me, his body was shifting shape. His clothing strained as his body twisted beneath. He hunched forward, like he was trying to hold back his twisting body. His back hunched, and his footsteps stumbled.

      He shot me a wild look, and I suddenly realized why his golden eyes seemed familiar. Monsters. Monsters had eyes like that.

      “Stop…this…,” he demanded, his voice a pained rasp.

      My sigil burned in response to his, and a sensation flooded me that was fierce and strange. I felt more powerful than ever.

      It actually felt really good. For a moment, I didn’t react. I let it wash over me, this energy that sparked and pulsed through me.

      “Phoebe,” Gilbert said. “Do something. Try touching the sigil again.”

      I rushed to Niko, snapping out of it. “Stop moving,” I told him, as he tried to edge away from me. He still reminded me of a monster, some wounded, limping creature that would tear me apart if I got too close. “I’m trying to help you.” I put the headband back on his head and then I grabbed his face and kissed him.

      I knew my kiss could heal my guardians, but I’m still not sure why I kissed him. He wasn’t wounded, exactly. i just knew it would help, somewhere deep down. The second my lips met his, the burning feeling inside me started to calm down. He calmed down, too. Breathing hard, he caught my wrist in his grip as I drew back.

      He was holding my arm so tight it hurt.

      “I told you not to touch,” he said. His tone was vicious. “What part of that did you not understand?”

      “I’m—I’m sorry—I needed to wake your sigil.” I bit my lip. I could feel the connection between us humming. The sigil had been woken, one way or another. “If something’s going on, we should figure it out together.”

      “‘Together’? I don’t work ‘together’.”

      “That’s true,” Gilbert said quietly. He was hanging back now.

      “Polaris?” Niko looked at the girl.

      “Yes, Master.” She struggled to her feet. “I was not strong enough to protect you.”

      “You weren’t made to protect anyone. It’s all right. Sit down.” Niko glared at me. “What have you done to me, girl?”

      “You’re my guardian. I had to do it.” I tried to pull my hand away, but he was very strong and unyielding.

      Despite his anger, the sigils were working. I felt my forehead humming. I was drawn to him, and my fear of him started to slip just a little. I saw his guarded eyes trying to fight something within.

      “I can see that you’re used to running things, but your destiny has given you another role now,” I said. “One that is so important, it might crush the entire empire. We have a lot to discuss. You need to come with us.”

      I let my face say softer things to him. You feel it. I know you do. You’re mine and I’m yours. You can’t fight it if you tried.

      His lips twisted into a humorless smile, and he gave Gilbert a look that was almost mocking. Like this was a move in a game they had once played. “Come with you?” Niko said, lightly now. “Ah, no, you will stay with me. I have plenty of drink, food, beds, servants, and guards.” His hand slid gently down my arm to the elbow, but he didn’t let me go.

      “There are two others,” Gilbert said. “Sir Forrest, the first of Phoebe’s guardians, and my partner Rin.”

      “I’ll provide you with a carriage,” Niko said. “And my two best guards—not the ones who caused you trouble earlier. Bring the other two gentlemen here. I will keep Phoebe safe in my quarters so we can have a little time to talk alone.”

      Gilbert paused.

      “You trust me, don’t you?” Niko asked. “I trust you. Neither of us will speak about what happened today or in the past…shall we?”

      “No…,” Gilbert agreed. “But more importantly, do you trust him, Phoebe?”

      “My guardians can’t hurt me,” I said. I didn’t understand what Niko’s deal was, but surely that must be true.
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      We were alone now. Well, sort of. The mechanical girl was still there, as Niko poured another drink for us both.

      “Where did she come from?” I asked him. I hoped it was okay to ask him and not talk to her directly. I didn’t want to be rude somehow.

      “That is a Silver Scribe,” he said. “A rather poor model. I got her in a trade for some ancient temple vases. She’s powered by a cheap crystal.”

      “A scribe?”

      “In Arc City, in the east, they use them for all sorts of record keeping, business, guard duty—you name it. The damn things are everywhere there. She’ll write a report of anything that occurs, if I wish. But she is good at detecting all sorts of things and she tends to unnerve people, which is handy. She’s not a fighting model, lucky for you. Polaris?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You can leave us now.”

      “You don’t wish to have an incident report, sir?”

      “No. You can erase the incident report. I know what happened. Thank you.” He waved her toward the door and she left. He settled into a love seat and pointed me toward the other end. The seat was by a window that was blocked out, and the furniture was somewhat crammed into the room. The rest of the house was elegant, but this room was more like storage bunker.

      “You’ve been outside of the realm?” I asked.

      “When I first took over this operation, the girls were escorted east first and then they had to take what they could get once they arrived. It took me some time to arrange it this way, where they don’t have to leave until they are assured of a place to go, and I can keep them safe here in the meantime. It’s taken a lot of building up of connections. Besides, it lets me indulge in my hobby of acquiring interesting trinkets.”

      “What is all this stuff?”

      “Treasures.” He opened a jewelry box and pawed through a tangled pile of chains and glittering gems idly.

      “Why do you do it? That is—not the collection, but marrying girls off outside of the realm?”

      “It’s dangerous and illegal. I like jobs that are dangerous and illegal.” He grinned. “They make me lots of money. But it is quite altruistic to help people escape the empire, don’t you think? Hardly a perfect situation for these women, but better than staying put.” He finished his drink and put it down. I remembered to drink mine. Maybe it would help. I was tingling all over, but whenever I looked at him, I remembered the glow of his eyes. I felt sure that if I hadn’t kissed him just now, he would have turned into something else.

      Something with eyes like a monster.

      “I—I guess I should explain more about the priestess and her guardians,” I said. “I have a book, but it’s back at the inn…”

      “A book about the priestess of the gate?” He paused and stood up, walking toward one of the crowded shelves. I leaned forward so I could peer around a stack of boxes.

      “I’m sure you don’t have this book,” I said. “It’s very rare.”

      “This book?” He took a small, crumbling volume off the shelf. It was different from mine, with a faded leather cover, but the title was the same.

      “Uh…maybe.”

      “I obtained this collection of the Elders’ artifacts once,” he said. “Let’s see…” He cracked it open, sitting back down beside me. He held it between us so we could both look at the same time.

      This book was older. The pictures were different, for one thing—much more simplistic, which was good. Instead of the beautiful woman with all of her jewelry being delicately rendered in the arms of her four guardians, the picture of the Grand Quintet was more like a woodblock print that could have just been five gnomes having an orgy.

      “This looks like an older version,” I said.

      “Well, aren’t we in for a wild ride together,” he said, as he skimmed through the pages, pausing here and there. He read aloud, “‘No man was ever so devoted to a woman as the guardians to her priestess. Each one plays a different role, each as crucial as the next. A priestess without her full complement of guardians will survive, but she will be weakened. At the height of her powers, she will be deeply bonded with all of them, and they will have eyes for no woman but her…’” He lowered the book and looked at the window, even though it was blocked from the outside.

      “It might be hard to accept at first,” I said, feeling super awkward. “I hope you don’t have a girlfriend or something…” I’d be so glad when I never had to go through this again.

      “No woman but you, Phoebe? I wonder if you can keep up.” He flexed one of his hands, and suddenly he was holding dice. He rolled them onto the table. “Seven.” He snapped them up again.

      “Is that good?”

      “It means the gods have decided.” He leaned back again. “So, this means you are mine. Just…like…that.”

      “Yes. And you are mine.”

      He suddenly put his arms around me and pulled me onto his lap, facing outward, my legs straddling one of his. “I don’t belong to anyone.” His voice was a raspy, almost threatening whisper in my ear.

      I remembered my first sense of this guardian. He didn’t trust anyone. And he smelled like the sea. I smelled it now, like it was a part of him and not just his surroundings. But it was different up close—a strange sort of sea. A sea with dark, warm water. For a moment, I saw it, crashing dark on a shore of red rocks.

      “I don’t know where I came from,” he said, his voice close to my ear. “One day, I woke up in a forest outside the capital. I was a boy. I couldn’t remember anything. I had the clothes on my back, and a winged cat, and that was all. I had to—”

      “You had a winged cat?” I interrupted.

      “Her name was Astria…” His gloves gripped my waist tight, his fingertips digging into my skin. I should have been annoyed or something—Forrest and Gilbert were so much more careful with me. But instead I could feel myself getting wet between the legs and I hoped it didn’t soak through to his trousers. I could only imagine what he’d say or do if he felt my arousal.

      “What happened to her?” I asked, summoning the image of Wretch into my mind. It calmed me.

      “I think she must have died. One day she never came home. That was about ten years ago.”

      “Was she a black cat?”

      “Yes.”

      Wretch? It seemed like quite a coincidence.

      “All winged cats are black,” he said. “I suppose you’ve never seen one.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen one before… I was a Strawberry Girl. I’ve seen all kinds of things.”

      “Oho,” he said.

      Gilbert never mentioned he had known a winged cat before, but he must have seen Niko’s. He wanted to hide his past, so he told me nothing. I was reluctant to mention Wretch to Niko. I think I just didn’t want to admit I had lost her.

      “I won’t argue with the gods,” he said. “But I will never belong to you. You wouldn’t want me to belong to you.” He opened the book and flipped to the page about the guardian of the sigil on my forehead. The priestess was on her knees with the guardian’s cock in her mouth.

      I saw sentences written there that weren’t in my copy. The guardians Sillu and Kassu are distinctive because they bear the blood of the shadow world in their veins; they are the guardians of shadows. The priestess takes the seed of the guardians and gains power from the shadow world. This allows her to protect the people from the shadows, but she must guard against being dominated by her shadow guardians. The guidance of the Elders will aid her in keeping them under control.

      I swallowed. “The shadow world…do they mean where the monsters come from? It doesn’t talk about that in my book.”

      “Maybe we should listen to the most up to date copy, then,” he said. He plucked the book from my hands and tossed it aside.

      “You’re not like the other guardians…”

      “What you saw today—that isn’t me.”

      “What was it? Do you know what you are?”

      “I’m a man who has gained as much control of his own destiny as the gods allow,” he said. “And I will continue to do so. I’ll fulfill my duties with you, priestess—and I think I might enjoy it, too—but you’re going to forget about what you saw today, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t think the book is asking me to forget,” I said, struggling to sound firm as he moved his hands from my waist and skimmed along my shoulders and upper arms instead. “It wants me to remember so I can guard against—whatever that was. But I won’t talk about it.”

      “Good.” His voice was softer now. My body was super aware of his, of his fingers gracing my skin through his gloves, and the muscle of his leg under my own spread legs, and it was doing all kinds of weird, fluttery things to me.

      But I was scared of him. I wasn’t scared of Forrest and Gilbert. My fear was tempered by the awareness that I had a hold on him, too. But it was still there, and I couldn’t relax.

      “What comes next?” he asked. “You have to find one more guardian?”

      “If I can… I’m not sure where he is. I don’t know if we’ll have time. I think we might just have to go straight to the Elders. They have to confirm us in the temple before we can go to the gate.”

      “The Black Army watches over the Temple of Stones,” he said. “I’ll have to pull some strings to get us there safely. For now, I’ll show you your quarters,” he said, nudging me off his leg. He sounded normal again, almost easygoing, and the tension in my chest eased. I hadn’t realized how nervous I was. “I have a suite of private rooms where the others can stay near.”

      “We’ve been sleeping outdoors,” I said. “Usually—Forrest and Gilbert trade off sleeping with me.”

      “How polite of them,” he said. “Well, I think it’s going to get a little more interesting.”
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      I hated my stupid head.

      I wanted to be pissed off at Niko. I should be, right? He wasn’t treating me the proper respect and deference due to a priestess! But for some stupid reason I was more excited to spend the night with him than anyone else. And I didn’t even like putting cocks in my mouth. I was hoping I could put the whole ‘taking the seed of the shadow world’ thing off and have something more like my first night with Sir Forrest.

      Maybe even that was too much.

      When I saw Sir Forrest walk in the door of our new quarters, my heart sang. It felt like coming home, to see his vaguely scowling face come in the door. Like, of all my guardians, somehow he was the one that had my heart.

      But I was also more than just a heart.

      They came in together, my three guardians and Rin included, and sat around the table where I had been trying to read (Niko had other books!) and mostly just getting distracted. Niko’s quarters consisted of five spacious rooms on the top floor of the building—the only rooms in the building with windows you could actually see out of. Thank goodness. From here, I could see the ships in the harbor and the ocean shining in the afternoon light. Inside, the room was furnished with the same sort of swank as downstairs. Boldly colored paintings in heavy gold frames, huge plush sofas with gold feet shaped like lion paws, vases brimming with flowers—oh, and a big canopy bed with heavy velvet curtains for privacy. Maybe too much privacy.

      Forrest sat down in a chair with a heaviness to him like he was about to plan a battle. Gilbert sat more on the edge and laced his fingers on the table. Rin was beside him, relaxed in comparison. Niko stayed standing, leaning against a nearby pillar with his arms crossed.

      “So, here we are,” Forrest said. “Three guardians. Have you gotten any sense of the fourth one yet, Phoebe?”

      “No. Not really,” I said, trying not to feel like a failure. “He’s not in the city. But I can’t tell what direction to go. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t feel bad,” Forrest said. “I think someone is trying to thwart us. It could be that the Black Army has gotten to him before us, and they’re concealing him from you. The question is, what do we do? If he’s already been captured, that means they probably know of your existence. If we attempt to save him, we might all be killed.”

      “If we don’t save him, will we ever be strong enough to fight back against the entire empire?” Gilbert asked.

      “He might be hurt and in danger,” I said.

      “Yes…but I pledged to protect Phoebe at all costs,” Forrest said. “There is one thing that would almost certainly seal her death, and that would be revealing her existence and location to the empire. I think we’ve been very lucky to make it this far without further incident, and how far should we press our luck?”

      “It’ll be hard enough to get into the temple,” Niko said. “And then, to make it all the way to the gate, past Forts Peri and Plan.”

      “Well,” Rin said solemnly. “You know my wishes. If you go to the gate, I must stay here and try to rescue Himika on my own.”

      Gilbert didn’t say anything at first. I knew he wanted to stay with Rin. “Phoebe should have the final say.”

      “Phoebe isn’t always the most reliable gauge of danger,” Forrest said. “I’ll protect her from herself if I must.”

      “Wait a minute, this is my very survival and the fate of the whole continent we’re talking about,” I said. “I’m not going to take a decision like that lightly.”

      “Then, tell us what you think,” Forrest said.

      “Um…”

      Actually, I really didn’t want to make the decision at all. I just wanted to be taken seriously. I guess the problem with being taken seriously is that you have to do things. Damnit.

      Niko broke the silence, scattering the dice on the table. “Ten…” he said. “I think we should exercise some patience.”

      Sir Forrest looked up at him. “You’re telling me we should decide this based on a dice roll?”

      “I could try and send a message to my fortune teller.”

      “Oh, lord.” Forrest rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “I have my ear to the ground in this city,” Niko said, sweeping the dice up again. “I suggest a compromise. I’ll put out immediate inquiries. While we wait for the answer, I’ll also find out when we could sneak into the Temple of Stones—surely some of the guards are either sympathetic or open to bribery. If we haven’t gotten word of any strange prisoners the Empire might have picked up lately, we’ll move on.”

      “I suppose we can try it your way,” Forrest said. “But you’d damn sure better be careful. I have a contact to Elder Dion. I’m going to go out and deliver her a message. Phoebe, come with me and I’ll get you that knife.”

      I jumped out of my seat, glad to have gotten all this out of the way. “Yesss!”

      Niko strolled out of the discussion, pouring himself another drink at a bar against the wall, and Gilbert was looking at Rin like he already missed him. “Stay safe,” he told us. So I guess no one minded if it was just me and Forrest? Cool.

      “Should I change back into my boring clothes?” I asked him.

      “No…leave the dress on. It suits the capital.”

      It was a lot easier getting out of Niko’s place than getting in. The guards were all friendly to us now, and I didn’t even see the guy who threatened Gilbert earlier. Forrest was giving all the fancy furnishings the side-eye.

      “I don’t know about this Niko guy,” he said. “Something about him…”

      “Well, it’s probably the fact that he’s a smuggler,” I said, all casual. “Everything just has that shady vibe, you know.”

      I really wanted to tell Forrest.

      Niko almost changed into something else.

      Niko scares me a little bit.

      I think…Niko’s a monster.

      But I promised I wouldn’t say anything, and Niko knew that Gilbert was a thief and Gilbert didn’t want Rin to know that, and it was all kind of a mess. And guardians couldn’t hurt me. That was what the book said. So I kept my mouth shut.

      “You were all right alone with him?” he asked, as we walked down a narrow lane, making our way out of the rough neighborhood. Tall, skinny houses with multiple apartments were wedged together tight. We faced the back of them from here. Laundry was strung between them, over our heads. I could hear some screaming babies but I think most people were working. In the cities, poor kids worked as soon as they could rather than going to school.

      “I was totally fine.”

      “Has he…have you touched?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I elbowed Forrest. “You’ve got to stop being so jealous. You want me to be a good priestess, don’t you?”

      “No,” he said, with a faint laugh. Then he thrust his hands in his pockets. “I want to take you somewhere tonight.”

      “Ooh…like a date?” That sounded awesome, actually. If I had to be with four men, I should get four times the dates, right? So far it had been zero dates. It definitely didn’t count as a date if it involved sleeping on the ground, eating porridge, or fighting something.

      He nodded a little. “Indulge me, will you? I do know what my duties are. And yours. And I do want you to be a good priestess. But—my great-grandmother lives in this city, and I wondered if, just for tonight, you would be my wife? She’s an old lady. I’m afraid all of this would only upset her, and let’s face it, she won’t be around much longer anyway.”

      “I’m impressed you still have a living great-grandmother,” I said.

      “My family lives a long time, if we don’t get ourselves killed.”

      “I didn’t think you grew up in Capamere.”

      “I didn’t. The family was split. Her first son stayed here and was killed in the army, while her second son—my grandfather—went south to Bastel to open a restaurant. For obvious reasons, I had an affinity for the other part of the family, because they’re the military branch. So when I came to Capamere, I found my great-grandmother. She also works in a restaurant, and that’s where I’m taking you tonight.”

      “Your family works in restaurants and your bean soup just tastes like…beans?”

      He shrugged. “I told you, I took after my great-uncle… And I don’t need to learn now. You’ve certainly been stuffing enough greens into everything I make, and then there’s Gilbert with his sweated onions…”

      “Not mere greens. Herbs! They’ll keep you strong.” Not that he needed it. He was already so strong, the strongest of all my guardians. Niko might have been more my type on the surface, but there was a dark, rugged beauty to Forrest and I truly believed he would die for me without a moment’s hesitation. I didn’t feel that way about the other two, at least, not yet. I looked at him shyly, as we walked along together. We’d been alone together often enough before, but it felt different now.

      A second later, he put his hand around mine. Emboldened, I walked closer to him, and then I briefly put my head against his arm.

      “Phoebe…”

      He stopped and pulled me against him, into a warm embrace. He clutched me so tight, I could feel how much I meant to him. He kissed my forehead, which was certainly easier for him to reach, and I lifted myself on my tiptoes to meet his mouth. Oh, I missed the taste of him. It was like nothing else. I slid my palm and fingers along the stubble that was starting to verge toward an actual beard, roughly tickling my tender skin.

      When we pulled back, I realized I had a goofy smile on my face. I wiped it off, because he wasn’t smiling. I mean, who am I kidding, Forrest never smiled for real. He always looked at me like he was tortured by our relationship and maybe like he could see every horrible thing that might happen in the future.

      Really romantic, I know. But I sort of felt like he was taking on that burden so I didn’t have to.

      He took my hand again and we kept walking, still staying far from the center of town and off the main streets. He stopped in front of a nondescript shoe repair shop and knocked on the worn wooden door. There was a little hinged door at the bottom with a sign that said “Shoe Drop Off”.

      Someone knocked back in a pattern. Knock-knock-knock…knock-knock…knock.

      Sir Forrest opened the hinged door and dropped a letter in. He took my hand again, moving on.

      “That’s for Elder Dion?” I asked.

      “Shh.”

      “Sorry. I mean, the street is totally empty.”

      “You can never be too careful. Yes, I’m just letting him know we’ve arrived. With luck, he’ll send a message back to Niko’s. I’m curious to know his opinion on how we should proceed.”

      “I don’t want to think about that tonight,” I said. My heart rate shot up whenever I thought about giving up on the fourth guardian and trying to sneak into the Palace of Stones. As if that wasn’t scary enough, if we succeeded, that meant we had to turn around and head back the way we’d came, and then head deep into the mountain caves where the gate was. Past the forts, past hoards of monsters…

      I realized I was hyperventilating.

      “It’s all right,” Forrest said. “We’re getting stronger every day.”

      “Well, I haven’t seen anyone cast spells that can fell armies yet like in the book. Not even close.”

      “We don’t have a sorcerer,” Sir Forrest said. “Then again, I don’t know what Niko does…” He shrugged. “You’re right. We won’t think about it tonight.”

      We walked for another couple of blocks down a street lined with little markets and restaurants. They weren’t anything too fancy, but the neighborhood seemed to be hopping with workers coming home from day shifts, getting dinner or buying produce. Lots of young couples were strolling around holding hands, just like me and Forrest.

      Forrest drew me toward the door of a little cave of a restaurant called “Ma’s Homemade Noodles”.

      “No way. Noodles? Noodles are probably my favorite food. My mom never makes noodles. She says they’re too much work. In fact, the first time I had noodles—”

      He gave me a look that said, Please don’t say the word ‘noodles’ this many times.

      Okay. I got it. His family probably wasn’t that into noodles if they’d been making them for the whole neighborhood for a hundred years or something.

      As soon as he opened the door, some lady serving plates of (starchy, silky, delicious) noodles looked up. “Forrest! Forrest is home!”

      I heard someone drop what sounded like a stack of metal trays in the back, and in another moment we were surrounded by one skinny flour-dusted guy and like five women of various ages who all wanted to hug Forrest. “Why are you here?” “Finally tired of village life?” “C’mere, big guy.”

      “Where’s Gran?” he asked, in an urgent tone.

      “Oh, Gran’s resting. She’s a tough old girl, but…she’s getting too old to work in the restaurant. She’s…forgetting things a lot. She’ll want to see you, but—just be prepared. I’ll get her down here.”

      “I can go to her. Is she in bed?”

      “No, no, you wait there and let us dote on you. She can still walk just fine and it’s good for her to keep moving.”

      Some woman offered me a vigorous handshake I hadn’t exactly prepared for. “Hello, sweetie! And who’s this? You going to introduce us?”

      He put an arm around me. “This is my wife, Phoebe. I think she’s really looking forward to tasting some noodles…”

      I almost melted in the floor. For a minute I had a flash of what my life could have been like. I knew Forrest had only come Istim because I was the priestess, but if only I had met him while I was a Strawberry Girl…if our paths had crossed in the capital…and we had just been a normal girl and a normal guy. Maybe he wouldn’t look so tormented. Maybe we would have stayed here. I wouldn’t mind working in a restaurant. I could have saved up and sent for Mom…

      I had a big lump in my throat all of a sudden.

      “You’ve come to the right place, Phoebe, haven’t ya? Sit down anywhere!”

      The other woman came back, holding the hand of a stooped old woman as they came down the stairs. Her white hair was in a thin braid and she wore a faded floral print dress and slippers. Her face was lined in wrinkles, but her eyes shone when she saw Forrest.

      “Roddy?” she asked. “You came home?”

      “No, Gran, this is Forrest.”

      Forrest swallowed, letting go of my hand. He met his great-grandmother at the stairwell. “Gran, I’ve come back from Istim. I wanted you to meet my wife. Phoebe.”

      “Weren’t you with that lovely redhead? You were so devoted to her.”

      “That was Roderick,” the other woman said gently. She looked at Forrest with apology. “She’s getting a little confused.”

      “Where is Roddy?” Gran asked, insistent.

      “He’s dead, Gran, remember? He…was killed in a battle.”

      Gran looked distressed, pointing at Forrest. “He looks just like my Roddy.”

      “This is Geoff’s son. Forrest. He always did remind you of Uncle Roderick. Remember how he used to run around with a wooden sword and battle the chairs? He became a soldier too, in the Black Army.”

      Gran still looked like she didn’t understand, but she seemed resigned to her confusion now. She took Forrest’s hand and patted it. “You’re very handsome like my Roddy. Your wife is very pretty.”

      “Thank you…Gran, I’m—I’m sorry I was away for so long.”

      “It’s all right, dear.” She gave him a slightly blank yet pained smile, and then looked at the other woman. “I’m very tired,” she said softly.

      “Of course. I’ll take you back upstairs. Forrest, have a seat anywhere, I know your Aunt Catherine is whipping up something really good.”

      He nodded, taking a last glance at his great-grandmother as she took the stairs. “I was away too long… The letters are so slow between here and Istim, I shouldn’t have even come.”

      “Of course you should,” I said. “I bet, deep down, a part of her knows. And I get to meet your family. It’s really nice here. And it smells amazing.” I squeezed his hand. “Noodles.”

      He cracked a faint smile and pulled out a chair for me. “Last time I saw her,” he said, sitting down across from me, “she was fine. Sharp as a tack.”

      “Well, how old is she?”

      “…ninety-eight. But I know last year she was still making her little meatballs.” He added, “I should’ve just let her think I was Roderick.”

      “If you hadn’t come to Istim for my sake, would you have stayed in the capital?”

      “Assuming I was still leaving the army, because of what I’d learned there, it would’ve been Bastel, probably. With my parents and siblings and their restaurant.” He shrugged. “I would have hated it, though. I’ve got wanderlust, or…worse. Bloodlust, maybe.” He gestured to a portrait on the wall of the dimly lit room, a painting of a man in armor who looked just like Forrest…at least, Forrest as rendered by a hobbyist painter with a head too big for his body. “Uncle Roderick had it, and I have it, and the rest of them are content with this.”

      “I can see why,” I said, looking around at all the families slurping up noodles. “But I’m glad you’re you.”

      Pretty soon, the noodles started rolling out. They were freshly cut and tossed in a light sauce with mushrooms and parsley—heavenly.

      “It’s a cheap date,” Forrest said. “Even if I had to pay for it, although I don’t…”

      “But it’s the best! The only thing that would make me happier than a big bowl of noodles would be a big piece of chocolate cake.”

      “We just might have some of that too,” said the nearest server, who I think was Cousin Emma. Or Cousin—you know, never mind, I had no idea of anyone’s name, but they were very nice. Different people kept sitting down to chat with us a moment before they had to spring back up again and get to work. I signed Cousin Arlen’s Strawberry Girls poster for him even though it was for the wrong tour. Literally all the women asked if I was pregnant yet.

      “Do we have to leave? If I hold onto the leg of the table, will you drag me out? You wouldn’t want to make a scene, would you?” I asked, just before I licked my plate clean of sauce.

      “They would adopt you in a second,” he said. “They would dote on our babies…”

      “Roddy!”

      Forrest turned as Gran came back down the stairs, trying to break away from the girl who was helping her down.

      “Angie, what are you doing, Gran needs to rest!” Aunt Catherine told the girl.

      “It wasn’t me!” Angie protested. “She pounded on my door! She made me pry up floorboards. She said she just remembered that she hid something for Uncle Roderick or whatever.”

      “Roddy, I forgot,” Gran said. “You told me to keep this until you came back.” She handed Forrest a little rectangular wooden box.

      Forrest cracked it open, seeing a necklace. “This must’ve been for his girlfriend. I can’t take this. Gran, I’m—”

      “You might as well take it and give it to Phoebe,” Aunt Catherine told him. “No one else has a lovely new bride.”

      “You could use the money,” Forrest said, refusing to take it.

      “We aren’t going to pawn off something that belonged to Uncle Roderick!”

      “It’s for Margaret,” Gran said. “Very important.”

      “Okay, Gran, he’ll make sure Margaret gets it. C’mon. Let’s get you back upstairs.” She pushed the box into Forrest’s hands.

      When we finally left after a ton of prolonged goodbyes, and we were almost back at Niko’s place, Forrest opened the box. “It’s gold,” he said. “Roderick must’ve spent some pay on it. Might as well see what it looks like on. It’ll go with your dress.”

      “I’d love to wear it,” I said. “Kind of like an heirloom wedding ring.”

      “Yes.” He looked pleased, lifting the necklace out of the box. It had a gold pendant inset with tiny stones and smaller stones surrounding it. When he took it out of the box and lifted it to my neck, he paused.

      “This is a strange necklace,” he said. “It wants to fall wide around your neck, like…it’s not supposed to go there.”

      “Let me see…”

      He was still squinting at it. “Phoebe—look at the pendant. Does that look like my sigil to you?”

      I held up the pendant. There was a design etched into the gold, surrounded by the tiny stones. “It does. And you know…the priestess is wearing jewelry in the book. Was your great-uncle a guardian?”

      He stopped dead and looked back the way we came. “I need to go back there. I need to try and ask her about this. If my uncle was a guardian, I have to see if she remembers anything else.”

      “Tomorrow morning,” I said. “It’s getting late now.”

      “I should have opened the box immediately.” He moved the necklace to my waist. The pendant seemed to fall right over the sigil. “I think that’s what it is,” he said. “This is supposed to go around your hips.” He put it back in the box. “I’ll put it on later.”

      “Hey, I think…Niko…expects to spend tonight with me. Since we just found him. Please don’t be weird about it.” I couldn’t quite admit to Forrest that I was intrigued to spend the night with him too. I feared losing Forrest’s respect.

      “I won’t be ‘weird’,” he said stiffly. “I understand now that we all must draw from your power. Although I don’t know what he’ll do with it. He’s clearly a money man. What weapon can he use? Dice?”

      “You’re being a little weird right now.”

      “And you’re all right with him?”

      “Do I have a choice?” I said, before realizing that was the wrong answer.

      Forrest’s brows drew down.

      “I mean—it’s fine,” I said hastily. “I mean—there’s something attractive about Niko.” Nope, I still wasn’t making things better. “It’s just hard getting used to each new person, right, because you’re all so different.”

      “If he hurts you, I would protect you from him too,” he said. “Maybe guardians can’t hurt you physically, but they could hurt you in other ways.”

      “Yeah…I’ll be okay,” I said. Really, Forrest was as likely to hurt me in other ways as anyone. “I’m still waiting on that knife, by the way.”
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      When we got back, Forrest went to bed, getting out of the way. I’d told him I was all right, after all. So…yeeeah. Was I all right?

      There was Niko, with his jacket stripped off and his cravat hanging loose around his neck, having another drink.

      “Nice night?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Pretty out. Warm, but not too warm.” My conversational skills, man. Top notch.

      “Nightcap?” He held up the bottle.

      “I hope you haven’t been drinking this whole time.”

      “Do I seem drunk? Don’t worry. I never get drunk. I’m not sure I can. Ask Gilbert. Where is Gilbert, anyway?” He stood up, stretching his arms behind his back. “He doesn’t want to talk about old times. I guess he went to bed. The man needs his beauty rest. And how about you, darling? Are you tired?”

      Gods.

      I felt frozen.

      On one hand, I was scared of this guy. I didn’t know what he was. I was glad he’d taken the gloves off because I’d half expected his hands to have claws or something. I also had this feeling that he wasn’t going to be quite as devoted as Forrest and Gilbert. Niko was looking out for Niko. I knew this kind of guy.

      But he was also smoking hot. I wasn’t a stranger to hooking up with someone just because they were smoking hot. And was it such a crime? I was bonded to this guy no matter what, so did I really need to listen to the voice in my head that said he was trouble and my mom probably wouldn’t like him? I should just enjoy it, right? Priestesses couldn’t even get pregnant.

      He swung open the door to his room, with that big ol’ curtained bed waiting for us. I was a little weak in the knees looking at it.

      “This is a beautiful dress, by the way, I don’t think I told you earlier,” Niko said.

      “Thanks. It’s okay. I like a little more color myself.”

      “If it’s color you want, it’s in your cheeks.” He slid his thumbs across my skin. His bronze-gold eyes caught me like I was under a spell.

      With the other guys, though, they could touch their sigil to my own, and that stirred my desire like nothing else.

      He tipped up my chin and leaned down to kiss me.

      I stiffened as his lips met mine.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Your sigil—”

      “It stays covered,” he said. “We don’t know what would happen.”

      “No, I’m just used to that feeling… The other guys always touch my sigil first, and—”

      His arm was around my shoulders. “Do you want me to turn into that thing again?”

      “N—no.”

      “Don’t be scared of me. I am perfectly in control.”

      Yeah. That might be what I’m afraid of.

      But as he unfastened the clasps at the back of my neck and started kissing my nape, his warm hands on my shoulders, I cared a little less. His tongue traced a line along my neck and it made me shiver down to my toes. He peeled my dress off my shoulders. It fell off me partially, and he reached past the loose fabric that now bunched around my waist and found the edge of my panties, stroking me between the legs.

      “Oh…” Gods, this was moving fast.

      Suddenly the bed curtains flew open and even Niko jumped a little.

      Gilbert had been here the whole time.

      “Niko,” he said, his tone faintly warning.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Niko demanded. His hand was still between my legs. “I never gave you permission to come into my bedchamber.”

      “Oh, dear. Sorry about that,” Gilbert said, raising his eyebrows. “I know how you are. You have a way of forcing people into things they aren’t ready for. You’re used to getting what you want. But that ends now. You will treat Phoebe like you’re just a moon that revolves around her sun, because you are.”

      Niko chuckled drily. “Is that what she really wants? In my experience, women quite like it when I tell them what to do. I’m sure I know how to bring a woman more pleasure than you do.”

      “You’ve always been sure of yourself, but that means you don’t listen to what other people want. Phoebe wants to be respected and listened to and treated with care. She likes to get to know a man first. She’s not some floozy you can just bend over.”

      “Is that true, Phoebe?” Niko asked.

      I don’t know if I liked wherever this was going. “Of course it is. I do like being the center of attention.”

      “You are still certainly the center of all my attention,” he practically purred in my ear. “But I think we will get to know each other later. Right now, all you want is to know what dirty things I’m going to do to you and how loud I can make you scream.”

      However much I tried not to like this, his words got me so wet that I must have soaked his hand. He grinned, finally pulling his hand out of my underwear. “I thought so.”

      Gilbert took my shoulders and clutched me against him. “I am not going to let you do this to her.”

      “Why does it bother you, Gil?” He tossed his cravat onto a nearby chair. “All right, Phoebe. He’s right. I am bound to protect you, body, mind, and spirit, aren’t I? I will let you decide whose approach you prefer. Do you want to know what I’m going to do to you? Or would you rather discuss it with our gentle Gilbert?”

      “I don’t—have to be gentle,” Gilbert said. I think he knew which way the wind was blowing.

      “Um…look, guys, I don’t know exactly what your history is together, but you’re making this a little uncomfortable.”

      Gilbert paused. “I did say that a little uncomfortable is the best way to be…”

      “Come on, kids,” Niko said, squeezing both our shoulders. “I’ve never shared my ladies before but if I don’t have a choice, I might as well enjoy it. Why don’t you both let me be your master of ceremonies?”

      Gilbert turned red. “No—no—I can go, if Phoebe wants to—”

      I didn’t really want him to go, though. I gave him my pleading eyes. “But you can awaken my sigil.”

      Niko urged us closer to each other. Gilbert touched his hand to my chest, stirring the heat inside me. I immediately felt a little more relaxed. “Mm…your touch is just so nice. Please stay…”

      Gilbert brushed back a lock of fair hair that was falling in his eyes, and he bowed his head against mine. He was breathing hard. I craned my neck up and found his lips, and kissed him. I felt Niko loosen the last clasp of my dress and tug it off my body.

      Gilbert, still kissing me, started massaging my breasts and I brought my feet in a little closer to him. I heard Niko’s shirt rustle. A moment later, he was standing behind me, shirt unbuttoned, the skin of his bare chest against my back. Slowly, he stroked me between the legs again. Small sighs escaped me as Niko’s hand teased my folds and Gilbert played with my breasts. They both slowly increased their urgency, until they were gently tugging on me everywhere, and slowly driving me to madness.

      “I’m going to come already,” I panted.

      “Go ahead,” Niko said.

      “But it’ll be over so fast.”

      “Oh, this is just the beginning, darling.”

      “We’ve tried to be careful not to overstimulate her powers,” Gilbert said. “We drain magic from her when we do this.”

      “She has all day to rest up while we figure out what’s going on with the Temple of Stones,” Niko said, thrusting two fingers inside me and stroking me vigorously.

      “Oh! Ohh…” I clutched Gilbert, digging my tongue into his mouth, as my body fluttered and then pulsed with pleasure. A lazy, warm sensation washed over me. Niko withdrew his hand, and I shivered. The room felt cold as his body heat drew away.

      “Take her to the bed and keep her warmed up for me,” Niko said.

      “I’m not—” Gilbert started to protest, but then he cut himself off and looked in my eyes. I hadn’t seen lust like that in him before. His eyes flicked to Niko toss his dress shirt onto the nearest chair. Niko’s skin was a warm tan color. In my experience, the capital guys with a darker complexion often had some pretty grody chest hair, but Niko’s chest was smooth until his navel, where there was a little line of dark hair pointing downward.

      “Aw, fuck me,” Gilbert whispered, barely audible.

      “You’re only human,” I whispered back.

      It would be no surprise if Niko had been one of Gilbert’s first crushes, whether or not it was reciprocal. The man oozed sexuality.

      “But—”

      “You’re not cheating on Rin.”

      He glared back like, Of course I’m fucking cheating on Rin. But then he seemed resigned to it, and led me over to the bed. His hand guided me to sit, and then lay back, and he stirred my sigil again and did some teasing things with his tongue while I watched Niko strip. I’d never had two orgasms in one night before; I was embarrassed to say that I didn’t even know it was possible, but it was quickly becoming clear that if I didn’t have two orgasms tonight I was going to murder everyone.

      Niko prowled over, watching us for a moment. I’ll be honest, considered that Forrest was a big guy with a pretty intense cock, and Niko was even taller, I was afraid of what I was in for, but Forrest was still winning that contest by a hair. I was totally cool with that. I’d had a few nightmares that each guardian was going to get taller and more endowed until the fourth one just plain split me in half. Niko would not give any girl complaints. He definitely looked like he knew it, too. He was enjoying having my eyes on him.

      “Ready for me, darling?” He slid in next to me and his hand slid up my leg, my hip, and to my left breast. Gilbert was sliding his tongue on my right breast. I twitched my hips, wanting someone to pay attention to the desperate throbbing there. I would’ve thought that this climbing, yearning sensation would be more muted after I’d already climaxed once, but no—it was worse.

      Niko swept a hand to my pelvis and pulled me up, away from Gilbert, so my knees and elbows dug into the bedspread. I couldn’t see Niko now, but I knew he was right back there. “Please,” I breathed.

      His cock dove into me with a little bit of pain—that first stroke always seemed to hurt—but even more pleasure and relief. I dug my fingers into the bedspread. I could feel magic flooding out of me and into him. “Oh, gods…”

      “Give her your cock, Gil,” Niko said.

      “I—that’s your channel.“

      “You have my permission, then.”

      The truth was, I had never pleasured Gilbert in any way. He expertly used his mouth and hands to bring pleasure to me, and then he turned to Rin. I knew this was how he managed to keep his life segmented between the man he loved and the girl he had to be with.

      I also had this feeling that Niko guessed all of this. He wasn’t offering this out of benevolence. He was asserting control over both of us.

      “What’s wrong?” Niko asked. “Don’t tell me you don’t want it.”

      I could feel Niko inside me, each stroke of his manhood in perfect time, melting me from the inside out. I could hardly speak. But I was looking at Gilbert.

      “I do,” he said, reaching for my face. He dug a hand into my hair and I leaned into his touch.

      Gilbert slipped out of his trousers, his fair skin as flushed as mine, and I reached for him, running my hands down his thighs. He was so beautiful, my Gilbert. Right now I felt totally uninhibited and in love with everyone. I reached for his hand and touched his palm to my sigil again, sighing as I felt the flow of magic grow even stronger. They were draining the life out of me and it felt so good.

      I wet my lips as the desire was building and building inside me, and I urged Gilbert’s hips to slide closer to me. It didn’t seem unpleasant now. The things Niko was doing to me made me hungry, and I wanted to deepen Gilbert’s blush. I was lost in it. Absurdly, I wanted to impress Niko. “You’re mine, Gilbert,” I said, almost drowsily, before I licked the underside of his shaft, and then I wrapped my mouth around him, swirling my tongue around the tender head.

      Niko fucked me harder, spurring me on to take Gilbert deeper, and I heard Gilbert’s breathing quicken. He spread his legs a little wider and my hands eagerly touched the soft, delicate skin around his balls and inner thighs as I tried to take his whole shaft in my mouth. I didn’t even gag. Every part me of me felt warm and powerful, like I could do anything, like I could keep giving of myself and always have more.

      “Phoebe…Phoebe…”

      Gilbert groaned as he came into my mouth, at the same time I started falling into a climax that seemed to last absolutely forever. It was so full bodied and good, it was like sinking into a hot bath. I moaned as their seed filled me. I felt like my entire body was sinking into the bed, down, down, until I imagined myself swallowed in the mattress. When it was all over and Niko pulled out of me, I just collapsed. I don’t think I could have moved if I tried. I was vaguely conscious of Gilbert trying to wipe off my mouth.

      “Swallow next time, Phoebe. Less mess,” Niko said. I heard him pick up his clothes. My eyes wouldn’t even stay open. I felt Gilbert pull my limp body against him and kiss my hair before he covered me with the blankets, and at that point, me and the waking world were done for a while.
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      When I woke up, I think it was some early hour of the morning. The light was thin and gloomy. Gilbert was still holding me, sleeping beside me. He looked amazing. I hardly knew how to describe it, it was like he was cast in sunlight that wasn’t there. His skin was practically glowing from within. I was weak and wobbly. This was the first time I’d been penetrated by two of my guardians at once, and it was definitely having an effect on me, like Gilbert had sucked up my life’s essence and now he was glowing while I was a wreck.

      Last night, it was amazing. This morning, I felt irritated again. Was it really fair that they got to drain the life out of me? It didn’t help thinking back on how Niko treated me, bossing me around like that. I hated how much it had turned me on. I should be above that sort of thing, shouldn’t I?

      Where was Niko, anyway? We were in his bed but there was no sign of him, not even an indent on the empty pillow next to me.

      I lifted Gilbert’s hand off my shoulder. He stirred a little. “Are you okay, Phoebe?” he murmured.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Las’ night was crazy… Phoebe. You’re so beautiful.”

      “It’s early,” I said. “You can keep sleeping.”

      He clutched my hand. “I’ve been looking for you always. Always. You’ve haunted my dreams. I couldn’t see your face. I never knew.”

      He sounded like he was still half in dreams. I smoothed his forehead and his eyes immediately shut.

      I was glad to have him there, though.

      I slipped out of bed. I didn’t see my clothes, but two robes, one small and one larger, were hanging on a hook on the door. I guess they were for me and Gilbert, because I didn’t see Gilbert’s clothes either. Niko probably had people to do his laundry every day.

      I walked over to the window and looked out. The view wasn’t great until I looked past the dirty street below and the warehouses to the harbor, full of tall masts and gray-blue water in the distance.

      Niko’s older copy of the book was sitting open at the table in his room, with a glass of melted ice. So he’d had another drink and read the book. I looked at what he’d been reading. The chapter about monsters. That one had been boring to me; I mean, the last thing anyone wanted to read about was how bad monsters were. We all knew.

      The priestess must be protected at all costs. Without her, the land would be overrun with monsters. The two Shadow Guardians have the blood of monsters inside them, which allows them the power to seal the gate, but the Elders regulate their powers her guardians will not hurt her.

      Another mention of Shadow Guardians. My book never said anything about Shadow Guardians. I wondered if maybe priestesses of the past had been frightened by the idea of the Shadow Guardians with their monster blood, so the Elders just took it out of the book. If the Elders were already binding their blood, there was no need to know, I guess.

      But the Elders had lost their power these days. I didn’t know if anyone could protect me from Niko if he turned into a monster. I didn’t even know for sure if we could make it into the Palace of Stones for the confirmation ceremony.

      Where was Niko now? Had he ever come to bed?

      I glanced around. A nondescript door was open on the far wall; I thought it was a closet but now I noticed a stairwell. I climbed the metal stairs, my quivery knees protesting every step, until I came out onto the roof of the building. Niko was standing up there, looking out at the harbor with his hands in his pockets.

      “Good morning,” he said, without looking back at me.

      I don’t know why I wanted to find him anyway. He wasn’t very welcoming.

      “That is the flagship of the Black Army,” he said, pointing. “Claire de Lune. Such a romantic name for a warship, isn’t it? When she’s in the harbor, my girls don’t get to leave. But I’m sure she’ll be gone again before long, to her next conquest. What is left, at this point? Just little kingdoms to pick off.”

      I could see some of the sails and the crest: a moon that was almost new, with a crown of five stars. “So that’s the commander’s ship?”

      “Yes. We’ll have to be very careful. Abelard’s ability to sniff out trouble is uncanny.”

      “Mm…”

      Niko finally looked at me. He was barefoot, wearing an unbuttoned and untucked shirt. He still managed to look very authoritative. “Did you sleep, my pet?”

      “I’m not a pet.”

      “All right, I see. You’re that kind of girl.”

      “The kind of girl who doesn’t want to be your pet? Yes. Exactly. I’m very important. If I die, you die. But if you die, I don’t die unless you’re my last guardian. So there.”

      He laughed hoarsely. “I read that.”

      “And you’re a Shadow Guardian,” I added. “So I already know I have to be careful with you.”

      “Everyone does,” he said, like he was hardly even talking to me. “I’m a dangerous man. And Gilbert knows, I was a dangerous child as well.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was saying that to frighten me and get rid of me, or if he was inviting me to ask more questions, but he couldn’t scare me that easily. “How long did you and Gilbert do your…thieving thing?”

      “Let’s see…he was eight. I have never known exactly how old I was. But let’s say twelve. We kept it up until he was fifteen, at which point he went on to other things and I soon lost track of him.”

      “So seven years. That’s a pretty long time.”

      “People used to ask me, why are you helping that fruity little blonde kid? Sometimes I hardly knew myself. I suppose I sensed the connection. Gilbert was tougher than people gave him credit for. He was useful to me. And Astria liked him.”

      “Where did you get that painting of the winged cats and the dragons?” I asked.

      “Some auction,” he said. “It’s very old. There are no dragons now. Just monsters.” He took a step toward me now. “Would you like any breakfast, Phoebe?”

      “Maybe just coffee…”

      “I’ll have some sent to your room.”

      “Will you join me?”

      “No,” he said. “I have business to attend to. Spies and messengers to coordinate. Favors to call in, perhaps. Getting you to the Elders under the nose of the commander will not be an easy task.”

      “I see,” I said, disappointed. I wanted to crack Niko’s veneer of mystery, but I suppose he wasn’t going to make it easy on me.

      When I came back down, Gilbert was sitting up in bed, looking more aware, and Rin looked like he had just walked in the door. Rin was fully dressed. Gilbert looked sheepishly at both of us and glanced at the robe.

      “This?” Rin asked, lifting it off the hook.

      “Yes,” Gilbert said.

      Rin walked over and held it out. Gilbert grabbed it. Rin took his hand back. He looked down at Gilbert as he thrust his hands through the sleeves.

      “Good time last night?” Rin asked.

      Gilbert flushed. “Let’s not do this.”

      “I’m going to go find some coffee,” I said, heading for the door quickly.

      “Wait,” Gilbert said. “Phoebe, wait. It’s all right. Rin, it was just—it was just Phoebe. She was the only one who touched me. Let’s forget last night and have some breakfast.”

      “Who is this Niko guy?” Rin demanded. “It’s not just the fact of last night. You’ve been acting a little strange around him. You’re attracted to him.”

      “No. It’s not that.” Gilbert clutched his head. “It’s just getting very real.”

      “Yes…” Rin looked at me.

      “I really don’t want to be a problem,” I said, but I had a feeling it was too late. I was definitely a problem. Rin and Gilbert shared an ordinary romance, and maybe it couldn’t hold up to magical bonds. But it was also probably more real than what I had with any of these guys, because it happened without magic.

      I felt guilty. Super guilty.

      And…sad.

      Luckily one of the servants came with the coffee. Gilbert and Rin went back to their room; hopefully to patch things up and not just to argue. I didn’t want to lose Rin; he was a powerful ally and I liked him, too. I drank my coffee alone. At least it was really, really good coffee. I wouldn’t be surprised if the coffee in Istim was cut with something native to this continent. Like crushed rocks. Someone pounded on the door as I was—I’m embarrassed to say—actually licking the mug.

      “Forrest?” I opened it. I already knew it was him. Niko wouldn’t knock on his own door, and Rin wouldn’t pound like a barbarian.

      “I didn’t think I’d find you awake,” Forrest said.

      “I shouldn’t be. I’m tired,” I said. “But when I saw Niko wasn’t here, I wondered where he was, and I started looking over the old copy of the book, and I guess I couldn’t sleep anymore.”

      “I’m going back to the restaurant this morning to see if I can wrangle any more information about Uncle Roderick,” he said. “If you’re up to it—”

      “I’d love to come. But I don’t know where my clothes went…”

      A rather hollow voice piped up in the distance, “I have a dress for you, miss, as requested by Master Niko. I also have male clothing for your companion Gilbert.”

      “Heh,” Forrest said. “Even the robot won’t let Gilbert live that down. Get dressed, then. I don’t want to wait. The Black Army’s flagship is in the harbor. We need to get to the Elders as soon as possible. Where the hell is Niko, anyway? I hope he’s getting answers.”

      “He is.” I changed into the dress, an elegant white and gold sundress that still wasn’t my style but was definitely very “capital rich bitch out on the town”. We slipped out the door while the rest of the building still seemed to be sleeping. I kept yawning too. My whole body was dragging. Forrest was obviously in a hurry to get back to his family. He kept walking ahead of me and stopping when he realized I had to catch up, which wasn’t like him at all. Usually he would hardly let me cross a puddle without supervision.

      I finally had to catch his hand in mine. “Slow down…please. I’m sorry.”

      “You look pale… He didn’t hurt you last night, did he?”

      “No. He just—drained my magic. And so did Gilbert. And I guess tonight it will be your turn.”

      He huffed. “I don’t want it to be like that.”

      “Can I at least get my knife?” I asked.

      “Of course. We could stop in right after—”

      But then I frowned. “You know what? Never mind. Whatever I did last night, Gilbert was actually glowing this morning while he slept. I mean, literally. Like he sucked up my powers and it made him glow. And I’m a wreck. Asking for a knife is like asking for a teddy bear to fight monsters under the bed while I’m sleeping. You guys can fight for me to save the world, but I’m pretty sure the priestess could be in a coma the whole time.”

      “That’s not true.” Sir Forrest kept ahold of my hand. “You keep us all together. I’m sure fate chose you, and you alone, for a reason. You’re easy to love.”

      “Aw, well…yeah.”

      “Yeah?” He snorted.

      “Sure, I was selected to be a Strawberry Girl, I know I’m charming.” My brief grin waned to another sigh. “I guess I was just hoping to be something more for once.”

      “You’ll never stop wanting more…” He trailed off, looking ahead. Ma’s Homemade Noodles was closed. I’m not sure if it was supposed to be open at seven in the morning anyway, but there was also a piece of paper pinned to the door.

      Ma’s Homemade Noodles will be closed this week. Our beloved “Gran”, Katarina Argrave, passed away in her sleep last night. Thank you for your support. The wake will be tomorrow with the funeral the next morning.

      Forrest slapped his glove against the door and made a choked sound.

      “Oh, no…” I breathed.

      “I killed her,” he said. “I killed her.”

      “What? What are you talking about? You didn’t kill her!”

      “She—she was waiting to give me that necklace and then she died.”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean you killed a ninety-five year old woman… It means you came just in time.” But a lump rose into my throat as he pounded on the door. “Catherine! Arlen!” he shouted to the upper windows. “It’s Forrest!”

      A second later, they had come down to let him in. Everyone looked like they hadn’t slept. Eyes were red.

      “Gosh, I’m so sorry, Forrest—don’t blame yourself—”

      “Right after you left—”

      “She just went to sleep, it was very peaceful. It wasn’t really a surprise. I think she was holding on to see you, even if she thought you were Roderick.”

      “That necklace she gave me that belonged to Roderick,” Forrest said. “Does anyone know anything about it?”

      “Nothing more than what she said. It was for his girlfriend at the time. Margaret. Why? Was there something about it?”

      “Kind of, yes. He asked her to keep it for him right before the battle that killed him. I need to look around her room and see if he left anything else. Where’s Angie? She pried up a floorboard, she said?”

      “Here I am, Uncle Forrest…” Angie slipped out, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief. “It was really weird. No one had any idea it was there. She just got really insistent all of a sudden. I can show you the spot. But I didn’t see anything else there…”

      I followed Forrest upstairs and Angie lifted up a loose board. There was nothing there except dust. But Forrest wanted to search the room, and although I don’t think the rest of his family liked the idea, they must have seen his face and decided not to get in his way. He tore open drawers, lifted the mattress, and took three dozen books off a shelf to shake out the pages. He grew more frantic with each place he searched.

      I didn’t want to get in his way either, so I just stood there watching him, tall and rugged and almost violent in his movements and his sword and leather armor, tearing through a room where everything seemed too small and fragile for him. It wasn’t a creepy old person room. It smelled like perfume and everything in it was old and feminine in an elegant, old fashioned way. He avoided her clothes until the end, but after he searched everything else, he shoved open the trunk and started throwing ancient lace dresses on the floor, cursing.

      “Forrest!” I finally cried. “Let me do it.”

      “No.”

      “No to you!” I snapped back, putting my hands over his. I looked in his eyes and saw tears welling there, but he looked furious.

      “Forrest,” I said softly. I took out the last few things, quickly unfolding them, and folding them again. “There’s nothing here…” I started putting all the clothes back. When I was done, he shut the trunk.

      “I wasn’t here,” he said.

      “You were, though,” I said.

      “I don’t belong in my own family anymore.”

      “Yeah—I know how it is.” I crossed my arms, chewing my lip. “I don’t know when I’ll see Mom again, and if I did, I couldn’t tell her half of what’s happened to me. And maybe Wretch is gone forever. I had friends, too. I had friends in Istim. Of course, when I became a Strawberry Girl, it was already different. And I never had a big family like this. Barely remember my dad. I don’t know if it’s worse to miss twenty people or just a few. I guess if I loved twenty people, I would still love them all a lot, so it probably is worse for you…”

      He stood up. “I just wanted an answer,” he said. “It would be easier to accept my destiny if I knew that I was walking in the footsteps of my family. I wanted to know that Uncle Roderick was a guardian too.”

      “But it doesn’t actually matter. Does it…? We are what we are.”

      “You’re right.” He carefully fixed the mattress he had left askew. “I shouldn’t even have come. It’s an unnecessary risk to bring you out.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed and lifted my hands to his, lacing our fingers together. “I’m glad you brought me here,” I said. “I loved meeting your family and eating all those noodles. You’re my guardian, and my grumpy knight, and also a lot more than that.”

      He squeezed my hands beneath his.

      “I love you, Sir Forrest Argrave,” I said.

      He frowned.

      I looked away, hiding my hurt with a light tone. “Too soon? Sorry, I just—” I needed so badly to tell myself that I would have loved Sir Forrest no matter what happened. That at least some of my feelings were real, and that his feelings were real too.

      “No. I love you…Phoebe.” He was more gruff. Of course, I would expect nothing less. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t.”

      “Well, I’m glad you do. Really glad. This would be terrible if I didn’t feel like someone really loves me.”

      “Yeah…it would.” His eyes hooded as he looked away, starting to put things back together again.

      We didn’t leave the room until everything looked just as we left it.

      “You’ll be in town long enough for the funeral, won’t you?” Aunt Catherine asked.

      Forrest looked pained. “I don’t know. I didn’t want you all to worry, especially Gran, but I suppose I’d better tell the truth. Phoebe isn’t my wife…and there’s a reason I went to Istim.”
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      “We stayed longer than I meant to.” Sir Forrest hurried me down the street. By the time we left the cool of morning was gone, the sun was high, and I was starving, but he wouldn’t let us stay for lunch. The streets were busy. Most people seemed to be heading in the same direction. At the end of the street, a soldier from the Black Army was on patrol on horseback. Sir Forrest tried to go against the crowds and turned down a side street, barely more than alley. I had to step carefully to avoid some gross puddles of muck.

      More soldiers were on the street where we emerged.

      “Shit,” Forrest said. “They’re all out today.”

      “Would they really know I’m the priestess just by looking at me?”

      “I’m more afraid I’ll see someone I knew and they’ll start asking questions,” he said. “But knowledge of your existence is out there. We’ll never know if a spy crossed our path, if someone’s been following us. They could know nothing—or everything. Let’s fall in with this group.”

      Some friends were walking along, talking to each other.

      “Hurry! I hear them!” one of them called.

      “Who cares?”

      “I’m gonna be pissed if I miss the Sunflower Girls,” a guy said, gesturing with a decorative walking stick.

      “Oh, the Sunflower Girls are playing?” I said.

      “We’re not going to see the Sunflower Girls,” Forrest said. “But…something must be going on.”

      “Niko said the flagship of the Black Army was in the harbor,” I said.

      “I saw it.” He glanced around. “Maybe it’s better if we just stick with the crowd. I’m afraid if we go the other direction, we’ll be more noticeable. Too many soldiers prowling around right now. When this event is over, we can leave with the crowds.”

      “So we do get to see the Sunflower Girls?”

      “Well, we’re not going to try and get close.” He growled, “This is all my fault. I shouldn’t’ve taken you with me. Just act normal.“

      We followed the crowds into a big open square. It was packed with people, and the Sunflower Girls were dancing around on the elevated stage. I’d performed there before. The Sunflower Girls were less romantic than the Strawberry Girls; their thing was singing about following your dreams and hopes for the future and stuff. It was almost too bubbly even for me. I always thought it was weird to consider following your dreams when most people were lucky to break out of the situation they’d been born into, but the crowds ate it up.

      I knew they would finish with “No Walls Around My Heart”. That was a good one. I couldn’t help jumping along with the chorus. Violins were singing accompanying melodies as the lead Sunflower Girl for the song got up on stilts so everyone could see her belting out, “No walls can hold me back when my dreams have wiiings…!” Her costume had wings that unfolded with the final note.

      “Damn, that's cool. We never got anything like that,” I said.

      Everyone was pumped up now. The performance was immediately followed by the same projection we’d already seen, of Commander Abelard taking Gaermon. The crowd roared with triumph.

      The emperor himself came out after that. Shit, this was getting serious. Even I started looking around to see if we could escape, but it was impossible. We were packed in like the open square was a cargo hold.

      “We were successful in Gaermon,” Emperor Leonidas said. “We have liberated the city of King Raio the third so it may now become a part of the glorious empire, under our protection.”

      He paused for the echo of, “Long live Emperor Leonidas!”

      “Gaermon was the last great hold out. A protection spell has long fallen over the city, and monsters have used their lands as sanctuary. Now that they are under our leadership, we will be able to snuff out their dens and limit their spread.”

      “He’s been promising to limit the spread of monsters since he became the emperor,” Forrest said. “Like his father before him.”

      “I present to you Princess Himika of the former kingdom of Gaermon.”

      Forrest perked up. “That’s her… Damn…” Everyone was murmuring now. Himika was an elegant figure in a long white gown with long black hair. She didn’t exactly look like the emperor’s enemy, but she was being escorted by several guards. They walked her up to Emperor Leonidas.

      “Welcome to Capamere,” the emperor said. “Princess Himika of the House of Kai, of the city of Gaermon. Pledge your allegiance to me, and you will be our friend. I hope we can put aside our longstanding grudges. All we want is to protect the people of Gaermon.”

      Himika had her head slightly bowed, the picture of a demure princess. I kept jumping and standing on my tip toes, trying to see what was going on.

      Forrest put a hand on my shoulder, trying to hold me down.

      “You told me to act normal!” I hissed. “Well, if I was normal, I would definitely want to see!”

      I wasn’t the only short person trying to defy nature. Every tree in the square was getting swamped. Forrest lifted me up at the waist so I could get a better look. There were a lot of guys in armor and cloaks on stage. It took me a minute to pick out Commander Abel. I expected him to be huge and intimidating, but in fact, he looked quite average from here. Gleaming black armor, white cape, the usual stuff of the officers—I mostly recognized him from the dark hair that brushed his shoulders. He wasn’t wearing a helmet.

      Himika said something too soft to hear. But the reaction was immediate.

      “What?” Emperor Leonidas demanded.

      “No.” She was louder now.

      “You wish to remain an enemy of your hosts? I was told you were ready to embrace what fate has decided.”

      “No. You executed my father, sir. I will—never—pledge my allegiance to you. I would rather die.” It sounded like her voice was shaking. I had this feeling she had mustered up the courage to say that right this second. We were witnessing history—the moment the Princess of Gaermon turned down the emperor’s offer right in front of a huge crowd. I felt terrible for her—and a million miles away from the stage. My throat was tight. She looked so much like Rin, and he loved her so much. What would happen to her now?

      Emperor Leonidas said something to her ear. No one could hear it. He looked cool. But not a good kind of cool. I gripped Forrest’s arm. “What do we do?”

      “We can’t do anything,” he said, grim. “He won’t hurt her in front of everyone. She’s too much the princess. That doesn’t look good.”

      “But later…?”

      “I told you we’ve been lucky on our travels so far. That luck is about to run out. Now… what’s going on to the right?”

      Emperor Leonidas was ordering Himika off the stage, but meanwhile, other soldiers were leading a man in elder’s robes up at spearpoint. His hands were tied behind his back.

      The crowds were chanting, “Traitor! Traitor!”

      They led him to the front of the stage and pulled off his hood. A few people threw things at him until the guards pointed spears at them. One of the eggs had come a little close to the Emperor himself.

      “That’s Elder Dion!” Forrest said. “Gods, no.”

      “The man you just dropped off a message for?”

      He nodded slowly. “If they found the message, they might know everything. They’ll be watching the temple. We have to leave immediately.”

      “I’m scared,” I said, which was a polite way of saying I was this close to peeing myself. The guards were in every direction. Were they looking at me out of the corner of my eye, or was I imagining things? Maybe they were already locked on to Forrest, for all I knew. Maybe it was already too late.

      “You know what to do,” Forrest said.

      “Do I?”

      “If I get into a fight, you need to run. Run like hell. Get to Gilbert and Niko and get out of the city, don’t wait for me.”

      “I can’t leave you!”

      “You must,” he said.

      Some pompous guy onstage was saying that Elder Dion had been found guilty of something. I didn’t really understand all the charges, but I had a feeling it didn’t matter anyway. It had something to do with treason and being in cahoots with enemies of the empire. My heart was pounding in my ears so loudly that I was feeling faint. I wondered if this was going to be the last peaceful moment of my life. The last time I ever stood next to Forrest. I took his hand and clutched it, determined to never let him go.

      “What say you, my liege?” the man said, in a theatrical voice.

      “It’s a damn shame that it’s come to this,” Leonidas said. “I am aware that the role of the Temple of Stones is still important to the lives of some of my people.”

      Some people booed, making it clear that they didn’t approve of the Elders at all.

      “But that is all the more reason we must swiftly eliminate corruption within the order. It is my role to protect the people…against conniving, greedy men like you. ”

      Leonidas had a low, silky voice that managed to be loud enough to hear at a distance and soft at the same time. It was quite impressive. The last time I was here, I performed ahead of one of his speeches, just the way the Sunflower Girls did today. After we left the stage, we got to watch him close up. He was kind of craggy looking, and his hair was turning gray, but he reminded me of a lion. It was impossible to doubt his strength, and easy to believe he truly had everyone’s best interests in mind. He wasn’t just some dude who happened to be in a line of succession. He was our emperor, our protector, the man who stood against the monsters and made everything okay. He seemed born to lead.

      I was duped like everyone else.

      “Please, my lord,” Elder Dion said. “I’m an old man. I haven’t done any of these things you accuse me of! I just want to live out my last years in the temple that is my home!”

      The crowd close to the stage rumbled angrily. “Take his head!” someone yelled.

      I shuddered against Forrest. “They’re not going to execute him, are they?”

      “I don’t know,” Forrest said stiffly. “Sometimes they do.”

      “Right here? After a musical performance?”

      “If a man is thought to be an enemy, execution is just another form of entertainment.”

      I was glad I’d missed that when I was in the capital. “But why? Why are they so angry at him?”

      “There have been corrupt Elders,” Sir Forrest said. “Leonidas and his predecessors have played up the bad ones and undermined the good ones. I think their hope is that even if the Elders did manage to confirm a priestess, they could convince the people that it was a bad thing. Lump us in with them.”

      “So even if we do save the world, Leonidas might convince people that we didn’t?” I felt even more faint than I already did.

      “Maybe. I’ve seen the power of a mob’s anger. When a group becomes the enemy, they are no longer people. I can only hope it hasn’t gone that far, that enough remember the good things about the old ways. Leonidas didn’t say a word about us, I notice. They don’t want anyone to know that priestesses are still being born at all. But I would bet my little finger that he knows, at the very least, of Elder Dion giving me my sword. Let’s not even consider beyond the present.”

      “We live in an enlightened age,” Leonidas said. “We are kept behind walls, but our minds are free—not fettered by a religious order, telling us how to think and behave every moment of our lives while accumulating wealth behind closed doors. Dion, why did you have hundreds of priceless weapons and gems in your chambers?”

      “I—I didn’t, I was framed—”

      “More lies. You would lie right in the face of your gods? That is where I wish to send you. Commander Abel?”

      “Yes, my liege.” Commander Abel put a hand to his chest and bowed slightly.

      “The court has found Elder Dion guilty. In light of his deviousness, I cannot let him live. I sentence Elder Dion to death.”

      “Gods.” Sir Forrest might have expected this to some extent, but his mouth still fell open. He pulled me against his chest. He didn’t want me to watch, but I couldn’t seem to pull away. We were so far from the stage, it seemed distant—almost unreal—as guards dragged Elder Dion to a stone block that looked discolored from the blood of the past. Commander Abel drew his sword and took a step toward the old man, who was making choked sounds of fear. Abel handled the blade lightly, although it looked almost too large for him, a broadsword that would have seemed a handful even for Forrest.

      “Please, have mercy,” Elder Dion begged. “Send me to the isles. Send me to prison. Please don’t kill me.”

      “A man of faith should not fear meeting his gods,” Commander Abel said. “Any final words?”

      “You are wicked men! You are the true monsters! You have kept the gate open to terrorize the people and keep them locked away in fear, but your reign will not last much longer. The savior is coming—”

      Leonidas lifted his hand and lowered it, an ominous signal, and Forrest pulled my head against his doublet before I could see Abel swing the weapon. I heard a terrible sound like a butcher hacking a joint of meat as Forrest’s fingers spasmed, digging into my hair.

      It all seemed so silent for a moment. But terror roared in my ears.

      How could this be? How could this be my country? How could anyone let this happen?

      And then, cheering. People started singing “Our Glorious Emperor, Long May He Reign”. Where we stood, some people started walking away. They didn’t all look happy. A few seemed dazed. But no one had dared to stand up for Elder Dion.

      “That was the man who told me everything I know about being a guardian,” Forrest said.

      “I’m so sorry…”

      “Well, no time for it.” Forrest slowly loosened his grip on me. “No time to think. Let’s fall in with this lot.” A large family—they all looked very similar, with black curly hair and thick eyebrows—were walking out together.

      “I sure do like those Sunflower Girls,” an older woman said. “But I’m really not sure all that business was necessary.”

      “Well, you know our Leonidas likes a show, Ma.”

      I was burning inside. Our Leonidas. Likes a show. Forrest was right. Killing someone was just entertainment to these people. I guess I’d always known the capital had a dark underbelly. I remembered the uncertain feeling that snaked through me at those parties, seeing all the rich people without a care in the world, the free-flowing liquor and the women and the mysterious smoke in the air, the offers to Strawberry Girls to come back to their mansions. We refused those; we weren’t that dumb.

      Now I saw, it was all part of a larger rot.

      My mission felt heavier and more urgent than ever. But also more impossible than ever. I was just a girl. And the people loved Leonidas…

      Forrest pulled up the hood of his cloak, which I’m not sure actually made him look less conspicuous. He glanced behind him, quickly.

      “They’re following us,” he said. “Two guards, at least.”

      “What should I do?” I asked, strangely calm for now.

      “Keep walking.”

      We stuck with the family. They turned down a boulevard, passing some grand houses. The crowd was thinning out. A couple of the young women at the back of the family group glanced back at us like they wondered why we were sticking so close. I didn’t know if there was anything we could do to hide. Despite the people and the trees lining the center of the street, I felt very exposed. I heard footsteps behind us, belonging to some substantial boots.

      Forrest picked up his pace. He started trying to pass the family. “Excuse me…” They were strolling slowly, several people abreast, and seemed oblivious. He nudged a sideways meandering toddler out of the way, earning himself a nasty look from one of the adults.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’m just—in a hurry.”

      I heard the footsteps behind us moving faster too.

      Forrest looked back again.

      “That’s them! Get ‘em!” one of the guards yelled.

      Forrest ran, darting down the next cross street. There was a fruit vendor there, and he grabbed a crate of oranges and pitched them into the street. It wasn’t a bad idea, but they mostly just rolled out of the way.

      “Fuck,” he growled. He drew his sword. “Phoebe—go.”

      I froze. It’s happening. I saw the guards coming as if in slow motion. They already had their swords drawn. There were three of them, in fact, not two. Three blades that could cut this man I loved, spill his blood on the packed earth, and he would never speak again. Never touch me again. Never hold me…

      If I leave, I’ll never see him again.

      I couldn’t bear the thought.

      “They’ll all die if you die,” Forrest barked. “Go!”

      A carriage was barreling down the lane from the other end. A door flung open. Gilbert put out a hand. “Phoebe!”

      Niko hung out of the other door. He held a tube to his mouth and blew two darts out of it. That was not the attack I expected from him, but it was certainly effective. The darts hit their marks, two of the men struck right in the neck. Almost immediately, they turned a sickly dark purple and collapsed into spasms. That left one soldier on his feet, but with his comrades writhing in front of him, he hesitated.

      I took Gilbert’s hand and let him pull me up, and then he grabbed Forrest.

      “Shut the doors,” Niko said. “Drive!”

      The Silver Scribe girl had the reins. She was completely composed, leading the horse to make a tight turn and go back the way they’d came from. I was crushed in the back between Gilbert and Forrest, with Rin by the window.

      “That was close,” Niko said. “Far too close.”

      “How did you find us?” I cried, still trying to catch my breath. “I thought we were done for!”

      “I have my spies,” Niko said. “I knew there was some kind of incident in the square, and I wondered if you’d been caught in it. We can all sense you out when we try, and I would rather not take chances. I thought you were only going out for a short visit, Sir Forrest. I would have thought you were a man for keeping to a time table.”

      “I usually am, but…it didn’t turn out like I expected. Leonidas and Abel just accused Elder Dion of treason and executed him. He was my personal contact in the Temple of Stones. That can’t be a coincidence. Leonidas knows we’re here.”

      “Mm,” Niko said. “Meanwhile, I have pulled some strings and my long time colleague Sully the Moccasin is waiting for us to get in the Temple of Stones through the old sewer.”

      “There is not one reassuring word in that entire sentence,” Sir Forrest said.

      “That’s what I said,” Gilbert agreed. “But what choice do we have?”

      “Moccasin the shoe, or Moccasin the snake?” I asked.

      “The snake, obviously,” Niko said. “He thrives in water, and he kills people.”

      “We can’t go to the Temple with ‘Sully the Moccasin’ or anyone else,” Sir Forrest said. “If they know about Phoebe, it’s too late. We’ve got to just cut out while we can. Take this carriage straight through the gates, and maybe we’ll beat the order to close them that is surely coming. If we stay off the road altogether and head into the forest, we might be able to find a passage to the north and conduct the ritual between the three of us.”

      “Calm down,” Niko said. He was sitting in front of us, twisting back to look at us, one arm sprawled across the back of his seat. “You assume there is only one way out. They can close the gates all day and night for a month—although they won’t. People must go in and out. Even so, I know six ways out of this city. More than the Emperor himself. The book says the Elders must confirm the priestess. What if we went all that way and couldn’t conduct the ritual?”

      “You are underestimating the Black Army,” Forrest said. “When I worked under Abel, he had an uncanny way of predicting his enemy’s next move. If you know six ways out of this city, he knows seven. He’s the commander of the army, with access to thousands of men and all the city records. You’re a two-bit smuggler.”

      Niko’s nostrils flared ever so slightly.

      I snapped my fingers. “No personal insults. Please. We’ve got to make a really good decision.”

      “Catch,” Niko said, tossing his dice at me.

      I clapped them between my hands, barely clamping one between the edges of my palms before it could fall to my lap.

      “Open your hand,” he said.

      “Four?”

      “Hmm,” he said. “The number has changed. It won’t be as easy as it would have been this morning, but we should still succeed. We can trust Sully.”

      “I don’t care if we can trust Sully. When we get to the Temple, the guards will be there. One of the Elders was just killed. They will all be under scrutiny, probably for months. There is no chance,” Forrest said.

      Rin looked at me. “When you saw the emperor speak, did he say anything about Himika?”

      “Oh.” I had almost forgotten about that. “Rin, we—we saw Himika.” Damn, I did not want to tell Rin what had happened. “She was there. She refused to pledge her allegiance to Leonidas. They didn’t hurt her, but—”

      He clutched his forehead. “Damn it…why is she being brave? If she gets herself killed before I can rescue her… My lady…I am not your guardian, I know I have no place to ask anything of you, but—”

      “We can’t do anything for Himika,” Sir Forrest snapped. “People are going to die. Elder Dion was killed. Some of us might be killed. You can stay, Rin, but we have to forge on and we have no time to mourn.” Of course, I knew he must be thinking about his great-grandmother, too.

      Rin’s eyes steeled. “I understand. You have your duty, and I have mine. Our paths diverge here. They might cross again someday. Gilbert…”

      “Wait,” I said, before this turned into even more of an emotional mess. “Niko…do you swear you really know how to get us in and out of the temple and the city?”

      “Of course,” he said, lifting his hand. “I am certainly in no hurry to be executed in the public square. When my number is up, I aim to leave a majestic corpse.”

      “I trust him, too,” Gilbert said, in a muted tone. He didn’t want to reveal that he’d known Niko for years, but I had to take that into account.

      It was hard to look at Forrest, so I avoided it. I was already doing enough hard things for one day. “I think we should try to go to the temple… They might catch us there, yes. But they might also catch us at the gate. Or on the road. Or in the north. If Niko hadn’t shown up, I would have already lost Sir Forrest. Niko, you are my guardian. I have no reason to doubt your word. If we’re going to do this, we have to try to do it right.”

      Niko’s strange amber eyes almost seemed to gleam. He barely smiled. “Wise choice.”
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      The Temple of Stones used to be the most important building in Capamere, in prior centuries. Back then, people were very serious about the gods and the Elders had more say in people’s lives than the king. It was comprised of two shining towers rising out of a large hall. The hall was the public part of the building. I’d heard there was a magnificent room inside, bedecked with stones and crystals like some fantastic underground cave, but I’d never seen it. People just didn’t go there much anymore. And I really had no idea what went on in the towers, except that the Elders lived there and kept libraries. According to some accounts, they had crazy secrets, orgies, animal sacrifices, rituals…whatever weird rumor you could think of. A lot of the weirdest stuff was said to happen at the top of the highest tower, in a spot called the Sky Bowl. You could see the curved underside of the Sky Bowl from the ground.

      Today, though, we didn’t get that close to the Temple at all. We took the carriage down an alley so narrow that at one point, the side of the carriage scraped against the bricks.

      “Stop,” Niko said. He waved us down. It didn’t seem like anyone had followed us here, unless they were really good at disguising themselves as a poor person. The alley was quiet, although I heard some drunken, off-key singing in the distance.

      One of the buildings had a basement door that was propped ajar with a brick. Niko opened it and waved us down the stairs. He nudged open a rusty iron gate and a ladder led down into the darkness. A lantern shone in the shadows. A lanky, grinning man was waiting for us.

      “Hey, guys,” he said, in a serious smoker’s rasp. “Nice night, huh?”

      “It’s mid-afternoon,” Niko said. “But, I imagine we’ll get there.”

      “Aw, sorry, I guess I’ve been down here too long.”

      “It smells down here,” Rin said. “I thought you said this was the old sewer.”

      “Believe me, it would smell a lot worse if it was a working sewer,” Niko said. “This is just the aroma of rats, decay and perhaps…” He sniffed like he was actually considering it. “A mere hint of hobo. Lead on, Sully.”

      We followed a narrow passageway made up of crumbling stones to walk past a dank river of sluggishly flowing water with trash in it. It smelled like something old and forgotten, the kind of stink that was almost interesting. I’d certainly encountered worse. I guess Rin, being a prince and all, had never put his royal ass on the seat of an outhouse in summer.

      The air had a weird sound when we spoke, echoing down the tunnel and getting a wavy quality bouncing off the water. Even when we spoke softly, it seemed too loud. So we didn’t talk much. I was too busy looking at my feet, anyway. The stones were crumbling away in places, and my shoes were expensive. I didn’t want to put a single toe into that water.

      Inside that tunnel, time seemed to stretch infinitely. I had no thoughts. I was afraid to have thoughts. I could feel this sense of impending potential death, but I wouldn’t look at it. I have to stay in this moment, I told myself. I have to stay here forever.

      Of course, I couldn’t. At some point, the tunnel ended. We encountered another ladder, and Sully said, “This is the one. Y’go up there, and you’re in a room in the Temple basement.”

      “One of the Elders is supposed to meet us there,” Niko said. “Thank you for your service, my friend.” He tossed a coin at Sully, who caught it like they did this regularly. Niko led the way, thank goodness.

      “All clear currently,” he said, when he reached the top.

      We followed him into a room that looked like it was carved out of stone. All it contained were some barrels but it had a number of doors. The guys were all looked around cautiously like they were trying to decide which one to choose, but then one of them creaked open. An older man in robes shuffled in.

      “You’re here,” he said. “All five of you?”

      “Rin isn’t a guardian,” Sir Forrest said. “It’s the three of us and Phoebe.”

      “Then we’ll do the ritual quickly, down here in the basement, and you can leave the way you came.”

      “I’m sorry about Elder Dion,” Sir Forrest said.

      “We all are…but we know the risks. We are prepared to accept them.” He paused and looked at me. “Welcome, Phoebe. It’s been so long since I laid eyes on a priestess.”

      “Thank you.” I was feeling better now. They were prepared. And I always was a sucker for special attention being paid to me.

      “Why don’t you come with me?” he said.

      I looked at the guardians, reluctant to be parted from them.

      Forrest nodded.

      The old man motioned me forward down a dark passage. “Honored priestess…”

      I stumbled on the uneven ground. “Sorry, I’m—a little nervous…”

      “I understand,” he said. “You have a great responsibility. There is no sense mincing words. We have hoped for a priestess to succeed for these many years. You know the dangers you face.”

      “Uh…yeah…I definitely do. Can we not talk about that right now?”

      He faced me, his eyes blue and kind, if rather watery and old. “You have a real chance,” he said. “The gods have chosen you, Phoebe. You must not think of those who have failed. All that matters is the present and the future. Few have made it this far, with three guardians, including one of the shadows…” His voice lowered.

      “Yeah, what’s the deal with that? What are the shadow guardians?”

      “They carry the blood of the underworld. The blood of monsters from past the gate. It’s their blood that helps the gate to seal. Ideally, you have two guardians born under the sky of our own world, and two guardians with the blood of shadows. In our golden age, we would have prepared you for all of this from a young age. We would have helped you find all the guardians, and made sure they could never hurt you…the ones with darker tendencies.”

      “Okay…”

      “I shouldn’t even tell you this,” he said. “It only makes the girls nervous. When we conduct the ceremony, we will seal the Blood of Kassu. We have these sacred stones, that we have used for a thousand years, to connect the Priestess and her guardians to the Temple of Stones.  Some of them look quite heavy, but you will barely feel their weight.”

      “Um…okay. What do they do?”

      “The stones are conduits for our magic. You used a small stone to awaken your sigils, and that of your guardians, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “You are ready now for these stones. They will open your sigils to the Temple and the wisdom of ages. Then you will be ready to go to the gate. We will dress you in the sacred ornaments, which you will wear when you perform your final ritual.”

      The old man clutched my hands. “It can be hard to take on a life like this,” he said. “If you reach your destination and become our priestess for this age, you will bring peace and happiness to the land. You will usher in a new golden era. But…it will feel like a burden for you at times, especially at first. Pray to the gods, and they will always ease the rocks that weigh upon you.”

      I was starting to feel really in over my head now. I felt like I could either start screaming, or just stare at him with my mouth slightly open like a hick. So I did that for a minute. The staring. Not the screaming.

      He smiled gently. “It’s all right, young one.” We reached a room where several other Elders were waiting for me.

      “The Priestess of the Gate,” the Elder said.

      They bowed to me. “You have come, honored one.”

      One of the other elders held a box lined in silk with four pieces of gold jewelry, with four pendants marked with my sigils.

      It’s like the one Sir Forrest found!

      One of the pieces was, in fact, an exact copy of the piece of jewelry Forrest’s great-grandmother gave to him. Maybe in the old era, women wore replicas of the priestess’s jewelry, and his great-uncle came across one. That would make sense. Forrest would be disappointed, though.

      “Thank you,” I said, trying to sound dignified.

      They lifted up rocks of various sizes—some very heavy looking, and carried them out. We returned to the other room with my guardians.

      “Honored priestess,” the elder said. “We will need you to remove your garments—” I mean, of course, I should have known this was going to involve getting naked in front of like, ten old religious guys… “and situate yourself upon the holy stone.”

      “And…then what?” Forrestt asked. “We won’t perform the quintet—or quartet, in this case—until we get to the gate, right?”

      “Correct. The guardians will not even touch the priestess now. We’re simply activating all of Lady Phoebe’s sigils simultaneously here in the temple. Once this ritual has been completed, you will all be tied to the power of the temple and can tap into it all the way from the gate. This power will allow you to truly hold back the monsters. Gentlemen, if you could all remove any garments covering your sigils?”

      “I am far too respectable to mention that this is a pleasant development,” Rin said, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms.

      “Far too respectable,” Gilbert agreed, winking at him. “The only one with their sigil hidden by their clothes is Sir Forrest.”

      “Gods damn it.” Forrest yanked on a fastener of his doublet.

      I slipped off my dress and shoes. I wasn’t thrilled about putting my naked body down on a cold slab of rock, but we were in a hurry, so I forced myself to get on with it. I got down to my panties and the Elder said, “You can actually leave those on.”

      “You should have mentioned that earlier.” I stepped onto the rock and actually, it wasn’t cold at all. It was as warm as a person. I spread myself out on it and it sort of shifted to conform to the shape of my body and support it. Surprisingly relaxing, but at the same time, disconcerting. If the rock could move, it probably swallow me up if it wanted. The sigil on my tailbone grew warm at the touch.

      “Stand around her—you, there…” The Elders directed Niko to stand at my head and Gilbert and Forrest at either side of me. “Yes. Just like that. Stand still and the ritual can begin.”

      “In better days, we would have time for a rehearsal,” one of the other elders said, with a soft laugh.

      “Close your eyes.”

      The elders didn’t seem to need any rehearsal, even though no priestess had made it this far in so long. They must practice, waiting. They lit the candles one by one as they started chanting a low melody, some of them taking a counterpart. Although they told me to close my eyes, I couldn’t help opening them here and there as the room filled with flickering light. Golden flashes illuminated the stone ceiling, which was shaped irregularly like this place had started as a cave.

      I smelled some herbs burning—aleroot and smokeflower and trueward. They had a rich, festive scent. Smoke curled by my nose as a little golden incense burner was passed over my body, between elders.

      They lifted a heavy rock and carried it toward me in two sets of hands. My eyes flew open as they started lowering it toward my pelvis.

      “You sure you won’t crush me?” I cried.

      “No, priestess. Never. The weight will be distributed and you are quite strong.”

      The rock sat in the curve within my hip bones, settling very heavily onto me. My body seemed to sink a little deeper into the rocks. I was pinned down by its weight, and that made me panic, but I realized it didn’t really hurt. It bared down on the sigil on my pelvis, stirring a deep feeling within me. It wasn’t the same as desire, but I was almost too sensitive, my nerves prickling around the stone.

      They placed the second rock on my breast. I was ready for the weight this time, breathing deeply around the edges of panic. It was harder to breathe once the rock sank down onto my chest.

      “Let your breath slow down naturally,” one of the elders said, as the others continued their chant. “Match the pace of the rock.”

      “Rocks don’t breathe, though?”

      “Exactly.”

      I tried. I let my breath come slower and slower. I focused on the chanting and tried to see just how long I could hold my breath as the rocks pressed down on me. Pretty soon I realized I wasn’t breathing at all. My whole body seemed to be turning to stone. I tried to flex my hands and I couldn’t do it at first. It was like trying to shoot out of bed with a hangover—I wasn’t actually paralyzed, but it just wasn’t happening.

      “Good,” the elder said, as another rock was placed on my forehead. It was large enough that it blocked most of my vision as well. I could only see out under the edge, straight past my nose. I can’t see. I can’t breathe. I can’t move…

      As I started to get nervous again, the stone itself seemed to take hold of me and urge me to slow down. I just need to let go…just surrender to this feeling…

      The chanting song of the elders continued, the smokey smell and the music rolling over me, and I started to feel as if I were tipping into a trance. I knew magic existed and I felt it when it poured out of me and into my guardians, but I had never been so close to tasting it for myself. There was magic that could be mine, I thought, magic in the rocks and stones.

      This is what I’ve always wanted…

      I heard a commotion somewhere.

      I tried to move and all the rocks pinned me down. A door burst open. The chanting stopped. An old man went, “Ungh!”

      “Shit!” Forrest barked.

      “What’s going on? Get these rocks off me…” My speech was a little sluggish as I stirred from my hazy state. I could still lift my arms and legs but even they still moved in slow motion. Out of my slit of vision, I saw soldiers in black armor storming into the room, stabbing one of the old men.

      “Oh, no…,” I gasped, the rock feeling heavier on my chest than before. I put my hands on the rock that covered my face but I couldn’t seem to move it.

      “Protect Phoebe,” I heard Forrest say, as blades slid together. He was farther away from me now. He must have rushed forward to engage the soldiers.

      “Don’t worry, darling, they’re not putting a finger on you,” I heard Niko say, followed by an unpleasant sort of puncture and gurgling sound. I heard Rin’s grunt and the sound of Gilbert’s bow touching the strings.

      “A bard. Don’t let him play,” someone said. “Bards are the worst.”

      “Cover the commander!” someone else said.

      “The priestess. Three guardians.” A voice penetrated the noise. It was almost gentle, almost tired—but not quite either of those things, because I could hear something else beneath it that sent cold fear down my spine. “If you fight now, none of you will be spared. You’d have to get through me and the rest of my men. The empire will kill every last Elder in this temple for being complicit. Give us the girl, and I will forget this even happened.”

      “Never,” Forrest growled, his voice so vicious I could imagine spittle flying out of his mouth. “My only goal in this life is to protect that girl.”

      “Mine as well,” Gilbert said. He was softer, but no less sincere.

      Someone must have looked at Niko, because after a moment, he just said, “Commander Abelard du Lac. Your reputation both precedes you…and supersedes you.”

      “Do I know you?”

      “I am known, mostly, as the Lucky Dragon.”

      “I’m not familiar,” Abel said, dismissive. “I don’t really care about any of you. Guardians are not useful without the priestess.”

      “Guardians are linked to the priestess,” Sir Forrest said. “If you plan to kill her, you might as well cut us all down where we stand—or try. That would be our fate in any case.”

      “I don’t really want to kill her,” Abel said. “She’s an innocent. When one priestess dies, another rises to take her place. I can’t help it if they keep sacrificing themselves while in captivity…”

      “That isn’t what I heard!” It sounded like Forrest tried to lunge at Abel and someone held him back.

      “Weren’t you one of mine, once? I feel as if we’ve met.”

      “I was in your goddamned army. I was in Pero when we slaughtered the Hawk Mountain clan.”

      “Then, control yourself. You know what I can do.” I heard boots creak toward me. My arms flailed. The anticipation was too much. I saw a leg pass by the altar and a moment later, the rock was lifted off my head.

      Commander Abel was looking right down at me, and despite Niko’s wise-ass comment, I’m not sure his reputation did “supersede” him. Sure, he was of average height, maybe even an inch or two on the short side. But that was about the only point for our team. His black and silver armor was exquisite, fitted and expensive but also very dangerous looking, and his eyes were even more strange than Niko’s. They were a very pale blue-gray, like ice frozen on a winter lake.  They were cold and penetrating, like something that had been human, now brought back to life, and no longer quite the same. Maybe it wouldn’t have been quite as strange if he had fair hair, but no, his hair was a thick dark brown. It didn’t match his eyes at all.

      When I met his eyes, my sigils burned. All of them at once. And I mean, burned. I cringed with something that was almost—but not quite—pain.

      “Don’t touch her,” Forrest warned.

      “Stay back.” Abel’s voice slid through my ears like a knife against my throat. Forrest stopped where he stood, his breathing labored.

      Abel lifted the other rocks off me, and then he pulled me to my feet. I still felt all sluggish but it didn’t matter. He scooped me up into his arms. I had a good look at the room for the first time as my weight sank heavily into the enemy’s arms, the cold metal ornamentation of his armor pressing into my skin, my bare feet dangling.

      Forrest and Rin both moved to block his exit. The other soldiers in the room edged closer to them. Some of them were gripping the Elders’ robes in their fists, their weapons held threateningly.

      Between my sluggish body, my burning sigils, and a general cloudiness in my head, I really wanted to faint. But I had never fainted before, and now was not the time to start. One word from Abel, and this could be a massacre of the elders.

      “Forrest, Rin…stand down,” I said. “It’s—it’s too late. You need to protect the elders… They’ve been here for centuries. Priestesses come and go.”

      That sounded really brave, didn’t it? Damn, I was brave.

      I was also this close to fighting Abel off, bursting into tears, and letting the entire situation go down the drain. Some dark part of me thought maybe if I was going to die, everyone should die, but I fended that off. Himika was a princess and she had defied Emperor Leonidas so bravely. I should be able to manage half of that, at least.

      “We don’t even have a reason to trust he’ll let the Elders live,” Forrest said.

      “Actually, you do. We’ve let them live this long,” Abel said. “Enough people still believe them that it would not be good policy to kill them. Another generation, perhaps…but not today. I’m sorry. We’ve been tracking you since the Ridgefell safe house. You never stood a chance. You can safely attend your grandmother’s funeral, sir.” He looked at Forrest.

      “You bastard.” Rin and Gilbert had to hold Forrest back. He spat at Abel’s feet.

      Behind him, I noticed the look in Niko’s eyes. He didn’t look like he had any intention of fighting, and I had a twinge of irritation—some guardian you are, Niko—until I noticed the venom in his strange eyes. Amber met ice.

      “Abelard du Lac,” he said again. “I suppose you were born in the du Lac estate. Showered with everything a child could want.”

      Abel’s brow furrowed.

      “Must be nice,” Niko said. “To know you’re wanted. To know where you came from.” He reached out, gripping one of my hands. I felt two hard squares pressed into my hand. His dice.

      Abel’s eyes pointed toward my guardians, and the soldiers pushed them back with spears. He carried me toward the door. My eyes passed over them all, clinging to Forrest until I was torn away. Maybe forever. I bit my lip hard to stop it from trembling.

      I was carried up stairs, down some hallway, barely registering the beautiful arched passage carved from crystal. An armored imperial carriage was waiting in a courtyard outside. Abel put me down, feet on sun-baked pave stones, and tied my hands behind my back. Then he whipped off his own cloak and swept it around me, fastening it with a silver pin. He opened the carriage door and lifted me onto the seat. Then he climbed in beside me from the other door.

      “Home,” he told the driver, leaning forward.

      “Didn’t the emperor want to see her?”

      “He can come to me.”Abel’s fingers gripped the seat hard before he sat back. “The others died under somewhat mysterious circumstances. I am keeping her close.”

      “The others? Other priestesses? How many have you known?”

      “The cycle for a new priestess to awaken takes about five years from the time one priestess is killed. It is to my benefit to keep you alive. Much less work to keep you than to find another.”

      I writhed as my sigils throbbed against my skin, burning my skin.

      “Are you hurt?” Abel asked, not like he cared, but like he wanted to protect his prize. “Your forehead is glowing.”

      “My sigils…they hurt.”

      He drew off one of his gloves and tapped my forehead with his finger.

      “Ahh!” I sucked in air that tasted of warm leather, like the bench seat of the carriage, fighting off tears of pain.

      Abel yanked his hand back and quickly sucked on his finger before putting his glove back on. “We have balm at the house.”

      ‘The house’ was the largest dwelling I had ever seen. I knew it belonged to his family alone because it had its own gate with a crest on top framed by scrolling letters that said “du Lac”. It was, of course, still in the city, because there was no such thing as being out of the city. But this must be the neighborhood where the richest people lived, because they had actual yards with groomed flowers and hedges instead of fruits, vegetables, and chickens to maximize space, and the building was more wide than tall, with four stories that spread into wings around a central structure with a round tower.

      We were met by several guards and a few servants—a middle-aged woman with two younger maids. Abel lifted me down from the carriage and told the woman, “See to it that she is properly dressed to meet the emperor and give her some balm—and maybe some healing tea with a bit of brandy. But keep the guards close. Leonidas will surely want to see her right away.”

      “Yes, m’lord. This way, miss. Step lively, now. You don’t want to keep his imperial majesty waiting.”
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      The housekeeper—Mrs. Maxwell was her name, I’d gathered—and maids clucked over me, while four guards watched.

      “What are we going to do?” one of the maids asked. “We don’t have a lot of clothes for ladies just sitting around!”

      “Don’t I know it. Well, there is no help for it. No time for dressmakers. She’s a prisoner. She doesn’t need to bedazzle anyone, but we just can’t have her sitting there in her lacy bits. Get your good blue dress and we’ll tuck and pin it if we need to.”

      “I don’t mean to be in my lacy bits,” I said, feeling self-conscious. “I was in the middle of a sacred ritual.”

      “We know what you are, but it’s best to put that aside now,” Mrs. Maxwell said. “I’ll give you a tip, from what I’ve heard. Leonidas is quite a soft touch to women who present themselves with grace. Don’t try and defy him, just be your sweetest self with your best manners.”

      “And then what?” I couldn’t help but sound confrontational. The last thing I wanted to offer Mr. Execution-Happy Emperor was my sweetest self and my best manners.

      “Well, perhaps you can stay a while,” she said, unpinning my hair from the last braid Gilbert had plaited for me. “It might do the master good to have a woman around.”

      One of the maids, the blonde, frowned. “You know he won’t even notice.”

      “Is he ever cruel to you?” I asked, trying to get a sense of the place.

      “Not here. Not to us. He is rarely home and when he is, he’s still working. But work—is another story. I’m sure you know that Commander Abel is the fiercest man in the whole army. If you don’t want to be hurt, you should make a good impression to the emperor. Not like that Gaermon princess—”

      “I can’t believe she said that to our emperor, in front of everyone!”

      “She was very beautiful. What a shame. She’s going to be in prison until she’s old and no one will ever see that face of hers again,” Mrs. Maxwell said. I couldn’t tell, from her tone, if she actually thought it was a shame, or if a part of her relished the idea of a beautiful princess falling off her pedestal.

      My stomach twisted. At first I assumed the maids were nice, and now I thought maybe they weren’t. Maybe if I wasn’t my sweetest self, I would be locked up forever too. Right now that still sounded better than execution, but maybe I would eventually go crazy.

      I was still holding Niko’s dice. No one had taken them from me. I guess dice didn’t look dangerous. I clenched them until their edges hurt my palm.

      The maids brushed out my hair and one of them produced the blue dress, a plain frock with a single frill of lace around the scooped neck and elbow-length sleeves. It had a sash at the waist, and fell in an uninspired way down to my ankles. My sigils were still burning. I think they forgot about the balm and I decided not to bother reminding them. I’m not sure it would have helped, and I didn’t want them to touch me. They did offer me a cup of tea, just as Abel walked in the door. He had changed out of his armor and was now wearing an elegant black suit with a frock coat and red cravat. Old-fashioned, but that was how the upper echelons of society were. The ones at the tip top didn’t even bother with the ever-changing whims of fashion. He barely looked at me. “Emperor Leonidas is at the gate. We must go downstairs. Tie her hands up again, please. Has she given you any trouble?”

      “No, I haven’t,” I said, annoyed at being talked over.

      “Mm.” I don’t think he believed me, although it was true! I had barely said a word. I stuck the dice in my pocket and then let the guard tie my hands.

      “Come on,” Abel said. “You’re a silly little thing, for supposedly being the most dangerous woman in the world.”

      “Am I?”

      “Of course…the danger you pose is only symbolic. Still, you should bear in mind that in the eyes of our emperor, you are a threat to the realm. You are dangerous. This is not the time to be defiant or cavalier. If you want to live out your days, you want him to think you are barely even aware of your role. You were a pawn of the elders, that’s all.”

      “Hmph.”

      “None of that either.” We were walking down a carpeted stairway to a hall, but before he opened the door, he paused and gripped my shoulder. “Priestess, do you want the last thing you see to be me drawing my sword to have your head?”

      “N—no.”

      “You are a pawn,” he said.

      “Why don’t you want to work with the priestess anyway?” I asked. “Why doesn’t the emperor want to close the gate? I know people are easier to control when they’re scared, but this is pretty extreme, isn’t it? Wouldn’t it be good for the economy or something to close the gate? And monsters kill your men, too.”

      “Outpost accent,” he said. “Outpost propaganda…outpost stupidity. Perhaps we can enlighten you. Just keep your mouth shut.” He opened the door.

      “Ah, good afternoon, Commander.” Emperor Leonidas looked like he had just been seated and given a drink by the footman standing off to one side. It was strange to see him looking more informal and having a drink. In my mind, he was The Emperor. Not human. Barely real. A symbol of hope or fear, depending on my shifting perspective. “She is a pretty one. What is your name, child?”

      “Phoebe,” I said, unable—or maybe unwilling—to completely hide my reluctance.

      “Well, Phoebe. I understand you’ve been chosen as the priestess of the gate. You’ve probably been told you have the ability to ‘save the world from monsters’…” He flourished a hand.

      “It appeared they were performing the confirmation ceremony when I arrived,” Commander Abel said.

      “But it was not completed?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said. It seemed so hopeless now. We would never be able to return to the Temple a second time, would we?

      “Good timing, then. You narrowly missed their clutches,” Leonidas said.

      “Whose clutches?” I demanded.

      “The Elders.” He sighed. “I’m sure you know that in previous centuries, the Elders had a great deal of influence on people’s lives all over the world. Finding the priestess and her guardians and helping to instill them at the gate was only a small part of what they did. They had a great deal of power. There is magic in the stones they take from the earth, and they carried them everywhere, using that magic in some cases to help and heal, but in other cases, to exert control. They had more power than the kings. More power than anyone. Tell her about your ancestor, Commander.”

      “One of my ancestor was banned from the religion,” he said. “All services and rituals. It effectively cut him out of society. Just because he dared to question the Elders.”

      “Wait, so you’re trying to tell me the Elders have been the bad guys all along?” Sure, it doesn’t sound at all suspicious for the guy who’s conquering everyone to complain about other people having too much power…

      “Simple terms…but, to some extent,” Abel said.

      “Bad guys.” Leonidas laughed. “I like her. You remind me of my little niece,” he told me, which insulted me vaguely because I was pretty sure his niece was like, five. Did he not notice that I was a grown woman? “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “So you’ve been saying.”

      “And I’m sure you’re not convinced.”

      “If the Elders and the priestess kept out the monsters, I don’t see how this could possibly be better,” I said. “Our whole country is stuck in place. People are scared even to gather berries in the fields. The land is full of abandoned farms. It’s just plain sad. If the Elders are corrupt, okay, but why can’t there still be a priestess?”

      “They created the priestess. And they control the priestess. That’s why you must be confirmed at their temple first. You are not a natural phenomenon.”

      “Then ask them to let you control the priestess, in exchange for—something—and you can close the gate!”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t work. They can’t just let someone else control the priestess. We have to accept that the monsters exist. We’re working on better weapons to stop them, ways to block the ‘gate’, which by the way, is actually an extensive series of caverns. Many people don’t realize that. You don’t really want to live in a cave, do you? Do you really want to be a priestess anyway? It’s not a very respectable job for a young women, when you get down to it.”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “You’re tired and confused,” he said. “I’ll take you back to the palace—”

      “I’m keeping her here,” Abel said.

      Leonidas looked up at the interruption. “In your home? You’ll be gone on your next endeavor before long.”

      “For now, I’m keeping her,” Abel said. “The others died in the imperial palace. People think I killed them.”

      “They committed suicide. Phoebe’s fate is in her own hands. But they certainly won’t change their opinion if this one dies in your house.”

      Hmm. Did this mean Abel thought the other priestesses had been murdered by Leonidas? But if he did, surely Leonidas would be offended. Instead, he just shrugged. “Would you rather stay here, or come back with me to the palace?”

      These were not good choices. Obviously Abel did the Emperor’s bidding. But as much as I didn’t like Abel, I kept thinking of Himika telling Leonidas she would never bow to him. I wondered what he said into her ear. He gave the order to kill Elder Dion. If he wanted to convince me he was working for good, he was going to have to try harder than this.

      “I’ll stay here,” I said.

      “Until the commander gets back on his ship, then, you may stay here,” Leonidas said. “I’d better go. I still have that dinner with the ambassador from Tacho. Excellent work, Commander.” He stood up. Someone brought him a hat and cloak. Commander Abel bowed stiffly as Leonidas put the plumed hat atop his wild dark golden mane and the servant pinned his cape to his shoulders.

      Abel didn’t move an inch until a door shut in the far distance.

      “You could have behaved with more deference,” he said.

      I pressed my lips together stubbornly. I knew I shouldn’t open my mouth, so I didn’t. I imagined myself home again, where the Emperor was so far away, no one ever thought of behaving with deference. I was so excited to see him when I was Strawberry Girl. I definitely knew better now.

      “Well,” Abel said. “You are by no means safe. I want to keep you under supervision by men I trust. I have letters to write. I’ll tie your hands loosely if you want to keep yourself busy with some needlework or teacup painting.”

      “Teacup painting?”

      “It’s a pastime of noble ladies. Painting on teacups.”

      :Oh, well then,” I said. “What happens to the teacups afterward?”

      “You drink out of them, for gods’ sakes, it’s a teacup.”

      “It sounds silly.”

      “I’m a solider, I don’t know what girls do. It doesn’t matter. Just…follow me.”

      “My sigils are still hurting…”

      “Your sigils, eh?” He paused. “What if…” He started walking down the hall. I guess I was supposed to follow.

      “What if what?”

      “The other priestesses looked like they committed suicide. We have a suspicion that the Elders use the sigils as a means for controlling the priestesses. When one priestess is killed, the power passes to another girl. Suppose that when a priestess is captured, they have some way of quietly taking her out through the magic she carries on her own body…”

      “They wouldn’t do that!” I scratched the burning sigil on my forehead.

      “It’s just a theory,” he said. “But one worth considering. If you didn’t have the sigils, you wouldn’t be a priestess anymore, and maybe you could go home.” He paused. “I’d like to take a look at them. Your modesty will be preserved. I’ll have Mrs. Maxwell in the room for a chaperone.”

      “Oh, you already carried me around in my underwear, and I’m also your prisoner, so I don’t think we really need a chaperone. If you’re going to be a jerk, I don’t think anyone’s stopping you.”

      “I am not going to be…a jerk. But, suit yourself. Don’t say I didn’t try to preserve decorum,” he said coolly.

      We adjourned to a library where a reading couch sat in a big bay window that offered plenty of light. “Sit,” he said. “I see the one on your forehead. It keeps pulsing. A symbol of some kind…” He put on a pair of spectacles and looked close. The spectacles were the only hint of his age, although I knew he had been commanding the Black Army for like twenty years. He hardly looked a day over thirty, if that. “Do you know what it means?”

      “No.”

      “Mm. There are four of them, right? Explain this to me.”

      “Yes. On my breastbone, my pelvis, and my tailbone. The glow when my guardians touch them, and…” Hmm. How to explain this.

      “During congress?” he said, his tone faintly withering. “It’s a very primitive sort of magic. Drawing power from a woman. It’s like that legend…”

      “Some harvest goddess or something?” I have to admit, I had never been a good listener. Not in school. Not even when someone was trying to tell me a story. I was always the kid that fidgeted and interrupted.

      He took a blanket off the back of the sofa and handed it to me. “If you don’t mind, perhaps you could cover up your legs with this and let me see the pelvis sigil?”

      “Sure, fine,” I said, a little amused that he was going to some pains to make sure he didn’t see my underwear after he held my almost-naked body for like five minutes. When I took the blanket, he looked out the window with his back to me, his hands crossed below the buttons on the back of his coat.

      “A goddess of peace,” he said. “She saw that humans and monsters were always killing each other, and so she married both the human king and the monster king, and shared her bed with each, and had a child born of the two. And the child ruled over both kingdoms with wisdom. They were born of human, monster, and god.”

      “Well, that sounds handy,” I said, standing up and wrapping the blanket around me from panties to ankles. I kept it really low on my hips so he could see the sigil fully. I don’t know if there was any point. But it kept my mind more occupied than needlework.

      “Of course, priestesses don’t have to sleep with monsters,” he said.

      “Ri—ight,” I said, hesitating over the thought of Niko. “I’m covered up now.”

      “Hmm.” He didn’t look as closely at the sigil on my pelvis. “It’s still burning, isn’t it? How bad is the pain?”

      “It’s—almost more urgent than painful, really. Like really needing to pee. But at the same time, very different. Like, kind of painful and kind of itchy, and—oh, I think it’s much worse when I try to think about it. What if it never goes away?” I leaned forward, clutching Forrest’s sigil with my hand.

      “What if I—” Abel put his fingers to the sigil on my tailbone, below the skirts I had pulled up and bunched up on front of me.

      I convulsed. His touch sent something through me that eased the pain.

      I gasped.

      His hand yanked back.

      “Wait—that helps,” I said.

      A feeling rose up within me. A sudden awareness.

      The sensation I had been trying to find, all along. I clutched the stone pendant and yanked it off my head. “Abel…you’re my guardian.”
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      “Step back,” he said, his pale eyes turning almost translucent. His pupils were unnerving gray dots in the pool of a frozen blue lake. “I am not your guardian.”

      I shouldn’t have told him. But if the book was correct, his sigil was on his pelvis too. I couldn’t just touch him with the stone without taking off some of his clothes.

      “You are. And I know you feel it.”

      “I will never act as your guardian. You won’t touch me with that stone.”

      “The stone might seal the deal, but you already feel it,” I said, remembering how the idea of the priestess had haunted Gilbert long before any of us became what we were. “Abel, haven’t you ever wondered if the emperor is the one who’s lying about everything?”

      “I’ve seen the Elders’ corruption. I am never going to let them get their magical claws in me and dictate how I will live.”

      “The bond I have with my guardians…just doesn’t feel like a bad thing.”

      Of course, until now, my guardians weren’t lackeys of the emperor who killed people in the public square. Why was I trying to convince him? What would Forrest, Gilbert, Niko or even Rin say if I brought back Commander Abel as the fourth guardian?

      “Never mind,” I said. “I don’t want you anyway.”

      “Very well. We’re done here.” But he was still standing there.

      “Where is this sigil?” he asked.

      “It’s…there.” I pointed to the spot, right where the bottom button of his jacket fell.

      His jaw worked back and forth once before he said, “I was badly scarred there from a childhood accident.”

      “An accident, huh?”

      “So my father said.”

      “Do you trust your father?”

      He flicked the button open with a quick motion of his glove and pulled down the waist of his trousers, baring a sliver of scarred flesh. “Go ahead and try it, then. See what happens.”

      Whatever had happened looked like a nasty burn, the skin marred with mottled red scar tissue, and it had definitely targeted the sigil specifically. Someone had tried to erase the mark. Would that work? Before I touched him with the stone, I brushed his skin with my fingers. I drank in the bond between us; weak compared to the others, but growing stronger every moment our skin was in contact.

      He was shaking faintly. “Stop.”

      “I might be able to heal you,” I said. “Do you remember when or how this happened?”

      “I was very young.”

      “Someone knew you would be a guardian and they tried to stop you.” Sensing that he was about to put up a resistance, I placed the stone against his skin.

      Pinpoints of light flashed under the scar. He jerked back, his neck craning toward the ceiling.

      I stepped away from him. His skin was melting away and twisting; he was changing. I had almost forgotten that he was a shadow guardian and how Niko had almost turned into a monster. Beneath his human flesh, a sleek white head emerged, a neck covered in shimmering white armored scales. I had never seen a monster like this. He crawled out of his clothes, spreading wings that were almost translucent.

      He thrashed, hissing at me when I tried to come close. He ran erratically to the other side of the room, a long tail sweeping the floor behind him. His arms and legs had clawed fingers and toes that rumpled the rug. The hands were very much like a monster, with thumbs and fingers and sharp talons that could have torn me up easily. Around his cheeks and elbows and running down the back of his spine were jagged ridges. He seemed to have more bulk as a monster.

      “Abel!” I held out my hands.

      The monster made a sound somewhere between a screech and a roar. Ice formed on the carpet where his breath fell.

      “Do you understand me?” I asked. “You’re a shadow guardian. I guess that means you…turn into a monster. Niko is also a shadow guardian. I changed him back when I kissed him. Just let me get close…”

      “Hss…” The monster crouched.

      He was beautiful, really. Graceful, like something from a storybook or a dream. It was impossible for something like this to exist, a beast that looked carved from ice. But here he was. I stroked his muzzle. He stayed very still.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      He hunched down.

      I kissed the tip of his snout.

      He quickly started transforming back, shrinking down into a man. Before he had even fully transformed back he was already reaching for his jacket. He stood up on shaky limbs and thrust his arms through the sleeves, turning away from me. The jacket was fine except that the buttons had popped off, but his shirt was torn up. He picked up his trousers and shoved his legs into them, still turned away from me. Then he wheeled on me.

      “If you ever speak of this, I will kill you. I will never be your guardian. Whatever you did to me, it will not happen again.”

      “Abel—don’t you think—”

      “Never.” His voice was rough. “The Elders are trying to sabotage my family by making me into one of their tools. They must have done it long ago. They planned for me to find you, didn’t they? But I am Lord Abelard du Lac, Commander of the Black Army. You will not bring me down.” He buttoned his jacket up and grabbed the blanket to cover up his lack of shirt. Then he stormed to the door and threw it open.

      “Guards!” He coughed.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I think I’m taking a chill. I’m going to bed for the afternoon. Tell Mrs. Maxwell to bring me the tea and brandy. And I’ve changed my mind about the girl. She’ll be safer with the emperor. Bring her to the palace.”

      He met my eyes one final time. “Good-bye, priestess. We will not meet again.”

      I watched his retreating back. Before the guard tried to tie my hands again, I pulled Niko’s dice out of my pocket.

      Four again.

      It won’t be as easy as it would have been this morning, but we should still succeed.

      I wasn’t giving up on him, or any of my guardians. Damn it, I was going to save the world.

      

      Thank you for reading! To make sure you don’t miss a release or any of the side stories revealing extra tidbits about the guys’ lives before Priestess Awakened begins, sign up for my mailing list. Thank you to my beta readers for suggestions for side stories! The first one shows how Gilbert and Niko met. Also, please come chat with me on Facebook or drop me a line at lidiyafoxglove@lidiyafoxglove.com! As I write this, I’m working furiously on book 2, Priestess Bound. I’ll be putting up the preorder on the day this goes live, so stay tuned! (I also usually forget to update my back matter…so half of you will read this when the book is already out, ha ha.) In the meantime, you might like my series of steamy and adorable fairy tales in a world where humans dwell alongside goblins, faeries, elves, with a lot of very sexy spells and very happy ever afters. Read on for a preview of Beauty and the Goblin King!
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      Maybe I was the girl Clara didn’t want me to be. Here I was, with the goblin king, and I didn’t want him to stop.

      

      For the past ten years, the Goblin King has stayed locked away in his caverns. He only opens his doors for one purpose: he will give one gold coin for every night a girl is willing to spend with him. Despite his fearsome reputation, his fangs and claws, the girls come back safe and sound, and they never say a word about it. One must be very desperate to accept such an offer…or very curious. Well, everyone says curiosity has always been my downfall. Too clever for a girl so beautiful.

      

      Now my family is on the brink of losing everything. My sister Clara knows the goblin king’s story has always intrigued me, and she’s willing to sacrifice me to get her hands on his money. But I finally have the chance to sate my curiosity.

      

      What will I find when I get there? A man who is cruelly cursed, haunted by a past misdeed? Or the man who will unlock all of my secret desires?

      

      It has been a long time since the Goblin King trusted anyone, but if he is willing to trust me, I might be able to save him and his people. But the witch who cursed him is close at hand, and she doesn’t play fair.

      

      Beauty and the Goblin King is a fairy tale retelling for those who like an adorable happily ever after with a side of serious steaminess!

      

      Chapter One

      

      I was a girl when the goblin king first sent out his messages. Any young, unmarried woman willing to come to his castle would receive one gold piece for every night she spent there.

      Everyone whispered about him. What did he want with them? Why was he asking for human girls?

      The goblin king was a young man, who used to come to town sometimes, flashy with gold, riding a black horse, accompanied by his friends. They were ugly, noisy tricksters, everyone said. Dangerous. 

      But there was the matter of the gold.

      After his message, he never came to town again. Neither did any of his subjects. They didn’t even trade for the most necessary items, like salt. It was as if all the goblins had vanished.

      He was there, though. Desperate women traveled to him from every town and village within several days’ journey, and they got their gold pieces. Sometimes one, sometimes a week’s worth. A single gold coin was a substantial sum, about the cost of a horse, or a wardrobe suitable for attracting a wealthy husband—enough to change a peasant’s stars.

      Not that I knew anyone who had been to see him, personally, but the stories went around. The girls who went to see him never said much about the experience, except that he wanted exactly what you might expect him to want, but they didn’t complain either. It was one of the great mysteries of the region. Why had the young goblin king become a recluse, willing to rut any unmarried girl who comes to his doorstep, even if she isn’t much of a catch herself?

      To me, there was an air of intrigue about the king. By the time I was a young woman myself, his situation had not changed. People used to speak about the goblins as if they had died out in the region. Many years ago, they said, you could see their bonfires from the road at night, hear their songs. The goblin maidens used to ride into town astride, they said, as naughty as the menfolk.

      Maybe I liked the idea of them because I was always given to fancy, always lost in books.

      Just around the corner from the large stone house where I lived with my father and three older sisters was the town’s subscription library, and I spent so much time there that I was frequently teased about it.

      I was seventeen years old when I was browsing—Local Legends, the book was called. I came across an etching of the goblin king. He had a grinning mouth full of fangs, a mane of untamed dark hair, and two little horns on the top of his head.

      

      Goblins live in small “kingdoms” which are more like what we would call clans, but they are usually very prosperous, due to their skill at sensing out gold and gems within the earth. In the later years of King Stephen’s rein, the goblin king of the Green Hollows disappeared into his cavernous realm, and as of this writing has not been seen since. The only visitors he accepts are young, unmarried human women. It is suspected that he is under a curse, and he and his subjects are barred from leaving the cavern, but perhaps we shall never know what the curse is. Men have made attempts to approach his cavern, but the entrance has vanished. Only a woman traveling alone can find it, and when she returns, her memory always seems a bit hazy.

      

      I stared at the picture of the king for a long time.

      It gave me a strange feeling somewhere in my stomach, a sort of twist that was not unpleasant. I was supposed to think he was ugly, but there was something about that grinning, fanged mouth that made me wish I could see him, just once.

      “What are you doing?”

      My oldest sister Clara snuck up on me that day, and grabbed the book from my hand. “Is that the goblin king? Respectable girls should keep their noses out of that naughty business.”

      I grabbed the book back, shut it, and shelved it. “And you shouldn’t be looking over people’s shoulders when they're reading,” I said, but my cheeks were flushed. My fair cheeks had a way of betraying me at inconvenient times.

      Ever since my mother died when were young, Clara had become the boss, but she was ten times bossier than Mother ever was. She looked at me like she had caught me getting fucked by our stableboy. “All this reading isn’t good for you,” she declared. “You’re starting to get ideas.”

      “It was just a book, Clara. You’re ridiculous.”

      “You ought to be out and about, finding yourself a husband, not locked up in here with books.”

      I rolled my eyes and grabbed my cloak off the back of a nearby chair, resigned to coming home.

      Clara led the way, her back as straight as a post, her hood always pointed straight ahead. Clara was never curious about anything.

      I’d never tell anyone, but way deep down in my soul, sometimes I wondered what would happen if I took the long walk over the green hills to the door of his cave and knocked.

      That is, until my father lost all his money, and my wonderings came true.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At first it just seemed like a bad year. When you’re a merchant, bad years come and go. Some of the grain in the storehouse spoiled. A ship was lost at sea. My father had to borrow from one of the lenders down on Crow Alley, which he hated to do because they charged higher interest. But this had happened a couple of times before when I was a wee thing.

      The trouble was, my mother had been alive back then, and all my older sisters were wee things too. Now, they were young women. The twins were looking for husbands. Clara was settling in to be a proud old maid, intending to take care of Father and probably to inherit the house. They were horrified at the idea of looking poor and losing their prospects. They kept spending as if nothing had happened. Appearances must be maintained. Father hardly protested.

      Then, came the fire. It started in the night, and swept through all the storehouses on the west side of the river. By morning, all was ashes. All of the goods waiting to be shipped south were lost.

      Those months were a whirlwind of denial. My sisters couldn’t believe that we wouldn’t make it out of this. Father had insurance, didn’t he? The insurance company collapsed, unable to make all the payments. The lenders were at our door and soon they were sending very aggressive men to pound on our windows in the middle of the night.

      We had to start pawning our things. All of the silver was sold off. The better sets of bedclothes. A few items of furniture. A few pieces of Mother’s jewelry that was not so much in style now—but that was especially painful, because it was associated with memories.

      Servants were let go, and we had to start keeping the house tidy ourselves. One might expect Clara to like housework, since she was such a stickler for everything, but she didn’t. Not one bit. She was always trying to get the rest of us to do it for her. I believe I was the only one who actually liked washing and scrubbing. It was a good chance to daydream.

      But we were still in trouble, dodging lenders in the street in some embarrassing instances. Marta and Trixie were obsessed with snagging husbands, and terrified that word would get out about just how poor we were.

      Soon, we were down to the essentials, and there was no hiding it anymore. We had sold the horse and carriage. The only servant left was the cook, and that was mostly because she had been with us so long that she refused to leave, and would work for nothing but food and board. We were no longer invited to social functions, because everyone knew we were on the brink of losing all respectability, and we didn’t have the money to keep up.

      We were about to lose the house.

      It was time for a serious discussion.

      “The dowries!” cried Trixie. “Our good name! Why couldn’t this have happened once we were safely married? I thought I had Danny Martin on the brink of proposal.”

      “Someone would probably marry Sabela, even if she had no money.” Marta looked at me. I was the beauty of the family, so much so that Father called me “Beauty” most of the time. It had never sat comfortably with me; I didn’t especially want attention. Most of all, I didn’t like male attention. I could imagine nothing more stifling than to be a married woman in Fairhaven. Likely, my husband would be a merchant like Father, who would travel around, while I was home with the servants and babies.

      “But Sabela never pays any attention to men.”

      “Not real men. Just the men in books,” Clara said. “Books and tales. Like the goblin king.”

      I flushed.

      “One gold coin,” she said. “That would pay for this house.”

      “But no one ever stays more than a few nights,” Trixie said. “He must get bored of them.” She was the closest to my age.

      “Trixie, pay attention. One gold coin would shut up the lenders for a little while. Two gold coins, and we could buy some new clothes. People would think we were doing better again.”

      “Maybe he won’t get bored of Sabela,” Clara said. “She’s too pretty. And even a few gold coins would buy us another month to think.”

      I thought Father would snap at her that he would never, ever do such a thing to me. He would never send away his youngest daughter to sleep with the goblin king.

      “We can’t…ask that of Sabela.” He looked very tired, and heaved a sigh. His hand moved to reach for his pipe, and then withdrew when he realized there had not been money for tobacco.

      “But what else do we do? Lose the house?” Clara said. “Lose the house where we grew up, where we were born, where Mother died?”

      His eyes met mine. 

      I looked at the floor, flushing again. It was a funny thing about the goblin king. No, you didn’t go to him unless you needed money, so it wasn’t a thing respectable women were likely to do.

      But if you were desperate—

      It wasn’t viewed the same way as prostitution. He was a magical creature who never left his caverns. I would never see him again. He would never gossip about me. And then, there was the fact that the women never quite remembered what had happened.

      “The goblin king only accepts young women who go willingly,” Father said.

      “Last year, I caught Sabela looking at a picture of the goblin king in a book, and she turned just as red as she is now,” Clara said. “I think she might do it.”

      “Clara!” I had never liked Clara much. But this was the first time I hated her.

      “My beauty, is it true, that you would be amenable?” Father asked, tentative, but even in his eyes, I saw something like hope. Like he just wanted someone to solve his problems. He was getting old, his hair thinning, his eyes growing too weak to read, but I still felt a pang when I realized he would let me go.

      “I…” My voice died as I saw them all looking at me, my selfish sisters. Why me? I thought. Why shouldn’t one of my older sisters go instead?

      But then I realized that if one of them were to volunteer, a different sort of emotion would pass through me, and it would not quite be pleasant. I don’t really know why I wasn’t entirely terrified of the goblin king, why something called me to go to his door now and indeed, ever since I started to become aware of myself as a woman, but it did. I couldn’t deny that. I didn’t exactly want to go, but if someone must, it would be me. Not my sisters.

      “I will go,” I said, forcing my voice to be brave.

      “Dear god,” Papa whispered. “What am I saying? Sending you to him?”

      I stood up, my resolve building. “I will go willingly, as soon as the sun rises.”

      I could hear my sisters letting out breaths of relief.

      I had always been the strange one, the one who dreamed of a life beyond this city while the rest of them simply dreamed of handsome husbands and greater riches. Maybe, I thought in panic, as I struggled to sleep that night, I have built up an idea of this goblin king simply because going to see him sounds like an adventure. But what do I think will happen? Some hideous, fanged monster will answer the door, drag me underground, steal my virginity, and throw me out again. 

      What did I really know of him? I had seen a picture in a book. It might be wildly inaccurate. It might not capture his cruelty. I could hardly wrap my head around the idea that he would actually steal my virginity. I thought he must want something else.

      It was certainly too late to change my mind. And even sleeping reminded me of the stakes, because I had a proper bed to sleep in with Clara, a feather cover and bed curtains to keep out the cold. If we lost the house, all these things would go. We would sleep on the floor on straw beds like the poor. One night with the goblin king, in exchange for countless nights of warm beds and soft mattresses. Someone must do something.

      So, that morning, I put on my best dress, a clean white apron, a wool cloak, and my good boots. (My only boots, actually—it was easy to forget that I had sold the older pair.) The twins had packed lunch in a basket, for it would take all day to walk to the king’s caves.

      They kissed me goodbye, standing all in a row like it was my wedding day. I said very little because my voice would quaver. My insides were quivering and buzzing like a hive of bees was swarming inside me.

      “My daughter,” Father said. “Please forgive me. At least we know, they all come back.”

      Then he kissed my cheek last, and I was so close to tears that I could only wave my hand and nod and force a smile before I set off down the path.

      My boots forged a path down the rutted roads of Fairhaven, well traveled paths at first. It was so early that thankfully, not too many people I knew were out, but a young man who had once courted Trixie passed by and tipped his hat, asking if I was going somewhere important. And the baker’s daughter said hello and said I looked very nice today. In both cases, I acted coy, as if perhaps I was meeting a young man and I didn’t want everyone gossiping about it. Well, it wasn’t a lie, even the young part. People reckoned the goblin king was no older than thirty, which was a bit younger than some of the wealthy suitors Trixie and Marta had their eyes on.

      Soon, I had left my neighborhood. The houses grew smaller, with larger yards where chickens, pigs and gardens mingled: the small farms that provided much of the food for the town markets. And then, before I knew it, I was walking on the road that led out of town. An old stone wall wove along beside me, and sheep grazed on the green hills.

      It was an hour or so to walk to the next hamlet, where my best clothes stuck out even more, so I hurried through quickly. It was deep into the morning by now, so everyone was out and about. I felt as if all the women were looking at me and knew where I was going. I saw heads bow close, whispers exchanged.

      But once I made it through, there was nothing between the goblin king and me except miles of lonely road.

      Of course, I was not used to walking such distances. Here and there, I had to stop and rest a moment. At one point, I came to an ancient circle of stone. I stopped to admire it, because I had never come this far before, and I was always curious about the lives of people who had lived among these hills centuries ago. 

      I drained my water flask by mid-day, but clouds were gathering in the sky. Before long, I would have all the water I could wish for and a great deal more. A spring downpour pelted me for what felt like hours, leaving my hair soaked and making my cloak feel heavy on my shoulders.

      By the afternoon, I was starting to wonder if I really knew what the goblin king’s cave looked like. Would it be obvious? What if it was a tiny door, overgrown with weeds, tucked into the side of a hill, and in my exhaustion I missed it entirely?

      The terrain had grown rockier, the trees taller, the hills larger. My legs dragged. I yearned for dinner, and kept staring at the sun, willing it to stay put, but it was sinking quickly, as suns tend to do.

      The hills were turning vivid colors as the sunlight hit the grasses sideways. Soon it would be getting harder to see. Little creatures rustled in the tall grasses on either side of the road. It was only supposed to be a day’s walk. Had I walked too slow? I wondered what I would do if I never found the place. Should I attempt to turn around and walk home through the night? Sleep in the woods? Just press on?

      As I was starting to feel the edge of real despair, I saw an iron gate at one of the bends in the road. It was open, and at the top was an iron arch molded into a official-looking seal, with a moon flanked by two rather gargoyle-like beasts. A path led me forward, around the gentle swells of two green, tree-covered hills on either side. Small wildflowers bloomed in abundance. It was a beautiful, sheltered place. 

      At the end of the path was a lush rose garden. It was too early in the spring for the roses to be in such proliferation, and yet, here they were, blooming as if it was the middle of summer. Huge yellow ones, pink ones with an almost squarish shape, white ones with frilled petals, red ones with more slender blooms. There was such a variety that somehow, they seemed to compel me to choose one.

      I had always liked the wilder roses best. I kept walking around the bushes, trying to find a rose that suited me best. In the process, I spotted a door tucked among the flowers. I didn’t knock yet. I needed to find a rose first.

      Ah—there was the one! A smaller, more humble flower in a dark crimson. My hand had just met the stem when the door creaked open.

      “Picking my roses, are you?”

      But it was too late. The flower was in my hand.

      I turned, cheeks burning, stammering out, “I’m—I’m sorry, I—“ What was I thinking, grabbing flowers from a man’s garden without asking?

      And there he was. The goblin king himself. My eyes hardly knew what to make of him, where to look first. The sharp, stunning golden eyes? A mouth of fearsome teeth—far more of them than he needed, I thought.  Or his hands, covered in black leather gloves with elongated tips to make room for his claws?

      And then there were the small black horns rising from his coarse, wild black hair. Each one was adorned with a golden ornament, shaped like a twig or an antler, like two small horn-circlets.

      “Never mind it,” he said. His voice was a little raspy and growly. “Come here. Let me see what the night has brought me this time.”

      My heart was fluttering in an uneven patter as I came closer, realizing how tall he was. Tall and strong and broad. My eyes only came up to his chest. He was dressed more like a laborer than a king, I thought, his shirt, vest, and trousers well-fitted but homespun and simple. He had good quality boots and a hooded cloak, although the hood was down as if he wanted me to get a proper look at what I was getting into.

      “You’re awfully pretty,” he said, with a slightly skeptical tone. “At least, as far as the humans prefer.”

      “I can’t help it,” I said.

      “Surely a girl like you could find a husband to care for you, if you are penniless.”

      I was vaguely irritated, and didn’t care to explain my business to him. “And yet, here I am, so obviously not. Did you ever consider that maybe there isn’t anyone in town worth marrying?”

      “You probably haven’t looked very hard.”

      “Will you give me a coin or not?”

      “Will you allow me to fuck you in exchange for one gold coin? No sicknesses nor babes can result. I will take you as many times as I like tonight and in the morning you may go unless you choose to stay.”

      How blunt. So, it really was this and nothing else. There wasn’t some other secret purpose for inviting women to his house.

      So, I really was going to lose my virginity tonight, to this beast of a man. I was surely blushing again. I hoped it was too dark to see.

      There really was no question of saying no at this point. I had come all this way, and I needed food and shelter. Besides that…well, he was not so ugly as I expected. Or maybe he was precisely as ugly as I expected. The portrait of him in the book was fairly accurate. But you liked that portrait, whispered some voice deep down inside of me.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Then, come in.” He held the door open.

      I took a hesitant step inside, and then another, and the door shut behind me with a hollow thud. I glanced back, since I had not seen him move, nor heard his clothing rustle. It appeared that it had shut all by itself.

      We stood inside a dark passage, lit by the soft light of a candelabra. He held out a glove and said, “I will take that rose from you now.”

      “I’m sorry for picking it.”

      “You could hardly help it.” He shrugged, and I handed him the rose. He cradled the blossom in his hand. There was a small crystal vase with water sitting inside the passageway, and he put the rose there. 

      A faint rumble seemed to come from deep within the earth, and shake the passage so that dirt rained from the ceiling. I pulled my hood over my head with a gasp.

      He looked up. “Tremors. You have nothing to fear from them,” he said. “Sometimes the caverns get moody when I have a guest.”

      “The caverns have moods?”

      “Very sour moods.”

      Then he led me deeper into the passage.

      “Oh,” I breathed, as he opened a door. The room opened up, and the walls and ceilings sparkled with tiny lights and glowing crystals. We were standing inside a hall that would be the envy of any palace. A fireplace was built into one wall, with a small fire burning within, and paintings hung on the walls, of wild little goblin maidens dancing with sticks of fire. It looked like fun, whatever they were doing (once I had double-checked that no humans were being burned or mutilated somewhere in the painting, as rumors occasionally suggested). Beautifully carved benches were gathered around the fire, and a loaf of warm bread and a shaped round of golden butter was waiting for me, along with some wine.

      “Rest your feet and have some food,” he offered. “Make yourself at home. You have an hour or so. I will come for you at sunset.”

      “Oh—all right—I mean—we haven’t even exchanged names.”

      “You want my name? Most are content to think of me as the goblin king.”

      “We’re going to…do something pretty intimate, I mean, I suppose you do it all the time, but…”

      “I don’t know if I want you to have my name, pretty one. I know you’re only here for one purpose.”

      “Like wanting a coin is any better than what you want me for.”

      He stepped a little closer to me, and looked down. Slowly, his hand lifted to my face, and the somewhat stiff, yet soft material of his glove traced my cheek. “You know, tonight, I might actually enjoy it. But I’m not giving you my name, and I won’t have yours. It isn’t that kind of transaction, is it?”

      “Just—don’t call me ‘pretty one’,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “At home my father calls me ‘Beauty’. And half the time I think that’s all anyone sees when they look at me. I know I shouldn’t wish to be ugly; I probably wouldn’t like it. But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be known for being clever or courageous instead of pretty. If I’m going to—submit to you—I’d at least ask that you not call me that.”

      “Easy enough,” he said. “Now, I will let you have your meal and a warm bath.”

      “All right—that is—where is the bath? Where is my chamber for the night?”

      “Go ahead and explore. You’ll find it.”

      He turned and disappeared down another shadowy hall. 

      I sat down at the table and spread the butter on the bread. I was so hungry I couldn’t really worry anymore. I poured some of the wine and drank it down. Maybe a little bit of alcohol would calm my nerves. But it was also possible that they were beyond calming.

      When the entire loaf of bread was gone, I started getting my bearings. I’m going to be here a long time, I told myself. I needed as many gold coins as possible to keep my family from losing everything. But with my hunger no longer so pressing, my stomach squirmed with fears. It was hard to imagine just what I was getting myself into. I knew what happened between men and women, but I also knew it could hurt, or be pleasurable. It could be shameful or romantic. And strangely, I wasn’t sure what I expected out of the goblin king.

      This house, if you could call it that, was not formed like other houses. The walls were uneven, the passages twisting and sloping. Crystals and rocks jutted from walls, and tiny lights sparkled in veins. One room had a dining table formed from a giant rock that came out of the wall, with stalactites reaching down like chandeliers. Another room had a pipe organ formed into the cave, and some of the pipes appeared to be shaped from the very rocks themselves, although truly it was hard to say where the organ ended and the cave began.

      I had never seen such an astonishing, magical place. But there were no servants, no sign of any people at all.

      Why is he here all alone? Who cleans and maintains this place?

      Of course, there were hermits who chose to live alone, usually religious men. I didn’t think the goblin king was religious. I wondered if he was a king at all. He certainly didn’t have any subjects, but the caverns went on and on. I didn’t have time to even begin to explore them all. Just by the size of the rooms, it was obvious that there used to be large feasts and gatherings in the past.

      He wasn’t really alone, I reminded myself. He paid women to come here. But when he touched my face, he said he might actually enjoy it.

      There definitely was something going on here, something beyond the gossip, but I thought it must not be apparent or some other girl would have figured it out before me.

      I poked my head into the next room and let out an audible gasp.

      At home, we had an entire shelf of books. It was as tall as I was, and as wide as one of my father’s arms was long. I thought we were rich in literature.

      Now I knew it was nothing. The goblin king had more books than the subscription library. The shelves reached to the top of the ceiling and wrapped all around the room, which was large enough to contain a number of tables and chairs. The shelves had been built into the uneven shape of the cavern, and one part of the room was a tucked away nook, a tiny cave of books. Two leather chairs were there, as if waiting for me to claim one of them.

      I hardly knew where to begin. There seemed to be some book for every subject one could imagine. I ran my fingers along all the spines, bound in different colors, some in cloth and others in leather. Botany. Farm implements. Animals of the world. Histories of humans, goblins, elves, faeries, and every other thinking creature. Books with huge color plates showing different costumes, different birds, different maps, the placement of bones and muscles within the body. Myths and legends. Philosophy. Astronomy. Astrology. (Maybe it would tell me what kind of man the goblin king really was?)

      And then there were novels. He must have owned every novel I had ever heard anyone mention in my entire life, and more besides.

      I was still perusing the shelf, and probably had been for an hour already, opening one book and then another (with an occasional sneeze) when I heard a small clink of dishes.

      Behind me, a tray of food was on the table. This time, it was a nice warm stew and a cup of chamomile tea—I could smell it all from here. Perfect for eating in the damp, cool interior of the caves, and relaxing before bed.

      But where had it come from?

      “Hello?” I whispered.

      No response.

      I wasn’t about to refuse warm food and a book paired together—what heaven!—so I didn’t question it. I arranged myself carefully in one of the leather chairs, the stew in my lap, spoon in one hand and book in the other, the tea within reach. I tried to eat quickly because I knew I only had an hour, but I didn’t have much concept of time underground. Surely I could take fifteen minutes, just to start a chapter…

      Suddenly, a grandfather clock behind me began to toll its bell, and I almost sprung out of my chair in terror. Had there been a clock there before? Surely I would have noticed such an impressive clock. It was taller than I was, and displayed the phases of the moon—a clock worthy of a king.

      There was no arguing it. The clock chimed eight o’ clock, and I felt sure it was telling me to get into the bath and make myself ready for the goblin king. A chiming clock becomes a very ominous sound when you are expecting such a night as this, I thought, yanking my cloak around my body as I hurried down the uneven corridor, looking for my bedroom. Another small tremor shook the hallway.

      Here was a large room with a beautiful carved bed and a large wooden wardrobe to match, with double doors. On one side of the room was a cozy table and chairs, and off to the other side was a porcelain tub, with steam wafting out of it. Warm water awaited me, and a towel as well as a nightgown were already folded neatly across a rack nearby.

      I hesitated only briefly before slipping off my clothes. Even in a family that had been fairly well-to-do, a warm bath with clean water all to myself was a luxury that the youngest sister out of four never, ever enjoyed. And I’d had such a long day of walking, the warm water instantly relaxed every muscle in my body. I grabbed the soap and lathered my arms and legs. Such soft soap! Everything here was the finest example of itself I had ever seen. I tipped my head back and looked at the ceiling, realizing that it was quite high up—maybe ten feet above me—and glinting with tiny lights like constellations.

      They were constellations, actually, or at least the lights were formed that way. I spotted many that I recognized. Another map, I thought, for studying the stars.

      A hand pounded on the door.

      “It is time for you to fulfill your bargain, o courageous one,” the goblin king said.

      I rushed out of the tub, dripping water all over the floor, and swiped myself with the towel before yanking the nightgown on over my half-wet body. “C-come in,” I said, and the door creaked open.

      

      Beauty and the Goblin King is available now!
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        Book Six: The Mermaid Bride

        Book Seven: Tasting Gretel

        Book Eight: Taming Red Riding Hood

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Lidiya Foxglove spends most of her time writing, drinking hot cocoa, messing around on the internet, and drinking tea, before reading about 15 pages of any manga with lots of pretty boys in it, and then falling asleep. Sometimes she also does yoga and gardens, but not as often as she claims.

      
        
          lidiyafoxglove@lidiyafoxglove.com
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