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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.
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