
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Casimir's Silence

        

        
        
          The Sekou Saga: A Tale of Balia in Four Parts, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Jill Penrod

        

        
          Published by Jill Penrod, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CASIMIR'S SILENCE

    

    
      First edition. February 1, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Jill Penrod.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393442523

    

    
    
      Written by Jill Penrod.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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WITH THE DISAPPEARANCE of the sun, the air quickly chilled, and Cas watched the trio sleep around him. Gur, a giant cat, slept in the middle, and the two girls clung to his sides, soaking in his warmth. Cas had slept with Gur curled on his feet often enough to know the cat was indeed warm enough to protect the girls. For now, they were safe.

Sitting at the back of the rowboat, Casimir, former prince of Mesamar, watched the stars and the green brother moon, which was low tonight, shining green light over the edge of the great sea. Earlier today the sky had been black with clouds, and a heavy wind had blown them west for hours. Now everything was calm, as though nothing had happened, as though he and his friends hadn’t been rained on, dumped into the sea by the wind, and then forced to separate. He didn’t know if the rest had survived, although he chose to believe they had. He had to think Eleuth wouldn’t bring them this far and then let things collapse. Naja and Chessa were here in the boat with him and Gur, meaning Naja and Chessa had been separated from Gem and Dane, the men they loved. Galleo still hadn’t found his home. Aspen hadn’t found a reason to live. Inigo, still a mystery, hadn’t found answers. And Rain, Gem’s cousin and a princess in her own right, still didn’t understand her role in the world, nor did she see how much Inigo cared for her.

The romance of the group killed him. He was fifteen, and he wasn’t ready for romance yet. Nor was Gur, the Sekou, who was also around fifteen, which made Cas feel better. Nobody quite knew Gur’s age, because Gur had no recollection of his early years. They’d thought he was younger, maybe eleven or twelve, but that was before Gur had determined his true nature. He was a Sekou, a boy who could change forms and become a cat, but for most of his life he hadn’t known that. Cas was glad the young cat man was as disinterested in romance as he was, because he wasn’t ready to look for a girl and try to woo her, especially not while on a journey, and it helped that his best friend felt the same.

However, romance was happening around him. His sister Chessa had fallen for a young soldier, and right now she was separated from him. Naja, a former egg girl who had been gifted by the god to heal and comfort, was separated from Gem, another prince, one who had visions and loved music. In fact, Casimir suspected that, given a choice, Gem would give up all his other titles and responsibilities and simply sing and play his fiddle for the rest of his days.

A chill wind blew over him, and he noticed Chessa snuggle closer to Gur. He grinned at that. Cas had lost his hearing during this journey, and Gur, as a Sekou, had the ability to link up Cas’s thoughts to those around him, so as long as Gur was nearby, Cas could hear what everyone said. That had started a strange friendship. They spent time in one another’s heads, and it was good. Gur was the best friend Cas had ever had.

Now he had to keep his friends alive. He thought back to their conversation late in the day, when they had been tired, hungry, thirsty, and overheated from the sun. Naja had asked Gur if he thought the others were okay, and Gur had admitted he wasn’t sure. 

“No, they’re not dead,” Naja had said. “We saw them, just for a second. Rain, Gem, and Dane were on the other boat, or what was left of it. Then they were behind a wave, and we didn’t see them again. But they’re alive. I know they are.”

“I hope they are,” Chessa said, her internal light dim. In fact, Cas had seen almost no light in her since he had pushed her aboard the boat.

“And the others?” Gur opened swollen eyes, and Cas shook his head sadly.

“I didn’t see what happened to them. Once the carrida flipped us off the raft, I lost track of everyone.”

“Is it okay to hope every single one of them is alive?” Naja asked sadly, running her hand over her eyes. “I know it’s dumb, but right now, I just want to be an egg girl who believes everything will work out.”

“It’s not dumb,” Chessa said. “Usually I’m the one who believes good things. This time you can do it. I don’t think I can.”

Cas took a deep breath and gazed around. Chessa was losing hope. The ocean surrounded them, no land as far as the eye could see. They needed water and food, and if the clouds cleared they would bake out here. He couldn’t imagine surviving this. He couldn’t imagine the others surviving this.

However, a leader didn’t say things like that. Telling them he thought they would die of starvation and exposure was not an option. No, he needed to make this situation better.

“Okay,” Cas said. “I’m struggling with directions. We were going northwest. We still need to go northwest.”

“We don’t have oars,” Chessa said. “How can we go anywhere? I think it’s hopeless, Cas. We helped people. We did good things. Now it’s maybe just our time to be done.”

As soon as she said it she burst into tears, wrapping her arms around both Naja and Gur. Cas took a deep breath and forbade himself to join her. This was not a situation where he could simply cry.

“We’re moving,” Cas said. “Inigo said we weren’t that far from the western coast on the last island, and today we moved quickly for hours. I think it was that way.”

He pointed, hoping he was reading the sky right. He thought one area in the sky looked brighter than the rest, meaning that was either the sun above the clouds or a spot where the clouds were thin and let in more light. He decided to trust it was the sun. If that was true, then he had a good idea which way land should be. Fortunately, the waves were pushing them that direction. Maybe if they simply waited, they would get where they needed to go.

As the storm continued to die down, the waves settled, and the wind slowed, and the boat almost stopped drifting. The sun was low in the sky, and a cool breeze danced over them. Cas didn’t want to be out here overnight, but he had no options.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Chessa had asked. Naja sat curled with Gur, her hands on the scrapes on his shoulder, basking in his warmth while her fingers healed his wound. Cas watched this and felt a strange guilt and jealousy. He was supposed to keep them alive, and he didn’t know how to do it. While he worried, they seemed to be taking comfort from one another.

But that was leadership, he realized. His papa had never fit into his world, either. Maybe Cas was doomed the same way.

“We’ll be fine, Chessa,” he said to her. He had no idea why she believed him, but she smiled like she believed him. “It will be a long night. Chilly and uncomfortable. But we’re still heading toward land, and maybe tomorrow we’ll find it. We haven’t been out here long. No reason to worry yet.”

Eventually Gur curled up in the bottom of the boat, and the girls snuggled against him. The girls slept, and then Cas realized Gur had fallen asleep as well. They trusted him. In the midst of this situation, they all slept because they thought he, a fifteen-year-old, deaf, former prince would take care of them. He wished he was worthy of their faith.

“Eleuth,” he whispered. “I have no idea how to help us. This has to be you. I need a miracle. I need a boat or a sea monster or land. We need food and water, clouds to cover the sun, anything to keep us alive. And, Eleuth, Chessa is in love with Dane. She loves him with her whole heart, and if you let him drown, her whole heart will go with him. Please protect them. All of them. If you took Aspen and Inigo and Galleo home... Eleuth, I hope you didn’t take them home. But if you did, comfort them. All of them struggle to find comfort in this world.”

Now, hours later, he stared into the darkness. The green brother was low and nearly full, casting the sea in a pale green light. In the silence he watched the waves, knowing they whispered all night long and longing to hear them. Right now, he felt amazingly alone. What if they found Gur’s family? Would Cas have a place anymore? He shouldn’t worry about that, shouldn’t think about it at all, but he did. How could he be so selfish to begrudge Gur a family for his own sake?

“Eleuth,” he whispered again. “Make me worthy of them. I travel with a group of people who are too kind to realize just how unworthy I am.”

The wind picked up and shifted, and Cas realized they were no longer heading straight toward land. That couldn’t happen. Their only hope was to get to land. If the boat veered back to the depths of the ocean, they would die, and it would be a slow, wasting, painful death.

He looked at his sleeping friends and smiled. He had no oars, but while they slept he could use unconventional means to help them, and he would do that. Sliding out of his tunic and britches, leaving only his underclothes, he slipped into the water and swam to the back of the boat. The water was cold, and he could see nothing but the stars and the moon. Keeping the moon in his sights, he put his hands on the boat and pushed it, changing its direction. Then he kicked as hard as he could kick, using each kick to move the boat forward toward land. He wasn’t sure he was going the right direction, but still he felt he was doing something right, something useful. His sister needed his help. His friends loved him, but more than that, they needed a rescue. 

He kicked for a long time, until his legs were numb with cold and strain and his arms were locked. He fell back in the water, struggling to keep himself afloat. Then he kicked something. He flinched, thinking he’d found another sea monster or a shark or something else dangerous, but it was a rock. His hopes soared, because rocks meant land. He had to be near land.

With every bit of willpower he had, he put his hands back on the boat and kicked again. And again. Each kick took monumental effort, because he could barely feel his legs. Then the boat skimmed off a rock, and he felt another under his leg. He swam ahead of the boat and laughed out loud, almost drowning as he inhaled water. There it was, lit by the moon, a wide, rocky beach only a few hundred feet away.

He grabbed the front edge of the boat and tugged on it, trying to maneuver between rocks. He tripped over his feet twice, barely able to feel them. His legs were weights, feeling limited to cold and pain. But he was so close. Just a few more yards and he would have the group safely on the beach. He knew if they got to the beach they would survive. He just had to pull the boat a few more yards up the beach.

***
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GEM SHOOK HIS HEAD and wished it didn’t hurt. Rain and Dane had gotten him onto the rowboat, but since then he’d slipped in an out of sleep, probably due to the bump on his head. Opening his eyes, he sat up fast, because he had no idea where he was.

“It’s okay, Sky Garnet,” Rain said gently. “Are you with us? Really with us this time? You’ve been scary all night.”

“I feel... My head hurts,” he said, leaning against Rain’s shoulder. Dane sat with them, all of them on the edge of a deck of a large ship. “Where are we? Weren’t we in a rowboat?”

Dane raised his eyebrows. “Cargo ship bound for Casa Meana. Ah, I guess it’s a port town a couple days south of Port Alabaster. They picked us up, which apparently you don’t remember. We didn’t see the others. We don’t know what happened to them. So maybe they’re fine. I mean, what are the odds we’d get picked up, right? Eleuth was doing that thing where reality was bending for our benefit. You weren’t breathing, though. A wave took us under just before they got to us, and down you went.”

“You brought me back,” Gem said. He sure didn’t remember a wave or being unconscious or anything with any clarity since the carrida had knocked them off the raft yesterday. Dane didn’t answer, which was answer enough. “Thank you.”

“Always,” Dane said quietly. He sighed. “Chessa. All of them. Gone. I hope not really gone.”

Gem nodded. He understood. Dane loved everyone in the group, just like Gem himself did. But for Dane, losing Chessa was like losing part of himself, just like losing Naja was for Gem. For Rain, Gem suspected that loss was Inigo, but he wasn’t sure. Rain was hard to read.

Gem let Dane pull him upright. His friends were pale and trembling. He hadn’t been breathing, and everyone else was gone. No wonder they looked terrible. Dane gazed at the ocean like he thought Chessa would simply show up out there. Maybe she would.

“Ah, what do we know about this ship?” Gem asked. He needed to distract them. And then he needed to lead. He didn’t want to. Dane was a soldier. Rain was simply brilliant. But he knew both well enough to know they would look to him. Maybe it was time he simply accepted that.

“Not much,” Rain said. “The captain’s name is... Honestly, I can’t remember. Something I can’t pronounce. They expect to be in Casa Meana in two days. From there, we can try to earn some coins and travel to Port Alabaster. This ship is heading across the sea after Casa Meana, so they can’t take us. I’m sure we’ll find some of them at Port Alabaster. Maybe all of them.”

Gem nodded. He liked that idea, although he had no idea if it was true.

“The crew doesn’t speak much of our language,” Dane said. “The captain speaks it best, but I can’t understand most of what he said. I think he plans to leave us alone until we arrive. He’s friendly, and he said TrueGod a few times, so I suspect he and his crew honor the god, which is why Eleuth sent him. The crew sleeps here on the deck, and the cargo is below, so I think we just wait up here for a couple days and then figure the next step out when it happens. Unless you have a better plan.”

“No,” Gem said. “I have no better plan.”

“Keep breathing,” Rain said, tears in her eyes. “Don’t ever do that again, Gem.”

He nodded. “I’ll try.”

“Yeah.” Dane swiped a hand over his own eyes and looked away. “Breathing is good. Ah, does anything else hurt? Beyond the head?”

“No,” Gem said. “I feel okay. Hungry, maybe.”

“Right,” Rain said. She reached into a basket behind her and pulled out crusty bread and cheese. She handed him a piece and closed her eyes.

“Are you okay?” Gem asked. He looked at Dane. “And you?”

“We’re fine,” Dane said. “For people who just lost everything—and nearly everyone—in a storm, I think we’re as good as we can get.”

“What if nobody else made it?” Rain asked. “How long do we wait at the port to decide we’re the only ones left?”

“Stop,” Gem said. “That thinking isn’t helpful. All we can do is go forward.”

“So we can’t grieve? We can’t be sad?” Rain asked angrily. “You weren’t breathing. Everyone is missing. I’m not Chessa, Gem. I can’t pretend everything is perfect. It’s not perfect. My parents died. Aspen’s wife died. Sometimes things don’t have a happy ending.”

She was in tears, and Gem pulled her close, holding onto her while she fought him. Rain rarely cried in public, and she didn’t know how to accept comfort. He waited, holding her close despite her fighting, until she rested against his chest, sniffling.

“Inigo doesn’t really trust Eleuth,” she whispered. “Gem, what if he didn’t make it?”

Gem let out his breath. “I think, right now, we focus on getting to the port. If they’re not there, then we stop and rest and grieve, okay? Not yet. We need each other right now, Rain. We need Dane’s strategies and your wisdom. We need to work together. I’m not saying we can’t feel sad, but the time to grieve long and hard—we’re not there yet.”

She nodded and rested against his chest a long time, her breathing smoothing out.

“She’s asleep,” Dane said. He yawned. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“My head hurts,” Gem said. He needed to be honest with Dane. This would only work if they were honest with each other, the way Rain had just been honest. In fact, Rain was rarely as honest as she’d been a few minutes ago. The knowledge warmed him. “But not like it did when I was with Grayson the first time. That was the worst headache I’ve ever had in my life. Nothing else hurts, not more than a little soreness. Now you. You have blood all over your face, and you look like a ghoul. Are you okay?”

He put his hand to his face, wincing when he touched the wound, which seemed to be a small cut on his forehead. “I didn’t realize. Ah, I think I’m good. Sore, yeah, like you said. I think Rain is okay, too. She didn’t seem to be injured. Do you really think we’ll find any of them, or were you trying to calm her down?”

“I don’t know if we’ll find them. But I didn’t lie to you. I won’t lie to you. Never again. I can’t explain it, but I don’t feel desolate, you know? I hope that means they’re still out there. Naja and Chessa and all of them.”

“I wonder why Eleuth broke us up for this leg of the journey,” Dane said. “I like when we’re together. That was the part of being a soldier I liked, too, being part of a unit. I guess I’m not much on my own.”

Gem sighed. “Being good on a team isn’t a bad thing. Dane, right now it’s just three of us. Maybe we can be friends this time.”

“We’re not friends now?”

“It’s hard to be your friend when you’re so hard on yourself. I like Dane. I don’t like it when you’re unkind to him. Rain is the same way. Both of you are going to make me crazy.”

Dane grinned. “Sorry.”

“You say that. Now live it.”

Dane laughed. “Yes, sir.”

Just for good measure, Gem smacked him on the arm, and Dane laughed harder. That was what he wanted to see. He didn’t want to lead. He wanted friends. He’d always wanted them and seldom had them, and he intended to end this journey with several.

They sat at the rail of the large ship, ignoring the sailors while being ignored in return. They couldn’t speak with most of the crew, and they were too tired to be charming and communicative. Rain woke up and looked across the sea, and Dane rested his arms on the rail and put his chin on his hands.

“I had a vision,” Gem said. “I wasn’t trying to hide that from you. It’s just we had other things to talk about first. It was the fire again.”

“So the island burning wasn’t the fire of your vision?” Rain asked. They had ended up on the sea in a storm because lightning had set an island on fire around them.

“I wish it was. Who gets into two fires in his life? This time I saw people in cages. Slaves, I guess. The vision is vague and hazy, just a black sky, hot, ashy wind, and distant people in cages. I suspect it’s distant future, but I don’t know why I think that.”

Dane tilted his head toward Gem. “I don’t understand your visions at all. What is their purpose? They make Inigo doubt the goodness of Eleuth. Sometimes I feel the same way.”

“I don’t know,” Gem said. “It doesn’t make me doubt Eleuth, but sometimes I doubt myself. Maybe I’m making it all up in my head.”

“No,” Rain said. “No, you don’t. And your reactions... Bloody noses, Gem. That’s not good. It’s leading somewhere. It has a purpose, although I’m not sure the visions themselves have anything to do with the purpose. Remember when you saw Aspen’s memories? What if this most recent vision was someone else’s? There were no people you knew, so how can we know it has anything to do with you?”

“Then who?” Gem asked. He put his face on his arms on the rail, much like Dane had done. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. At least this vision didn’t make me bleed. It just woke me up. And the vision of the sea wasn’t correct. I didn’t end up bobbing out there alone waiting to die.”

“You say that so easily,” Dane said quietly. “Is everyone in this group so resigned about dying? Because I don’t think I’m that resigned.”

Rain laughed. “Dane, when there’s danger, you’re the first one to run out and do something stupid to save us. If anyone is resigned to death, it’s you.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to die. I don’t think about that when I do those stupid things. I just don’t want anyone around me to die. Never again. I saw too much of that, and it haunts and never goes away. I never want to experience it again, regardless of what it takes.”

His eyes were glassy as he said it, and Gem put his hand on Dane’s arm.

“I hope we can get through this without you going through that again. Without any of us going through that.”

“Except right now seven people we love are out there lost somewhere.” Dane sighed and closed his eyes. “Is it wrong to say I’m ready to go home? I don’t know where that is, but I’d settle for a shack in the desert right now. Just a place to be safe and still.”

Gem sat between Rain and Dane, and Rain rose and moved to Dane’s far side, wrapping her arm around his shoulder. He smiled and leaned against her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But they were gone, and Gem was dead, and...”

“I know,” she said. “It’s okay, Dane. Be human. I sure am.”

“Wait,” Dane said, sitting up straighter. “Gem, cages. Grayson talked about men in cages.”

Gem shook his head, surprised he’d forgotten that. Grayson was an evil man who’d captured Gem more than once trying to control him. The man made little sense, but he saw visions, and he’d hoped Gem’s visions would somehow help him.

“So maybe I’m seeing Grayson’s vision?”

“Except now that it’s yours... Maybe he’s been seeing your vision all along,” Rain said.

“Or we’ll meet at this vision together,” Dane said. He shook his head. “I don’t want to think about that now. It isn’t time to think about that.”

Gem watched them and then turned back to the water, wondering what they would find when they finally got off the boat and had to return to the journey.

Late the next day they landed at Casa Meana, a large port town on the western coast of the great sea. From there they had to find passage north to Port Alabaster, which wasn’t a large port and could only be accessed by smaller sea vessels. Dane wondered out loud why Inigo had chosen the small port, and Rain cringed, as she did every time they mentioned the young man. Gem wasn’t sure what he thought of Inigo. The man had helped them. He seemed honest. But Gem still wondered why Eleuth had sent him. Maybe it was for his sea travel knowledge, which had possibly saved their lived. Or, maybe he was here specifically for Rain. She was old enough to have someone, to be married, but she’d never shown interest in anyone. Recently she’d shown little interest in anything, fighting demons she wouldn’t explain to Gem. Maybe Inigo was the answer to Rain’s problems.

Except he wasn’t here. Gem hoped they would find him. The thought of never seeing Naja again made his throat close up and his head pound. He had to assure himself over and over that they were fine, all of them, or he couldn’t keep going.

The captain graciously gave them two coins to help them start over, which was enough to buy a meal and a room for the night. They had no extra clothing, no shoes, and no idea how to survive past the night, but they ate a small meal, laughed at the port town, which looked like every other port town any of them had ever seen, and slept well. In the morning they stood barefoot on a busy road and stared at the docks.

“We’ll have to work,” Dane said. “Usually someone needs men to haul cargo.”

“What do we do with Rain?” Gem asked. She laughed.

“I’m right here. Don’t talk about me like I’m not. Why don’t we split up and look for work today, and then meet up again this evening?”

Dane simply stared at her. “Rain, there is no way you are leaving our sight today. I can work, and you and Gem can find a place to stay out of the sun until evening. I know you weren’t raised so sheltered that you think it’s safe out here.”

Rain sighed. “No. I know it isn’t safe out here. But I don’t want to do nothing. How about laundry? I can do laundry.”

“She needs to do something,” Gem said, grinning at his cousin. “Trust me on this. Rain bored is not someone you want to meet.”

She laughed and stuck out her tongue. “You’re horrible.”

In the end, Dane walked toward the docks, and Gem and Rain headed into town. As she had suggested, she entered a small laundry that catered to sailors, and the proprietor offered her a few coins to help for the day. Feeling she was safe, Gem walked down the street looking for something of his own. He passed a slave auction selling pale Boreals from the north, and he stopped, angry. The northern people burned in the southern sun, and some were barely teenagers. He had no idea how they’d come to be here, but they were exhausted, dragging, skinny, and hopeless. The look in every set of eyes was hopelessness.

Gem remembered meeting Naja, Cas, and Gur, how he’d helped liberate Gur, how they’d gone to rescue Chessa, thinking she had been kidnapped the way these people had been kidnapped. He could do something, couldn’t he?

Then he remembered his vision, where he’d seen caged people in the distance. Was he eventually going to deal with slaves? When he’d helped to liberate Gur, the faire had been on fire. Maybe fire was going to play a role in liberating more slaves. Or maybe the fire was going to stop him from liberating slaves. And how did that play into Grayson’s vision of cages?

“Eleuth,” he whispered. “I could have used a clearer vision about this. How can men sell one another and live with themselves?”

He needed to make a few coins, so he couldn’t stand and watch the auction all day. Anyway, with each slave sold he felt heavier and sadder. It was their eyes. Boreals had pale, dead eyes anyway, and add to it the hopelessness he saw in each face and he could barely breathe through it.

Forcing his feet to move, he walked on. He found a tiny shop off the beaten path that sold drums and fiddles, and he entered, curious. His fiddle had been lost in the ocean. That hurt, but in light of everything else he’d lost in the ocean, it certainly wasn’t high on his list of concerns. Now he walked among the instruments in the shop, touching several.

“You play?” the proprietor asked.

“I do,” Gem said. “I’m sorry. I’ll tell you right now that I have no coins. I’m just here to look.”

The old man tipped his head and pointed to an old instrument. “Try it. I want to hear if you’re really any good.”

Gem grinned and lifted the instrument. It was old, but it was heavy and firm in his hands. He plucked the strings and tuned each one, the man watching with a smile. Then Gem took the bow in his hand, closing his eyes as he decided what to play. 

With his eyes still closed, the played the slow song Naja loved to sing. As he moved through the notes, his body swaying, he could hear her voice, see her smile. He saw her playing this very tune on his fiddle, half the notes so far out of tune that they made his back teeth hurt. He saw her shy grin as she tried to please him, tried to find common ground with him, and then her true smile as she discovered she loved music as much as he did.

He finished the tune and opened his eyes, setting down the bow and running his hands over his face, realizing he was crying.

“Apologies,” he said, setting the fiddle down. “It’s a good instrument. Better than it looks.”

“You have no coins,” the man said. His face held no expression at all.

“No. I didn’t mean to end up here. My supplies, my fiddle, and possibly some of my friends ended up at the bottom of the ocean after a storm. I need to find work so I can continue on my journey.”

The man nodded. “I can trust you? A man who weeps while he plays—I feel I can trust you.”

The man spoke his language, as most did here at the port, but he had an accent Gem didn’t recognize. “You can trust me. But for what? What do you need?”

“Borrow the violin. Play outside and draw in some customers for me. I will give you a ha’penny for each person who comes through my door today.”

Gem blinked. He had no idea if he could draw customers, but he could try. But maybe he should keep moving and find something more certain. Looking at the fiddle, though, he knew he couldn’t turn down the opportunity to play for coins.

His friends thought he was magical on a stage, but he knew that was silly. He simply enjoyed playing, and people could see it. However, for the next few hours, he wondered if they were right. Maybe Eleuth had given him a bit of magic just for the day. At first, people stopped to listen, and some tossed coins at his feet. He gave those to the shop owner, who laughed and told him to keep them, since three people had come inside. Then more surrounded him, and he decided to play a dance. He encouraged the people to participate, stomping their feet and clapping their hands and dancing circle dances. Most of them hesitated to dance, so Gem danced himself, moving through the crowd, winking at the pretty girls, bowing before the older women. Little children were the first to run to a circle, linking arms and working clumsily through the steps of a simple, common circle dance. Then a few teens joined in, and soon the entire crowd had broken into circles and danced around the street.

When Gem had to stop, because occasionally he had to stop and drink water and relax, the proprietor stood in the doorway of his shop, his eyes wide.

“I’ve sold as much today as I do in a month,” he said. “Two months. Come in and I’ll pay you.”

Gem followed the man inside, panting and pushing his damp hair off his forehead. “I’m glad I could help you.”

The man smiled. He’d told Gem his name, but again it was a name Gem couldn’t easily pronounce, so he’d forgotten it. “Thank you. And here is what I promised. You dress like a gypsy. Is that why you play like you do?”

Gem grinned. “I was part of a Sirocco troupe. We ran into trouble on the water. I have a friend who plays the horns and drums, and then the last member who made it through the storm plays nothing. She dances, though.”

The man nodded. “Your group is a family, then. Otherwise, the one who plays nothing...”

“Yes,” Gem said. “We are a family.”

“So you lost family in the storm.”

Gem lowered his head. “I hope not. We hope to find all of us survived, and we’ll meet again. I can’t bear the thought that they’re gone. Eleuth has brought us so far, and I want to finish the journey with all of them at my side.”

“Eleuth,” the man said in surprise. “TrueGod?”

“Ah, yes, that’s what he’s called here.”

“I thought Sirocco gypsies honored earth gods.”

“Not all of us,” Gem said.

It wasn’t late, so Gem returned to the road and drummed up more customers. This time fewer of them purchased from the old man, but Gem split his coins with him. As the sun lowered in the sky, Rain appeared at the edge of the crowd, laughing and clapping. Her eyes were bright and filled with joy, something he hadn’t seen from her since the storm. He finished the song, dismissed the crowd, and waited for her to get to him.

“This surprises me,” she said, “although it shouldn’t. Leave it to you to find a fiddle.”

“I’m helping a music shop owner,” Gem said. “Let me give him these coins, and then we’ll go find Dane.”

The man smiled and accepted the coins. Gem returned the fiddle, pocketed his own coins, and followed Rain back to the road.

“Did your day go well?” he asked her.

“It did,” she said. “But not as well as yours. Poor Dane probably had the hardest day of all.”

Dane had already arrived at their meeting place. He looked exhausted, sitting against a dock post staring blankly at the commotion around him. He smiled when he saw them and began to push upright, but Rain ran ahead and stopped him, her hand on his shoulder as she sat at his side.

“You look tired,” Rain said. Dane shrugged.

“The work was hard, but I made some coins. I can’t complain.”

“I helped fold laundry,” Rain said. “I did some mending, too. Sailors are hard on their clothes.”

“Good for you,” Dane said. He looked up at Gem, who stood with his back to the sun so shadows would fall across the others. “How about you, Gem? Did you help Rain?”

“No,” he said. He cleared his throat, suddenly feeling embarrassed. “I, ah, helped an old man who runs a music shop.”

“He played a fiddle all day,” Rain said, rolling her eyes. “He attracted customers and tips, and people were dancing in the streets.”

Dane laughed. “Of course he did. Why does this surprise me? It shouldn’t surprise me.”

Gem sat down, feeling the exhaustion that followed performing. “We need to tally our coins and decide what to do next. It’s too late to catch a boat today, if we even have enough for that.”

They piled their coins between them, and Gem counted and bagged them. They had enough for a simple meal, another night’s lodging, and likely two fares on a ship going north.

“So we need another day,” Dane said. “We can do that, can’t we?”

“I can,” Rain said. “Apparently this is the busiest season here, so the laundress needs help.”

“I suppose I can do the same thing I did today,” Gem said. “If not, I can find something.”

“Good,” Dane said. “One more day, and we can move ahead. One day closer to the end of this trek.”

Rain put her arm around him, and Gem watched him that evening, hoping simple exhaustion was speaking and not something worse, like illness or injury. Likely he was missing Chessa, just as Gem was missing Naja. He couldn’t let himself think about that, or he’d lose his ability to function. If she was lost, he could grieve later, once they’d finished this journey.

In the morning they headed back toward their respective jobs. Rain was happily greeted by the overworked laundress, and Gem left that scene with a smile. He walked another couple blocks down and found the little music shop again, but he stopped in surprise when he stepped inside.

“Hello?” he asked, although he knew nobody would answer. The small room was empty. A few empty wooden shelves were the only things in the room, except for a box on the sagging counter.

Before he opened the box, he looked around the room again. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling. Whitewash flaked from the walls. The room looked and smelled like it had been empty for a long time, not one night. He turned in a circle and left the building, looking at the outside, sure he’d simply walked into the wrong place.

But it wasn’t the wrong place. With tingle of fear at the back of his neck, he stepped back inside, confused and distressed. He didn’t understand what this meant. The shop had been here. People had come and gone, buying tin whistles and little drums and violins and flutes. An old man had helped them. He’d felt the man’s hand when he’d turned over his dimes. Yesterday had happened. He was sure the day had been real, not a vision.

But what if that was wrong? What if he’d spent the entire day here asleep, dreaming? What if his visions were really a sign he had lost his mind, and Eleuth had nothing to do with this journey at all?

Swallowing away his fear, he approached the box on the counter. It was wood, worn smooth, and he unlatched and opened it, stepping back in surprise. The fiddle. He put his hand on in, ran his fingers over the strings, lifted the bow in his hand. He realized something sat behind the box, a small drum and a little horn, the kind Dane played. He’d told the man what Dane played, and here they were. And here was the fiddle, as real as could be, assuming Gem was currently awake.

Was he? The question made his head hurt.

Fastening the box, he walked back out, where two curious people smiled at him and gestured to the shop.

“Did you play here yesterday?” a young woman asked. “You did. We heard you. We danced. I bought a hand harp for my brother. But how...?” 

Gem laughed. Good. He wasn’t the only one who’d imagined a music shop.

“I have no idea,” Gem said. “Yesterday was my first day in town. Has the music shop been here for long?”

The woman shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. But when I saw it yesterday, I didn’t think it was new. It just felt right.”

The woman put her hand to her forehead, slipped her arm around her companion, a little boy, and walked away. Gem looked at the shop and laughed.

“Eleuth,” he said. “That was very obvious. Not how you usually do things. But thank you. Thank you very much.”

For the rest of the day Gem moved around town and played the fiddle. People tossed him coins, and he charmed them into clapping and dancing. He knew the purpose of this was coins, but his personal goal was to get people to dance. When they laughed and stomped and twirled in the streets, he felt a sense of purpose, that he was doing exactly the right thing.

Dane was more exhausted tonight than last night, and when he saw Gem carrying a box, he frowned.

“What did you buy?”

“Nothing,” Gem said. “I haven’t spent a penny.”

Dane grabbed the box and opened it, now frowning harder. “Gem. We need the coins for traveling. For food. What were you thinking?”

“Here,” Rain said, handing Dane a drum and horn. He glared at them, and Gem was afraid he would throw the instruments at him.

“No,” Dane said. He moved like he hurt. “No, not now. I know you meant well, but...”

“I didn’t buy them,” Gem said. He took the instruments from Dane, handed them to Rain, and gave Dane a hand up. Dane cringed and moved slowly.

“You’re hurt,” Rain said. 

“I’m fine. Tell me you didn’t steal them.”

Gem laughed. “I didn’t steal them. Tell me you didn’t truly think I did.”

“No. I think you bought them, and you’re lying to me.”

“I didn’t buy them. I think they’re a gift from Eleuth. Let’s go eat, and I’ll tell you the story.”

He’d told Rain on their walk to the docks, and over dinner he told Dane. Ever suspicious, Dane forced them to walk to the empty music shop before he would settle to bed.

“I don’t understand,” Dane said more than once on the walk to the inn. “I really don’t understand anything when it comes to you, Gem. It’s like none of the rules of the world apply to you.”

Gem wasn’t sure of Dane’s tone when he said it. Was he envious? Angry? 

They all shared a room that night, as they’d done since the storm. Gem took the floor, and as Dane prepared to do the same, Rain stopped him.

“Come here,” she said to Dane. “And strip.”

Dane glared at her. “What?”

“Take off your shirt,” she said. She gentled her voice. “Please, Dane. You’re hurt. You’re hiding it, but you’re hurt. If Gem isn’t allowed to lie anymore, neither are you.”

Dane sat on the edge of the bed and reached across himself to pull off his shirt, but he cringed and hissed and stopped. Rain pulled it up to see his back, exposing two gashes along his shoulder blades.

“What happened to you?” she asked. Gem moved closer and cringed. The wounds were open and sore, and Dane’s skin was burned from the sun. “They made you work without your shirt?”

Dane said nothing, and Rain gently cleaned the wounds. They had no first aid supplies, and Rain sat back and looked helplessly at Dane’s skin. 

“Dane,” Gem said. “What happened?”

Dane shook his head. “I was working. Accidents happen. Tomorrow we can buy passage out, right?”

Gem cringed again, because Dane’s voice was quiet and pleading.

“Well, whatever we do, you’re not working the docks again,” Gem said firmly. Rain let his shirt fall back over the injuries, and Dane sucked in his breath, because apparently even the tunic fabric hurt.

“It’s fine,” Dane said quietly. He looked at his hands. “They thought... The world is a hard place, isn’t it?”

Gem knelt in front of Dane and looked into his eyes. “Dane, tell us. You’re angry and hurting and... Isn’t it easier just to tell us?”

Dane pushed Gem away. “You got to spend the day playing for money. Eleuth sent you a fiddle. You live in a fortress with two perfect parents. I—”

Gem held onto Dane’s shoulders and gave him a single shake. “Don’t finish whatever you’re about to say. What happened to you today?”

“They got us mixed up. The dockmaster hired a few of us, but he also took advantage of the slave auction. The people who work under him didn’t realize which of us were which.”

“So it wasn’t an accident,” Gem said angrily. “Someone hurt you, someone who thought you were a slave.”

Dane said nothing, looking at his hands. Ashamed. He was ashamed because he’d been abused today. Gem wanted to wrap his arms around him while also wanting to smack him for not yet understanding that Gem was his friend.

Assuming Gem really was his friend.

“Dane,” Rain said. She reached for him and then took a step back, apparently realizing he didn’t want pity. “I’m glad we have no slavery near home.”

“I’ve never seen it near us, either,” Dane said. “I’d heard it still happened down here, in the south. I don’t know if I believed it.”

Gem patted Dane on the arm. “Why was it so hard to tell us the truth?”

“Because it’s always me,” Dane said quietly. “I feel like I find trouble. I bring us trouble.”

“Dane,” Rain scolded. She sat on the bed and gently wrapped her arms around him. “We need to get back to Chessa. She keeps you from saying crazy things. When Chessa is with you, you seem to like Dane. You know, we like you all the time. We really do.”

Dane smiled and leaned on her again. “Thanks. I’m sorry. I just felt stupid somehow. And then Gem gets this fiddle, and...”

“And you got a horn and a drum,” Gem said. “Eleuth sent you help, too. From now on, for the rest of this journey, we don’t work docks. We sing for our supper. I think my vision means eventually we’ll deal with slaves. Maybe we rescue some of them. I hate the idea that men can care so little about the lives of other men.”

Dane nodded. “Okay. But not now.”

“No. Now we try to get to Chessa and Naja. And you take the bed and sleep hard.”

Dane opened his mouth, looked into Gem’s eyes, and smiled. “Okay. I take the bed.”

Gem smiled. Perhaps one day Dane would understand his value to his friends after all.
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Chapter Two
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ASPEN WOKE UP WITH his head pounding, his muscles aching, and his throat parched. He’d barely had the final thought when someone lifted his head and tipped a water cup against his lips. He drank deeply before opening his eyes. When he did, he gazed into a lovely but torn face of a woman, and the eyes of a child stared intently at him from her side.

“I’m sorry,” Aspen said, barely remembering conversing with the woman earlier, before his injuries from the sea had sent him into the darkness. 

“You have no reason to apologize,” the woman said. He recalled that she had one normal hand and one damaged, the same with her legs. Add to that the scar on her face, and he knew this woman had known extreme violence. He ached for her, and yet she held him in her arms, a stranger. Whatever had hurt her had not destroyed her heart. “I wanted to move you, all of you, but I cannot.”

Aspen glanced around him. Galleo lay at his side, covered in a blanket, and Inigo was on Galleo’s far side, also covered. Both men were still and silent. “They’re alive?”

“They are,” the woman said. “Inigo took water, I think. I see no injuries. The other has wounds across his body. He must have hit rocks before you came ashore. You seem to have no great injuries, either. I worried none of you would wake up.”

Aspen slowly pulled upright out of her arms. Before he’d fainted, he’d decided this woman was Gur’s mother, the little boy Gur’s brother. All shared exotic features and identical eyes. What didn’t fit was that the woman knew Inigo’s name. Inigo had lived far from here, away from the sea. He’d been a teen when he’d been injured. What had a young man been doing out here years ago?

“You know one of us,” Aspen said quietly. He crawled to his friends and felt for breathing and heartbeats, glad to find both alive. “How do you know Inigo?”

“He was here. He helped me. He thought he helped me, but instead I put him in danger. I put everyone in danger. They’re gone, all of them. But Inigo survived. Or is he a spirit? Are you all spirits? Is it time for me to pay for my sins? If so, please spare Kiba. He is innocent. Please don’t let him die alone here for my crimes.”

At the words Kiba’s eyes widened, and he clutched his mother’s tunic. 

“We’re not spirits,” Aspen said. “We’re not here to hurt you or your son. Inigo doesn’t remember you. He was hurt and remembers very little of his life.”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “So he didn’t come for revenge?”

“He didn’t come for any reason at all,” Aspen said. “Ten of us travel together, called together by Eleuth for purposes that aren’t clear. Inigo came to us recently. We didn’t know why. Now I think I have some idea why.”

“He was hurt?” the woman asked. “Enough to forget his life? Oh, my poor child. Why would I ask a child to fight my battles? What kind of creature am I to do such a thing?”

Aspen needed to calm the woman down if he had hope of finding answers. He also needed to tend to Galleo and Inigo, because they should be awake. It wasn’t good for them to lose their senses for so long. He had to rouse them and get them off the island to Port Alabaster, where he prayed they would find the rest of the children, safe and sound and waiting for them. Then maybe they could go home and settle and Aspen could live out the rest of his life in peace.

However, sitting before Gur’s mother and discovering she had dealings with Inigo, he knew the journey would not end so easily. Or so soon. The mystery was still unfolding, and he didn’t have the energy to be part of it. He’d never felt more weary in his life.

Inigo was the first to wake up, and Aspen moved to his side as he groaned and rolled up, curling in on himself with his eyes still closed.

“Inigo,” Aspen said gently, smoothing the man’s hair away from his face. It felt like a fatherly gesture, which struck Aspen as strange and suddenly sad. “Inigo, we made it. You did it. You got us safely off that island and through the storm.”

Inigo opened his eyes and stared at the sky, which was bright and clear with a few white clouds, nothing like the sky that had chased them from the island.

“Tell me what hurts,” Aspen said when Inigo didn’t move.

“Ah, I don’t know,” Inigo said. He shifted his gaze, and when it landed on the woman he froze. “Wait. Where are we? What is this?”

“Inigo,” the woman said, awkwardly moving to Inigo’s other side, her damaged leg making the motions slow and difficult. “Inigo, you’re alive.”

Inigo blinked. “I suppose. Are they here? Rain? The others?”

Aspen shook his head. “I think they made it to the boats. You, Galleo, and I ended up here on this beach. Ah, this woman helped us. I don’t... I don’t know your name.”

The woman nodded. “Abrielle. I’m Abrielle, and this is Kiba, my son. And you are Inigo. You don’t remember me. Aspen said you were hurt and don’t remember. I don’t know if that makes my sins better or worse. How were you hurt? Do you remember that? Do you know what happened to...?” She ran her hand over her eyes. “Do you remember any of it?”

Inigo reached out a hand, and Aspen pulled him to sitting. He moved like he was sore but not injured. He put his hand to the back of his head, touching his scar, and shook his head. “I don’t remember you. How could I know you? How did I end up with Yelena if I was hurt here? I don’t understand.”

“You weren’t hurt here,” Abrielle said quietly. “You tried to help. You escaped with... You escaped with something precious. Then I heard you were killed. Everyone who fled the island was killed, and those who fought were taken. All but me. That was my punishment. I had to live and know I’d destroyed everything I loved.”

Abrielle’s eyes were bright with tears, but she didn’t let them fall. Her little boy, likely hearing the pain in her voice, crawled into her lap and gazed at Aspen and Inigo with fearful, tiny eyes, eyes that looked exactly like his brother’s.

“The precious thing Inigo took from here was your son,” Aspen said, hoping he wasn’t about to make her pain worse. Gur might be dead. All of the children might be dead. But perhaps she was right about sins and crimes. Perhaps this woman deserved all the pain that seemed to weigh on her. He knew he didn’t believe that, but it was easier to handle than the agony in her eyes. “Your son the Sekou, your son Gur who is most likely alive.”

Abrielle’s eyes widened, and her lips trembled. “No. You are spirits after all, here to mock and hurt me. I know I was wrong. I know what I did. You cannot mock to make it worse. It can’t possibly get worse.”

When she said it she wrapped her arms tightly around Kiba, her face fearful, and Aspen realized what she’d said. Whatever had happened, it could get worse. She’d lost a son, and she could lose another. Aspen knew enough about parents and children to know that a child made a parent vulnerable in the worst way. Anything a person loved could be torn away. Love was an amazing gift but also made a person weak and vulnerable to destruction.

“This is Gur’s mother?” Inigo asked. “And I ended up with Gur? I guess that almost makes sense. I never thought about it, but my memories end when his do. We both lost our memories about six years ago. But how is this possible? Nothing about Eleuth makes sense to me.”

Galleo shifted and moaned, and everyone turned their attention to him. Slowly he came back to himself, his eyes fluttering open. He cringed against pain, and Aspen moved to his side.

“What hurts, Galleo?” he asked. “We made it to an island. Ah, Inigo is here with me, and we’re uninjured.”

Galleo nodded and swallowed, coughing. “The children?”

“I think they made it to the boats,” Aspen said. “When the carrida tried to take you under, I lost track of them.”

“Carrida,” Galleo said. He shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

“I didn’t know they were real,” Inigo said. “Now I do. I suppose traveling with the Sekou means a person gets to see the things Eleuth hides from normal men.”

“Carrida?” Abrielle said, her tan skin lightening. Her hand trembled. “It’s still there? The carrida still waits for prey? For us? For Kiba and me to leave the island? How is that possible? Can Eleuth not forgive?”

Aspen closed his eyes. He needed to understand. Galleo was clearly not himself yet. Inigo had no memories, and his eyes were still hazy with his long sleep. Abrielle was damaged, and her fears and her pain made her hard to understand. Aspen needed to figure out what Eleuth wanted from them now.

“Carrida played a role in what happened here six years ago?” Aspen said, remembering the large sea monster that had tipped their raft yesterday, a creature that seemed to be all arms. “Abrielle, we need to know what happened here.”

She shook her head, her eyes wide and wild. “My people were taken. I was betrayed. My lover was betrayed. Inigo took my son to protect him, but he didn’t escape. Except perhaps he did. Most of my family was taken and caged. They thought we were monsters. Perhaps we are monsters. The stories say all of us are monsters, not meant to be here. We hid on the island to be safe, but I let someone in, someone I trusted. Then his men betrayed us and everything fell apart.”

She was speaking in cryptic generalities, but Aspen had an idea what had happened. The Sekou had been hiding, and this woman had come across a man, a sailor. She had trusted and loved him, against the wishes of her family, and someone had used the knowledge of this island to take the Sekou to slavery. Or to death, although Aspen assumed if the end was death, that could have happened here.

“You’re not monsters,” Inigo said quietly. “I know little of Eleuth, but I know the Sekou do good. They protect and rescue. Your son protects his friends. Galleo—”

Aspen shook his head to stop Inigo from exposing Galleo, not while he was injured and vulnerable. Inigo’s eyes widened for a moment, and then he shook his head. 

“Galleo knows men, and he would have known if your son was a monster.”

Abrielle’s hand shook, and her little boy clung to her tunic in confusion and fear. “I can’t believe he is alive. I saw his tunic. They left me here, mocking me with his tunic and his blood. He is dead. But so are you. They brought me your tunic, as well. You are dead. And yet, here you are.”

Inigo turned and lifted his hair, exposing the scar that crossed his neck. Abrielle gasped and then touched the thick, red skin. “Someone meant for me to die. Perhaps Eleuth wanted me to live.”

Abrielle sat very still, two tears splashing down her lovely cheeks. “Then what of my child?”

“I have no memories of him,” Inigo said. “I’m sorry. But I think Aspen is right. Gur is your son. You are Sekou, and so is he. You lost a son about six years ago, and that is when his memories begin.”

“He doesn’t remember,” Galleo said. “He has no scars, no signs that he was badly injured. But he changed. At some point he changed, out of fear or pain or desperation, but the change was not full. He was trapped between his natures, neither cat nor boy, and that made him a target.”

“Or it saved his life,” Aspen said. “The men following, the men who tried to kill Inigo, looked for a little boy. Nobody looked for a monster, which is what Gur was thought to be. Eleuth hid him for years, until it was time for Sky Garnet to find him, until it was time for him to fulfill a purpose that started years before.”

“No,” Abrielle said quietly. “We have no purpose for Eleuth. We are sons and daughters of a curse. We worship the god, but we all know our true nature. We were never meant to be.”

“You were meant to be,” Aspen said, not ready to push for the rest of her story, not while Galleo was injured. He knew the rest of the story would have to do with him, for he was a Sekou, too, even though Abrielle had no idea. Right now Galleo was pale and trembling and didn’t need to think of himself as a curse, especially not while the children were lost. The man would blame and hate himself to death, but they needed him alive to get to Port Alabaster.

“A cat?” little Kiba said, the first words Aspen had heard from the child. “You’re talking about a cat? We have no cats here. I’ve always wanted a cat. There are drawings of them, and Mama says they are soft and warm.”

Aspen raised his eyes at Abrielle. The child didn’t know. That meant Abrielle didn’t change. Kiba clearly didn’t change. He wasn’t sure what this meant, but it said to him that this woman was more broken than he’d first thought, if she hid her very nature—and that of her son—from him.

“One day,” Abrielle said, her voice weary. “One day, Kiba, perhaps we will meet up with a cat, and you can feel its soft fur and hear it purring. One day.”

***
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GUR WOKE UP SLOWLY. He was warm. Two warm bodies were curled up with him, and he liked that. His reaction to girls as a human boy was very different than that of the cat. The boy got tongue-tied and experienced desire, but the cat simply liked contact. He liked being petted. He liked curling up with people. Galleo spent most of his time human and didn’t snuggle like this, and Gur thought the man was missing some of the biggest blessings of this dual nature.

Something niggled at the edge of his mind. He felt something from Cas, an emotion that wasn’t clear. Opening his eyes, he blinked in surprise. They weren’t at sea. The boat wasn’t bobbing or drifting. Instead, they were on a beach. Chessa lay against one side of him while Naja rested on the other. Cas was missing.

Cas, Gur projected. Cas was close, but he didn’t see him. He barely felt him. Casimir? Naja, Chessa, wake up. It’s Casimir.

They didn’t wake up fast. Gur pulled away from them and stood on a bench, looking around. Cas was on the beach, a few feet away, lying on his face and not moving. Gur leaped down and wished he was a boy right now. A boy was better at first aid than the cat.

Naja scrambled out of the boat and knelt at Cas’s side. He was nearly naked, his skin pimpled with cold, and Naja rolled him to his back. She pulled his upper body into her lap and leaned over him. “Chessa, look for his clothes. What happened? We’re on the beach, and Cas is out here, and I have no idea what happened.”

“They’re here,” Chessa said, holding up a bundle in the boat. “So what does that mean? He folded them. He stripped and folded his clothes in the boat and then got out. Why?”

Because he was in the water, Gur projected. He padded around the area, upset by what this meant. He waited until we were asleep and then got in the water to get us here.

Chessa brought the clothes and frowned. “What?”

“He’s a prince,” Naja said, shrugging. “The good parts of a prince. The part that takes care of us whatever the cost. We’ve got a lot of people like that in this group.”

“Not all of them are my little brother,” Chessa said. She sat at Casimir’s side and put her hand on his shoulder. “He’s freezing.”

“I know,” Naja said. “We need to dress him. Gur, we need the boy right now.”

I’m warmer as the cat.

“You can change back, right? Wait. We still have your clothes, don’t we?”

They didn’t, but Aspen’s pack was still in the bottom of the boat, along with Gem’s instrument case, so Gur changed and helped the girls dress Cas, and they moved from the beach to a shady spot beneath some trees. Then he changed back to the cat and stretched out at Casimir’s side. Cas was now awake, but his teeth were chattering, and he’d not said more than two words. He curled close to Gur, and Chessa put Aspen’s blanket over both Cas and Gur to warm him.

You need to say something, Gur projected. He projected it to all of them, because the girls needed to be part of this conversation, too.

“I’m okay,” Cas said quietly.

You were foolish, Gur countered.

“Probably,” Cas admitted. “But we’re not dead, are we? It turned out okay.”

Chessa shook her head. For once, she wasn’t smiling. “I want to kick you, Cas. What’s wrong with you? Did you think we wouldn’t notice if you’d drowned out there trying to save us?”

“If I drowned, I wouldn’t be around to hear you yell at me,” Cas said. Gur couldn’t help the inward smile. What could they really say to that? Cas had taken a huge risk, but it had turned out okay.

“Maybe it’s best just to get him warm and then figure out where we are,” Naja said. She placed her hand on a scrape on Casimir’s arm. “Thank you, Cas. It makes me shiver to think you went into the water to rescue us, but thank you.”

Cas smiled at that, his eyes fluttering closed as he again succumbed to sleep. Gur stretched out, and in his sleep Cas burrowed closer to his warmth.

“He could have died,” Chessa said angrily. “Like the rest of them. How can there only be four of us?”

“We don’t know that,” Naja said. “Chessa, he’s going to be okay.”

“He was my little brother,” Chessa said quietly. “He was annoying and arrogant, and now he’s wise and smart and risks his life for people, and it’s hard. It was easier when he was a little monster.”

Naja laughed. “I’m sure it was.”

Chessa sighed and leaned back on her hands, looking around. “I wonder where we are. Do you really think any of the rest of them survived?”

I wouldn’t be surprised, Gur projected. Eleuth isn’t finished with us yet.

“I hope they all head to Port Alabaster,” Naja asked. “Once we figure out where we are, we’ll head that way, too, right?”

“Yes,” Chessa said. “I mean, where else would we go? I hope they’re waiting for us when we get there. That would be great. I’m going to hope for that, that he’s—they’re there to meet us.”

Naja laughed. “He, huh? It’s okay to admit that, Chessa. Dane. You miss Dane more than the rest right now. Nobody holds that against you. I want every single one of them to be alive, but I miss Gem more than the rest. I wasted a lot of time recently being angry with him. That feels dumb now. I just want him here.”

“We have his fiddle,” Chessa said. “Isn’t that odd? The people ended up everywhere, but the instrument case is still tucked in the boat waiting for us to play. I doubt we can drag it along.”

It’s heavy, Gur agreed. But it hurts to think of leaving it behind.

“Gem spent weeks without it the first part of our journey,” Naja said. “I think to him the survival of the people is more important.”

“That’s true,” Chessa said. “Are you over it, Naja? Are you truly over his lies?”

“I am,” she said. “I’ve never been in his situation. How can I judge? He doesn’t lie now. I’m sure of that. In a way, he doesn’t see the stories he told as lies, which is strange, but even that makes some sense. He wanted to be seen without the trappings of his wealth and his family.”

But you were angry, Gur said. Right?

“I was furious.” Naja laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that furious before. And that made me feel worse, because he didn’t do it to hurt anyone. So I was angry at him and angry at me for being angry. It felt terrible. Now it just feels silly.”

She sniffled, her eyes damp. “I hope I get to laugh with him again. He’s supposed to be a bishop, right? He has visions. Surely he’s out there somewhere, alive. And Dane is his protector, so Dane is alive, too.”

Gur shrugged. That logic works for me.

Cas slept a long time, and Gur stayed with him. Cas practically burrowed beneath his skin, and again Gur thought about the differences in his human and cat self. He was one creature, wasn’t he? His mind felt the same. But his reactions were different in each form. The cat form was easier, simpler. And many times, like right now, the cat was more useful. But that made sense. Eleuth had created the cat part to help his lambs, not the human part. The world already had enough humans.

The girls found a mess of crabs in a stony tide pool, and they managed to start a fire and cook them. Gur was impressed. Neither had ever lived near the water, but Chessa said her papa had imported crabs a few times, and she’d spent time in the kitchen, so she’d seen how they were prepared.

“I rather hate them,” she admitted with a shrug. “But really, in this situation that hardly matters.”

Cas rose as the food was cooling. He sat up, stretched, and sniffed the air.

“Did you cook something?”

Chessa threw her arms around her brother, who held on and smiled over her shoulder.

“You’re awake,” she said. “You’re alive. If you scare me like that again, I’ll kill you myself.”

Cas grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind. What did you cook? I guess I’m hungry.”

“Crabs,” Naja said with a bright smile. “We caught them ourselves. We didn’t even have the help of a giant cat, since he spent the day with you.”

Cas put his hand in Gur’s fur and scratched his shoulder exactly the way Gur liked. Gur purred and padded away, trotting around their tiny camp. The sea was loud here, comforting, and yet Cas couldn’t hear it. That would never feel fair. Gur’s world had opened up since he’d met these people. Cas’s world had gotten smaller.
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