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Chessa’s Rescue

Chapter One
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Gur had heard many stories of his beginnings. Although he wasn’t sure of any truths, the stories shared enough similarities that he believed a few things about his early life, and they were these: 

First, he was a foundling. A young maiden had heard the cry of an infant, and she had followed the sounds to a bundle wrapped in a blanket. Some said she’d found him in a forest, and another said no, he’d been left by the castle door. But he never doubted he had been abandoned and left to die, and someone had found him and brought him to his first home, someone who didn’t know better than to rescue someone else’s refuse.

Second, a young princess in the castle had taken him into her care. This point was never clear, and that bothered him, because he had lived in the castle for six years before the princess had died. Why could he not remember his first six years? When had those memories left him? He remembered warmth and laughter, a smiling face, and the feel of arms pulling him close. He felt he had been rocked, and he thought there were songs. Sometimes he woke at night, trembling in tears, a song playing in his memory, a lullaby sung with tenderness, sadness. He suspected the princess who had cared for him had known she wasn’t long for the world. He suspected caring for the ugly foundling had brought her some sort of peace in her final days.

Third, the princess had died. He didn’t remember this part at all, although again, sometimes a feeling of heavy, dark, desperate sadness came over him and made it hard to breathe, and he knew deep in his spirit that those feelings came from those dark moments when he had been alone again. For some reason he couldn’t explain, he was sure the princess’ brother, a young prince, had taken care of him after that and had sent him away. He dimly recollected a flight by night, one filled with secrecy and desperation. Had the princess’ parents demanded he be sent away? Had they demanded his death? He didn’t have those answers. He’d been told only that he’d been delivered to the faire in the wee hours of the morning, and there had been secrets and sadness from the lad who’d brought him. The young man had told Gur’s story and turned him over to Machen, but since then Machen had passed on, and the story had become garbled and confused.

Gur wanted to remember. Every day he told himself his favorite version of the story, where the princess had loved him and the prince had tried to save his life out of love for his dead sister, and he had dreamed of her arms around him and her song in his ears. Other versions said the princess had simply tolerated him, that caring for him had been her punishment for her illness, for her plainness, for other things that had estranged her from her parents. One version, told to him by Lesser the ManBird, said that the princess had been a sorceress, and Gur had been conjured from the netherworld. He chose not to believe that one at all, for Lesser was an angry, bitter, crazy creature even uglier than Gur.

But in truth, his beginnings didn’t matter, and what little sensations he had from his past seemed to fade daily. He continued to tell himself the story, but fewer flashes of memory remained, until the story was little more than words he used to keep himself alive, to prevent the madness of Lesser and Docken from consuming him.

And then moments took him back there, and he would believe again, just for a few moments, that he had once known love and protection. A wealthy woman would come close to his cage, and the scent of her perfume would smell like home, although he didn’t know anything about home. Sometimes a male patron would laugh, a deep, hearty laugh, and he would see flashes of a smiling man with a beard. The prince? The king? He didn’t know, but those tiny hints and flashes helped him to hold onto hope. He didn’t know why it mattered that once he had been loved, except that made him believe perhaps love could be his again. He didn’t know how that might happen, or why, but surely a boy with such a romantic, tragic past could dream of something in the future, something beyond the bars of a cage, the mocking laughter of children, and the cold pain of a whip when he didn’t growl at the audience like he was meant to do.

“Large crowd this morning,” Bev said when she brought him food. She slid the plate through the low slot in his cage without care, then did the same for Lesser and Docken. “Best be ferocious, boys. Not a simple village this time. We’re at the port, and these people have money. But they are worldly, too, and it takes more to impress the worldly. Your ugly faces won’t do it, so you have to show them. Right?”

Docken growled from his cage, so lost in madness Gur was sure he had no idea what Bev was saying. He shuddered and hoped Docken was kept on his leash today. Gur still had two long gashes healing on his leg from the last time Docken was given too much freedom. Machen’s successor, cold though he was, knew business, and he knew if Docken killed other performers, the income of the faire would suffer. And Gur knew he brought more income than most, for he was the most bizarre of the faire’s displays. Docken was frightening, but that was mostly the madness that made him drool and spit and roar. When he was silent, he appeared little more than a ragged man with a long beard and matted hair.

Lesser was so slim and slight he hurt the eyes, appearing as one who might fall apart at the slightest breeze, and the skin on his fingers and toes was webbed like a duck, so he had some value from his looks. He didn’t work as hard to frighten spectators, because even if he growled, his leanness rendered him less frightening. Mostly he made strange chirping noises like a large, demented bird, and this seemed to satisfy those who paid coins to see the oddities at the faire.

Gur, though, looked less than human. His body was covered with downy fur, pale and silky. Often Bev would reach into the cage and stroke his head, smiling at the feel of him. His face was flat, his eyes wide and oblong. His ears were coated in light fuzz and almost pointed, sticking out at an odd angle and not flat against his head like other ears. His limbs were normal, but they, too, were covered in fur. His lips were wider than most, and his neck was long and thick. Bev suggested his strange neck explained why he didn’t talk well. Or perhaps something was wrong with his tongue, she speculated. Like his neck, it was longer than normal, and while Gur could speak, the words didn’t sound clear. Except for Bev, his caretaker, nobody else bothered to listen to his lisping, stuttering speech in an attempt to understand.

But he was sure the princess had understood him. Even as young as six, he knew someone had once listened to his stories and his jokes, that someone had smiled at his attempts and held him close when he’d been tired or frightened. Songs of love had lulled him to sleep while tender arms had held him. Every single day he told himself of beauty and love, and he clung to it to get through to the next day. He did this for days, and years, and he did it again this morning while he waited for the crowd to appear here at the port town, a place he would never see. Here in the cage all looked the same. He’d seen nothing for nearly as long as he could remember, but he was sure, out there somewhere, he had once seen beauty and kindness and love. Surely those were not things that a monstrous beast boy could create in his head. They had to be his, and perhaps one day they would be again.

Docken put on a good show that day. He growled and drooled on his beard and banged on his cage. The ape at his side was almost as terrifying, although Jeffers was gentler, as animals were wont to be. Most didn’t realize Docken was a man and Jeffers a beast, although it was true the beast had a strangely man-like look. Not long ago the faire had traveled to a place where apes were common, so Jeffers hadn’t been useful there. People had laughed at the owner of the faire for locking up a common beast and passing it off as a monster. But here, the animal was unknown, and Jeffers drew many stares and comments.

Lesser the Birdman chirped and twirled. Bev had begun to put something in Lesser’s food that made him act very strange. Gur always feared she would add it to his food, as well. Perhaps she did, and that had something to do with his flashes of memory. But he didn’t feel like twirling or singing bird songs, so he hoped that meant he was in his right mind, assuming a boy with fur and pointed ears had a right mind. Bev said he did. Sometimes she came into his cage and stroked his hair and told him she was sorry, that she wished he was as lost as Lesser and Docken so he wouldn’t understand this life, so he thought she let him have his senses.

Because she gave him occasional tenderness, he performed for her. He banged on the bars sometimes, growling in his throat, using his odd voice to its full. He made faces, knowing he was meant to frighten people. The more he did, the better he ate at night. Sometimes if he did well enough, he was given an extra blanket to soften the straw on which he slept.

Too many people came in that day. Before midday he was tired from his antics. His body ached from pounding and leaping, and his throat hurt from growling. During a quiet moment he leaned against the bars, panting, closing his eyes and imagining a princess with a song, her arms pulling him close and rocking him. And then he realized some of that wasn’t imagined. Because he was against the bars, the patrons could get close, and a small hand stroked the fur at his shoulder. The tenderness of the hand startled him, and he didn’t want to frighten the owner of that hand. Never did patrons dare to get close, and none stroked him like a pet, like a beloved dog. The warmth from the hand nearly brought him to tears, and he slowly turned.

“Naja,” said a frightened voice. The hand left him, and he faced two girls dressed in simple gowns. The taller one had pulled the hand of the shorter one away from his hair. “Naja, it could be dangerous.”

Lesser let out a strange howl from the next cage, and the taller girl pulled back, frightened. Jeffers let out a whoop, and Docken rattled the bars, and the taller girl looked horrified, but the smaller girl, Naja, put her hand close to him again.

“He’s soft,” she said to her companion. She smiled into the cage. “You won’t hurt me, will you?”

Gur didn’t know how to react to that. He was here to frighten people, to startle and shock them. But he didn’t want to scare this one. He wanted to watch her smile. Perhaps that smile was the same smile the princess had once used on him.

“No,” he said quietly. He wasn’t supposed to speak to them. They were supposed to leave uncertain if he was man or animal. He himself was uncertain if he was man or animal. But the girl’s gentle smile made him forget. His princess grew in his mind, and he could almost see her face. Paler than this girl, with long, brown hair. And she had believed, too, that he would bring her no harm.

“Naja,” the companion said anxiously as Docken roared and spit across the way. “Naja, enough. We should go. They’re all angry. What if the bars don’t hold them?”

Naja turned to her companion. “You told me it was tricks and lies, that nothing in here was real.”

“Well, I was wrong. These are truly monsters. Let’s go.”

Gur cringed. Monsters. It was true, but why? Where did monsters come from? What possessed a princess to love one when the rest of the world feared them? And why were there so few? He wished he understood his true beginnings. Had he been born like a child or an animal? Or had he been spawned by a demon or another monster, perhaps from an egg or a spell? He had heard many theories on that, too.

“Not monsters,” Naja said. Again she stroked his shoulder, and he slowly turned away. For some reason the comfort almost hurt his skin, because he feared he would never feel its like again. “Not at all. A boy. You are a boy?”

He didn’t answer her, but somewhere in his belly a sound of comfort rolled. He didn’t know what drew the sound or how to make it stop. On occasion Bev petted his back and received the same deep rolling sound.

“He purrs,” Naja said. She smiled brightly. “Like a cat. Listen. He purrs. You purr. You are beautiful, and you purr.”

He backed away from that, and the girl’s companion pulled Naja farther from the cage. 

“That’s a growl,” she said. “You’ve frightened it, and now it will hurt you. We have to go.”

The girl was insistent this time, dragging Naja away. Gur realized the sound in his belly had stopped. A purr. He’d never heard the word before, and he wondered why she thought she understood the sounds made by a monster in a cage. And he wondered what a cat was. But mostly he thought about the smile. He’d met another princess. It terrified him and filled him with hope and crushed him with sadness. What if he continued to meet princesses like this, simply a moment here and another there, for the rest of his long days? Tidbits of tenderness were almost worse than no tenderness at all.

[image: image]

“BEKA,” I SCOLDED WHEN WE LEFT THE DARKENED TENT and returned to the sunlight. I blinked hard against the blinding light. “There was no danger. You were the one afraid I would have nightmares from the monsters, but it was you. And you were right. There are no monsters.”

“I think I was wrong,” she said, shuddering. “And you touched one. You are old enough to know better.”

“He was soft,” I said. I laughed at my own behavior. “But yes, I don’t normally touch strange people. He reminded me of a cat.”

Beka rolled her eyes at me. “And you have no willpower when it comes to cats. Come. Let’s watch the man swallow fire again. We must see as much as we can on our holiday.”

I followed her back to the main stage, although the man who swallowed fire was gone, and in his place a man swallowed a sword. I tensed, fearing for him, but he pulled the blade from his throat with ease and smiled as the audience clapped. Perhaps this, too was trickery, but whatever it was, I was glad to see him unharmed.

“I’m going to find Alexon. I heard he would be here. Will you be okay?”

I rolled my eyes. I was the egg girl for Master Garrison’s estate, and she was my sister, the farm mistress, in charge of the servants in the barns. Alexon was the farm master at Master Clyde’s estate down the road, and whenever possible, they sneaked away together to kiss and hold hands.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Go. I will walk along the shops.”

I didn’t mind being alone. The carnival was held near the port, so the visitors were as diverse as the circus people, from Sables and Agridores in their robes to Slavends in their heavy tunics to Boreals with their pale skin and white-yellow hair. Old and young and men and women wandered around me, all enamored of the sights and sounds of the carnival.

Master Garrison lived in the highlands, nearly half a day’s ride from here, so we had come last night and slept in the carriages, seven of us from the farm together. Because we lived so far, we didn’t see the port often, and I’d never seen the newest sight at the port, the railroad. Right now a huge engine sat on the tracks near the boats, spewing smoke and chugging with a deafening growl. Mama said she’d once ridden in a train, but it hadn’t been a nice train, not like the one here, not one for passengers. It had been a slave train, and she’d been brought here from her home as a girl.

But Mama wasn’t a slave now. Nobody was a slave now, not here. Instead, she worked in Master Garrison’s house. Papa worked in the fields. And I was an egg girl, gathering eggs and caring for the flock at the barns. My brother had once had Beka’s job, the barn master, but he had married an egg girl from two estates over, and now he lived in a cottage on the other side of the city.

I walked through the crowds and wandered near the seller’s booths, gazing at fineries from all over the world, but I had no coins to purchase such wonders as magical stones or silken scarves, and soon I lost interest.

Not sure what to do next, I wandered toward some music. I didn’t recognize the instrument, which made a wheezing hiss, and I pushed through the throng to find it, passing the train as I did.

Then I paused, for a boy was climbing off the train with a little girl in his arms. He wasn’t old, but his eyes were. He looked around with a small frown, dark eyes taking in the carnival and the port. The little girl patted his face, and he turned his attention to her, his gaze softer when he looked at her. He was a Slavend, with wide eyes and a broad body, and he wore a fine tunic and britches. The boy had money. Nothing like an egg girl or a sailor or a farm master. I knew at once he didn’t belong here, that he was far from home.

He caught me staring, and I turned and hurried again toward the music. Maybe he was a prince. I’d never seen a prince before. Today I could imagine seeing one, though. Today, with a magical carnival in town, I could imagine anything.

I found the musician squeezing a strange box that spewed the breathy music. Then he sang, his voice deep, his language unknown to me. The man was Boreal, pale and slender with a mop of yellow hair that hung straight to his shoulders. I’d seen few Boreals in my life, but the carnival had several. The carnival included people from all over Balia.

When the man finished his song, I wandered again. The sun was still high in the sky, and I smiled and twirled in my dress, enjoying the freedom of the day. Master Garrison said we could stay until morning, so we still had hours of holiday before returning to our work. Mama and Papa hadn’t joined us today. They were taking a later holiday to the mountains north of the estate, but I’d wanted to come here. I loved the port and the people, and I knew I would love to see a carnival. Much better than mountains.

I passed the monster tent and thought of the boy with fur. If I’d had enough coins, I’d have gone to see him again, although I didn’t want to see the bird man or the man who drooled. But I wanted to see the cat boy smile. I wanted to know what a boy thought of living in a cage. Was it just a show, or did he always live there? My heart ached to think that was true. But if slaves were no longer allowed in our land, surely boys were not allowed to be caged as monsters. It was just his job, just part of the show.

As I neared, a crash and bang jarred the entire area, and I jumped straight into the air. Around me people began to scream, and I smelled smoke. Spinning, I saw fire engulf the tent and the wooden cart behind it. I heard two more bangs and heard even more screaming, and people raced around me to escape the fire and the sounds.

“He’s in there,” I heard myself scream. “The boy is trapped in there.”

I started toward the burning tent. It wasn’t a good idea, but I imagined the cat boy choking and dying, and I had to help him. He’d let me pet his fur and smiled at me, and he had to get out. 

“Wait,” I heard. I turned, and the prince shoved the little girl into my arms. “Stay here with Peony. I’ll go.”

The boy disappeared into the burning tent so quickly I wouldn’t have believed he was here, except I now held a baby in my arms. She cried and reached her arms toward the boy, but he was gone, and the fire was growing, and I moved away to escape the heat.

Two eternal minutes passed. The tent billowed in flame, and I had to back up again, the little girl screaming in my arms. I realized I was screaming, too, begging someone to help, to rescue the boy and the prince and everyone else in the tent.

Then I saw them come from the other side. The prince was smudged with soot, and he moved slowly, coughing with every step. The other monster men ran in opposite directions, howling and growling. But the cat boy crouched at the prince’s side, his fur flat and shiny with smoke. He didn’t cough, but he held one arm against his belly. The prince pulled him upright and dragged him toward me. The cat boy stopped and sat on the ground when he saw me.

When the prince got to my side, he took the child from my arms and almost dropped her, leaning forward to cough again. People no longer raced around us, most of them now far from the tent. The fire roared, masking all other sounds except the crying child.

“Shh, Peony,” the prince said. Then he choked and fell to his knees, and I took the child again as he went down.

“I’ll help,” the cat boy said with a strange accent. Placing his arm beneath the prince’s shoulder, he pulled him upright, stronger than he looked. Nodding, the prince tried to help, moving his legs as the cat boy dragged him away from the fire. We moved to a clear patch of stone near the dock, the water at our backs, before the cat boy dropped the prince, who choked from his knees. The cat boy coughed as well, both of them painfully gasping for breath at my feet.

In a few moments the prince took two slow breaths and sat up on his knees, wiping his hand across his eyes. The coughing had dampened them, and he smeared tears and ash over his face until he looked like a ghoul.

“Thank you,” the prince said in yet another accent. The cat boy nodded.

“And you,” the cat boy said. Or I thought that was what he said. His words were slurred in a strange way and hard to understand.

The prince simply shrugged and reached for Peony, but as he did, another voice screamed anger and fear and pain, and the prince stood.

“No,” the voice yelled. “Help me, someone. She’s gone. Help me catch her.”

“Hold her,” the prince said to me, and he pushed to his feet, paused a moment, and took off toward the voice, somewhere behind the burning tent. The flames had lowered, but smoke billowed into the sky and blew east, blackening the heavens.

The cat boy ran after him, and I stood stunned, again holding a crying child and hoping these two boys returned from their rescue.

The flames were dying away, so I followed, covering the baby’s head with the edge of her torn gown to keep the smoke out of her eyes and mouth. My own eyes burned and ran with the thick smoke, my lungs raw. But I had to know what was going on, had to return this child to her... whatever the prince was to her. Brother? Father? No, too young for father. And he dressed like a prince, where she wore a simple nightdress, torn and plain and stained. I had no idea what this girl was to the prince.

But he cared for her, so I had to return her. Then I had to find Beka and return to my group.

I found them fighting another boy. This boy was so smeared with smoke I couldn’t tell anything about his clothing or hair. He was smaller than the prince, larger than the cat boy, and he was swinging and crying while the prince held onto him and dragged him to the ground.

“We have to get her,” the boy said. “Why are you stopping me? He took her. I have to get her back. You don’t know who she is. We have to get her back.”

The prince held the boy on the ground, still coughing. Now the prince’s lip bled and his eye swelled. I didn’t know what had happened, but the prince looked terrible.

“We’ll get her,” he said with his lilting accent. His voice was beautiful, deep and firm. Definitely a prince.

“We will? You just let her go.”

“No choice,” said the prince. “You thought you could follow the carriage on foot? We must get horses to catch her. They went up the mountain, and there aren’t many paths back down. Or I’ve heard there aren’t.”

“You’ve heard,” the younger boy spat angrily. “So you don’t know this area? You simply stop me for fun? Or are you with the kidnappers, here to make sure my sister remains in their hands? And what is this with you? An oddity from the carnival? Why do both of you hinder me?”

The boy was angry, but he also fought tears, and I felt for him, even if he’d caused the prince to bleed.

“We have to get out of the smoke,” the prince said, ignoring the younger boy’s words. He shifted and stood, wavering. He pulled the boy to his feet, and we walked toward the edge of the carnival grounds. The prince held his arm, and then he held his ribs. He continued to cough, and he didn’t walk in a straight line. As soon as we cleared the smoke, yards from the nearby river, he took a deep, shuddering breath and went down on his knees, then onto his face.

He didn’t get back up.
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Chapter Two
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When the prince went down, the baby screamed, and I moved closer, dropping to my knees at his side. The baby slid off my lap to sit against his legs, patting him and weeping. The cat boy knelt at his other side, and the filthy boy stood over us, watching the road.

“What now?” the cat boy asked me. I didn’t know why he expected me to know what to do.

But I did. I took a deep breath and knew exactly what to do. First, I breathed a silent prayer to Eleuth, the god known in the valley. Then I asked the cat boy to get water and bring it to me. The prince’s face was bleeding, and he breathed like each breath hurt, even while he lay unconscious on the ground.

“Get water?” the boy asked, and I pointed to an old bucket near the edge of the closest tent.

“From the river,” I said, pointing toward the flowing water at the far side of the carnival ground. As the cat boy moved toward the river, I looked up at the other boy. “What did you do to him?”

“Nothing,” the boy said absently. He looked down at me. “The men fought him. He helped me. But not her. We didn’t get her. He had a horse, and he took her.”

“Who?” I asked.

“My sister. Chessa. He took Chessa down that road. I don’t know the man. Men. More than one came for us.”

He pointed, and I gazed at the narrow road. I didn’t know this area and had no idea where it might lead. If the prince was right, there was hope. But he had gotten off a train. Did he know the area, or had he simply been trying to comfort the boy?

“We need to help him,” I said, gesturing to the prince.

“His gut,” the boy said. “He took a good hit in the gut. And the face.”

“I don’t know what to do for him. We can wash off the blood and the ash, but I don’t know what else to do. I’m only an egg girl.”

The boy knelt beside me, and together we rolled the prince to his back. The boy lifted the prince’s tunic and commented that his gut hadn’t swelled or bruised. That was a good thing, he said.

“He breathed smoke when he got the other boy out of the cage,” I said. “Is this just smoke?”

“Smoke can do it,” the boy said. “He’s breathing. That’s good, too.”

The cat boy returned with the bucket filled with water, and I used the edge of my skirt to clean off blood and ash. I exposed a long gash along the side of the prince’s face as well as two on his arm and a scrape from his eyebrow to his lip. His lip and nose also bled, and his eye swelled. When I glanced up at the other boy, I saw his face had scrapes, too.

“Your sister,” I said. “She is older? Younger?”

“She is older. I am fourteen, and she is sixteen.”

“And her name is Chessa? What is your name?”

“Casimir Kubica,” the boy said stiffly. “You have heard of us?”

I shook my head. “No. But I don’t hear of many people. I’m an egg girl on a large estate. I live in a little house near the barn.”

The boy nodded. “I am a prince in my kingdom. I will take over for my father. The men who took Chessa must know this. They took her to hurt my father.”

“But not you?” the cat boy asked.

“They tried,” Casimir said. He frowned. “They ran during the fight with this boy. I guess it was more important to get one of us than to lose us both,” Casimir said. He sounded angry. “I am the heir. I am a boy. They would have taken me if we hadn’t fought.”

“He fought, too,” the cat boy said. “Both of them. I don’t know how.” His words were hard to understand with all the noise and chaos behind us, and I leaned closer to hear and understand. The boy gestured to the prince. “Who is this?”

“No idea.”

“Then who are you?” the cat boy asked. “You touched me.”

I patted the little girl, Peony, who snuggled close to the prince, no longer crying. Watching her cuddle against him while he was so still scared me. What if he didn’t wake up? What would happen to this girl? Or Casimir, who had lost his sister?

“I saw him come off the train with the girl,” I said. “When the tents burned, I called for someone to help you, and he handed me the girl and went inside.”

“Gur,” the cat boy said. He looked at me from beneath pale eyelashes, his fur still flattened with smoke and grit. “I’m Gur.”

“I’m Naja,” I said. “I need to get back to my people. They’ll be missing me.”

“I have to get my sister,” Casimir said. He pointed to the prince. “He said he would help.”

We all looked at the prince, still asleep. He wasn’t going to help anyone right now.

“I think you have to wait,” Gur said.

“I should have hit him harder and followed,” Casimir growled.

“No,” Gur said. He looked at the Prince. I wanted to wash his fur, wanted to touch his softness again. Beka was right. I lost sense when anything reminded me of a cat. “He helped me. Don’t hit him.”

“I don’t mean to hurt him,” Casimir said. “What do you know of this place? Of the roads?”

“Nothing,” Gur said. “I live in a cage. It is bright here. Too bright.”

I gaped at the boy. “You live in that cage? All the time? It’s not a show? What of your parents? You are not a monster. You are a boy.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know where I came from. I think a princess loved me, cared for me, but she died. And I was here. For a very, very long time here.”

Gur didn’t look upset about this. He didn’t look much of anything over this. He simply told us what he knew. My heart ached for this boy. 

“How old are you?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“He is one of the monsters in the cages,” Casimir said. He backed up a step. “Is this wise?”

“He won’t hurt us,” I said firmly. I looked into Gur’s beautiful eyes. “Will you?”

“No,” Gur said. “What of him?”

I looked down at the prince and wondered when he would wake up. In his sleep he choked and sputtered, and I thought about that. My throat still hurt, and I hadn’t been in the smoke like he had.

Lifting his head to my lap, I took the bowl of water and tilted it so some of it dribbled into the prince’s mouth. He sputtered and then swallowed, and in a moment he opened his eyes. They were dark, and he simply stared into my eyes. Then he blinked and ran his hand over his eyes, cringing as he did.

“Don’t rub,” Gur said. “Hurts to rub.”

“True,” the prince said. He sat up, and I watched him, wondering how he felt. His face looked like it hurt. “What happened?”

“You let my sister get away, and then you fainted,” Casimir said angrily. “She is a princess. We should have protected her.”

“Are you a prince?” I asked the boy in my lap. He gave me another long look.

“Why do you think I’m a prince?”

“You dress like a prince,” I said. He looked down at his clothing.

“No. Merchant’s son. Nobody special.”

Peony scrambled into his lap, and he wrapped his arms around her. He didn’t smile, but I thought he was glad to hold her. He put his nose on the top of her head and then looked up at Casimir.

“I’m sorry. I thought we would follow your sister right away, but I couldn’t breathe.”

“I’m a prince,” Casimir said. “She is a princess. Great harm will come to my people if I don’t find her. I was to protect her.”

“We can follow,” Gur said. 

The prince, who was in truth a merchant’s son, nodded. “We can try.”

“Wait,” I said. “I have to get home.”

“Then we can go ourselves,” Casimir said. “You’re a girl. An egg girl? This rescue isn’t for you, anyway.”

The prince looked at me. “Where is your family?”

“I’m here with the servants from the estate, mostly my siblings, so we came in a large carriage near the entrance to the faire. They’ll be waiting.”

“First we get her off,” the prince said. “Then we’ll follow your sister.”

“No,” Casimir said. “I am a prince, and she is a servant. My sister is important.”

The prince took another choking breath. 

“I can find them,” I said. “You should follow. His sister was stolen. That’s a bad thing. What if someone hurts her?”

“Yes,” Casimir said. He put his hand over his eyes like he might cry. “What if she’s hurt? I was supposed to protect her.”

The prince nodded. “How long ago did she go?”

“You were only out a few minutes,” I said. “What hurts? Should you go for her?”

He handed Peony to me and slowly rose to his feet. He was taller than Gur, but he and Casimir were of similar height, although Casimir was slender where the prince was broad.

“Okay,” the prince said. He reached for Peony.

“We can’t take a baby on a rescue,” Casimir said. “You don’t know how serious this is.”

“She comes with me,” the prince said firmly. “I rescued her, and she comes with me.”

For a moment all of us stared at each other, and I didn’t know what would happen now. They were boys. Could they find Casimir’s sister? Should they find an adult to help them? Why were a prince and princess out here alone, anyway?

“Won’t your guards find her?” I asked. “Don’t princes have guards? Or your parents? Why do you and these two have to do it alone?”

Casimir narrowed his eyes at me. “Chessa wanted to see the circus. Papa said it wasn’t safe, but Chessa doesn’t listen. I came along to protect her. And I didn’t.”

“So you have no guards,” I said.

“No.” Casimir lifted his chin when he said it.

“Should you get some?” Gur asked.

“No time,” Casimir said. “They’re getting away with her. I don’t know who they were. Those who dislike my papa... They didn’t look like that.”

The prince shook his head. “Then we follow. Nobody takes a girl away to hurt her people. That’s not right.”

“We have horses,” Casimir said. He looked around. The flames were gone, but the area was still filled with smoke and an eerie silence. People had fled, and nobody was nearby. “Maybe we have horses.”

“Where were you going?” I asked the prince who was really a merchant’s son. “What is your name?”

He looked at me a long time. He kept doing that, and it made me uncomfortable. I got the feeling he was about to lie to me. “Gem. This is Peony. I was here to trade. I have no timetable. But no horses or assets, either. I had a bag. I should look for it.”

We walked back to the spot where he’d pushed Peony into my arms, and he found a large bag on the ground. He put it over his shoulder, wincing when he did, and he looked around us.

“Where is your cart? You came in a cart?”

I had, and for a few minutes we wandered to look for it. People milled around, most looking for their carts and fleeing the area. Gur stood close to Gem, gazing around fearfully.

“Did they hurt you?” I asked him quietly. “Do you want to come home with me? You don’t have to fight with Casimir and Gem if you don’t want to, and you don’t have to live in a cage.”

Gem turned to us in surprise. “You live in a cage?”

Gur said nothing.

“Do they care for you?” I asked. Still Gur said nothing. I wanted to hug him, but I didn’t know if he would like that.

“Come with us,” Gem said. He glanced at Casimir, who scowled. “He’s strong. Stronger than I am. He helped me free the men, broke the locks when I couldn’t.”

The younger prince nodded. “Then he can help us. Thank you.”

Gur smiled at that.

“How old are you?” I asked Gem. He paused, and once again I suspected he planned to lie. But why lie about his age?

“Fifteen. And you?”

“Fifteen as well,” I said.

“So you’re older than me,” Casimir said to Gem. “But I’m a prince. I will take care of us while we find Chessa.”

For several more minutes we looked for the cart, but it was no longer where Beka had left it. I stood in a near empty field and turned in circles.

“They left me,” I said.

“They thought you didn’t survive,” Casimir said simply. “Come with us. Care for the baby so Gem can fight.”

“Fight,” I said. I looked at three tired, filthy boys who thought they could fight kidnappers and rescue a princess. And although that was a dumb idea, I wanted to join them. I was an egg girl, but my parents had come from a distant land. I didn’t quite belong here. I didn’t belong with these boys, either, but I wanted to go with them. I wanted to be part of this. This was bigger than collecting eggs and feeding chickens. Perhaps the magic of the carnival today had made me wish for magic of my own, and an adventure felt magical.

“I will go,” I said, lifting my chin as Casimir had. “They left me. Mama and Papa would understand if they knew. Chessa needs us. Your people need us.”

Casimir smiled. “Yes. Thank you.”
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GUR STARED AT THE LARGE HORSE AND SHOOK HIS HEAD. The sky was still too bright, and the sounds too loud. He wanted to stay with Naja, for she was kind. She was a princess. He knew that wasn’t true, not to them, but to him it was true. A princess smiled and stroked him with kindness. Naja was a princess.

But to stay with her, he had to climb onto a horse. The taller boy stood at his side, waiting. Gem didn’t say many words, but Gur knew he was wise. He didn’t know how he knew it, but he did. This boy was important, and Gur wanted to be part of that. Today he’d been freed from the faire by this boy and given a chance to do something, and he knew Gem was vital to whatever came next.

“Perhaps this is a bad idea,” Casimir said. “We are wasting time. Soon I will have had time to go home and mount a rescue party, and we never had time for that. The trail will be cold if we don’t begin.”

Gem nodded to Casimir, who sat on a tall horse and moved the ropes so the beast pranced impatiently. Reins. They had told him the ropes were reins. “Then go ahead if it makes you feel better. I think Gur will be helpful.”

Gur could say nothing to that. Now he had to prove Gem right. He had to do more than growl and make faces to get his food or blanket today, and he wanted to do it. Maybe Naja would sing to him if he could help return the sister. He nodded, and Gem gave him a hand as he climbed onto the horse behind Naja, who knew how to ride. She would tell the horse what to do, and all he had to do was sit behind her and not fall. He was sure he could do that. It was easier than banging bars and growling.

“It’s okay if you need to hold on,” Naja said quietly. “I will understand.”

“Hold on?” he asked. “How?”

“You can put your arms around me if you need it.”

He nodded and didn’t do that. For some reason, that felt wrong. When the princess desired, she could hold him, but he wouldn’t hold her. Not unless he needed to. But he knew he wouldn’t fall.

Gem swung up onto the last horse, one they had found running loose, Peony in a sling across his chest, and Casimir led their group toward the road away from the faire. Gur had feared someone would stop him and return him to his cage, but the explosions around the fairground had burned more than one tent, and there was still chaos everywhere. He’d seen Bev in the distance, and when she’d spotted him, she had gestured for him to go. Maybe she had been more princess than he’d thought. But he didn’t mind leaving her. He liked the feel of the sun on his fur and didn’t want to go back inside. Perhaps he would never again have to enter a tent. Lifting his head, he closed his eyes and let the sun warm him.

Naja giggled. “Gur,” she said. She giggled again.

“What?”

“You’re purring. It feels funny.”

“What is purring? What am I doing?”

He wished he could see her face as she spoke with her high, pleasant voice. “That sound in your belly. My cats do that when they are happy and content. Mama cats do it when their kittens suckle. Sometimes cats do it when they are hurt. I think they do it to comfort themselves. So, are you happy? Or hurting?”

Gur thought about that. “Happy. What is a cat?”

Naja shook her head, and her hair brushed against Gur’s nose. He inhaled her spicy scent. She smelled of dirt and smoke, but she also smelled of something else. He had so little knowledge of the world that he didn’t have words for any of it. But out here he could smell a million scents and hear a thousand small sounds, and the rumbling in his belly continued as he thought about this.

“It is an animal. A pet, sometimes. They kill mice in the barns and keep snakes away. And they are soft. You are not an animal, Gur. You are not. But you are soft like a cat. And your eyes remind me of cat’s eyes. And you purr. But you are a boy.”

He didn’t know why this mattered to her. She wanted him to be a boy. He hoped he was, because if he was a monster, then she would be upset. This princess wanted a boy. He wished he could make his belly stop rumbling so he would seem more like a boy.

“I don’t know how I do it,” he said. “Or how to stop it.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “It doesn’t bother me. It’s comforting. But I love cats. When they sleep in my lap and purr, I always feel peace. I guess you’re making me feel peaceful, too. I think we are doing something dangerous. Something we ought not to be doing. But I feel peaceful about it. And excited.”

“You think we shouldn’t help Casimir?” Gur asked. He didn’t know what was the right thing to do. He thought perhaps boys rescued sisters all the time. He didn’t realize this journey was strange in any way.

“I think there are better ways for kids to help this girl. We need adults. But Casimir and Gem can be convincing. Casimir is a prince, and Gem must be a wealthy merchant’s son, and they are confident. They made this sound sensible. But how can it be sensible?”

“What of the little one?” Gur asked. “What is she?”

“Peony? That I don’t know. Gem is a mystery, but he isn’t a scary mystery. I wonder if that’s wise. I am just an egg girl, and he is a strong boy who is a mystery. Perhaps this isn’t wise at all.”

“Should we stop?” Gur asked. “They said we could go home.”

She shook her head. “No. I want to know the answers. I want to see Casimir get his sister back. Sometimes I guess I want to live a little bigger than an egg girl. Did you not long to live outside your cage, have a bigger life?”

“Always,” he said quietly. “I don’t remember. I was six, maybe, and before that I don’t remember.”

“You were six?”

“When I came to the faire. I don’t know if I was six, but Bev said I looked six.”

“You’ve lived in a cage all that time? Did they hurt you? Gur, nobody should lock someone in a cage like a monster.”

“But I was a monster,” he said quietly. He thought that was the truth. “They didn’t hurt me. But I remember beauty.” He gazed around at the white clouds in the blue sky, although he didn’t quite have words for that. But he knew the sky and the trees and the hills were beautiful. And he knew he’d seen even more beauty once. Or at least he knew more beauty existed. Perhaps now he would find it. He could see it all, although he had no idea how much world there was. He’d smelled and heard many places in his life with the faire. He’d seen bits and pieces when he was out on a leash with Bev. But this was new, looking around for as long as he desired, simply sitting behind Naja feeling her hair tickle his nose.

“You’re not a monster,” she said firmly. She took a deep breath. “My mother was once a slave. She was stolen from her people and brought to this land. And then slaves were given their lives back. There was trouble in the area, and there were battles, and the kings who won told everyone they were free. My parents are now free. I have always been free. You are now free, too.”

“I am like a cat and a boy,” Gur said. “Why do you think I am not a monster? What am I?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But you talk like a boy. No animals talk. And I don’t think Eleuth made monsters. Just animals and people.”

Gem cleared his throat, and Naja turned to him. Slowly he moved his horse to her side.

“You think there are no monsters?” Gem asked. “I’ve heard stories of monsters. Sea monsters.”

“Those would be animals,” Naja said.

Gem nodded. His eyes were laughing. “Ah. And you follow Eleuth?”

“I do,” she said. “You?”

He nodded. “Yes. Many here do. And many don’t. Gur, do you follow a god?”

He shrugged. He didn’t know the word. Gem simply nodded once and called to Casimir.

“Casimir, do you follow a god?”

The prince looked over his shoulder. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I want to know,” Gem said. Casimir smiled at that. Gur was surprised.

“Then yes, I do. TrueGod. Eleuth here in the south.”

“Ah,” Gem said. “How interesting. Eleuth brings us together, then, people who know of him. I suspect we are on a journey he has set in motion. And that gives me hope, Casimir. Perhaps we can rescue your sister after all.”

​
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Chapter Three
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You’re needed in the northern highlands.”

Galleo looked at Bryant patiently, raising his eyebrow when the bishop said no more.

“That’s all you have? The northern highlands includes a dozen cities and unnumbered villages. How do I find my duty in such an area?”

“Start with a parish. I can’t tell you which one. I saw the river, though. Start at a parish near the river. This one is important. I can feel that. I haven’t ever felt such urgency with my visions.”

He sighed. “Do you think...? Perhaps after this one I can die. I dream of Everworld. I crave it. And yet I am denied again and again. Will one of your missions be the last? Will I ever please TrueGod enough that he will let me come home?”

“That I don’t know. And I don’t think this is a punishment. You do good wherever you go. You say you have dreams of Everworld. Are they vivid? Real? Do you remember anything you see?”

“Why do you ask?”

He shrugged. “I wonder if you’ve been there. I wonder sometimes if you’re an angel, a messenger of the god who lost his way, perhaps one here for special purposes that require you to be physical, not simply a spirit.”

“I am no angel. An angel would never look like this, would it? Angels aren’t monsters.”

“Who knows what an angel would look like if TrueGod sent it here to do the things you do? Anyway, the highlands. It’s urgent.”

“It’s always urgent.”

“True. But this one is more. Perhaps this isn’t about one man, one woman, a family or two. Perhaps this is larger.”

“As long as it kills me, I’ll be happy,” he said. “No man should live as long as I have. I’ve outlived everyone I know four times over, and I’m tired.”

“But you still don’t remember the beginning? Childhood?”

He touched a scar on his head, the one he thought he’d acquired when his memory loss had started. “No. But that doesn’t mean I’m an angel.”

“Also doesn’t mean you’re a monster.”

Galleo said nothing to this. The elderly bishop would never believe Galleo was anything but a hero. But then, Bryant had only seen the results of his missions, never him in action, when he changed and stretched and became something else, something frightening. He worked in the name of TrueGod, but still he wondered if he truly did the biddings of the god or not. Surely no god needed monsters to do his work.

“Galleo,” Bryant said quietly as the man turned to leave the stone chapel, lit from one side with bright glass that threw wild colors across the far white wall. “In case TrueGod grants your heart desire, I wish to say goodbye.”

Galleo swallowed. He’d been saying goodbyes for four generations. They never got easier.

“I don’t know if I hope this is our end or not. I will miss you if it is.”

“No, you will be content. I am the one who will miss you. But I am old. Even if you go on this mission, I will soon follow. You truly wish to age? You watch me totter around and wish you could know aches and ailments?”

Galleo shrugged. “I have said hundreds of goodbyes, Bryant. I can’t remember the names of all the people who beat me to Everworld. If the god truly loves me, I will see all of them again, and I am impatient.”

“You still doubt? How can you see what the god does through you and still doubt?”

“I have blood on my hands.”

“Only to rescue TrueGod’s lost lambs. You are not a cruel man, Galleo. And the visions I have for you—I have no doubts TrueGod will draw you home. You are his. You are special to him in a way I can only envy. Do not doubt. Don’t let the enemy of TrueGod whisper. You are too mighty a warrior to find yourself whispered to the other side. Especially lately, I greatly fear you will listen to the wrong voice and betray what you love.”

Galleo nodded and ran his hand through his too-long locks, which spilled over his forehead, golden red. In the highlands he would blend more than he had during his last rescue in Chimelu, but still he would not blend well. Never did he blend well.

“I will remember this,” he said. “It is true that I am weary.”

“Which is perhaps a sign that you come to the end. And since I near my own end, perhaps I am your last bishop.”

Galleo smiled. “You have been more than that. You have been my friend.”

Bryant adjusted his long robe and smiled, his pale cheeks reddening. “Thank you. And if I go first, I will ask on your behalf for an end.”

Galleo laughed. “I’d like to think you will have better things to do in Everworld than pester the god about a single strange man who can’t seem to die.”

Bryant shrugged. “I think I will find I am very privileged, that few men have the honor of dealing with such special creatures. You are not a mistake or an aberration. You are a mighty creature of TrueGod, here for great purposes. You know this is true. The lambs you have rescued had no hope outside of your help.”

Galleo rolled his eyes. “Still, I am alone. And I am old. And tired. However, if you go, and you have a moment of TrueGod’s attention, please ask him for my life.”

Without another word, Galleo turned to leave, walking through the brightly colored sunbeams as he did. Light danced along his hairy arm, and he pulled his cloak more tightly around his shoulders, loathe to bring attention to his form. Before he left the wide stone gateway he pulled up his cowl and covered his wild hair, stepping into the small city where Bishop Bryant worked. He didn’t know if he would live or die this time, but he was certain he would not see the bishop again. Pressing his hand to his lips, he then touched the stone wall.

“Go in peace, my friend,” he said quietly. “You have meant more to me than you will ever know.”
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THE NORTHERN HIGHLANDS WERE FAR FROM BISHOP BRYANT’S parish, although they were on the same continent. The group of cities was high in the mountains, tucked into valleys between two mighty empires that had slowly lost their power. Once great battles and mighty deeds had occurred here in the mountains, but now the cities traded with one another, engaging in commerce instead of war. 

He rode in the back of a farmer’s cart for the first two days, and then he walked, and finally he purchased a mala, the only beast of burden large enough to carry him. He stood shoulders above most men, and he had never met a man taller or broader than himself. Many times he’d been called a giant, and he’d seen fear in many eyes as he passed them on roads and alleys and highways. In his four generations, the fearful eyes of men had ceased to bother him except when they got in the way of his missions.

Normally he was sent to small villages to rescue those obviously in trouble, usually people who trusted the god who were in danger or losing land or limb when greedy leaders looked to increase their power by ridding the world of men of faith. He’d seen the same scene on nearly every continent, always variations of power attempting to spread through the use of fear and coercion and death.

However, the highlands were a vast area of nearly twenty thousand persons, including two large cities. Galleo hadn’t entered cities this size in years, and he didn’t look forward to it now. While it was easier to disappear in a city, where people paid less attention to strangers than in small villages, he also attracted attention from those wishing to grow their power bases. Hiring a giant made some men feel strong, and Galleo constantly had to warn away those who wished to use his size and strength for evil purposes.

He didn’t hurry. Bryant had said this was urgent, and yet he couldn’t muster any enthusiasm. Deep inside he feared this mission. He hated cities, was tired of lost lambs who often got themselves into trouble, didn’t wish to be a spectacle. His last mission had been several moons ago, and he’d relished the break and hoped the god would forget about him and let him live in peace.

Rubbing his arm, he also knew part of his fear came from the injury he’d brought from his last journey. He couldn’t seem to die, but he could be wounded, and during his last rescue he’d taken a deep wound on one shoulder, one that hadn’t healed well. He still felt both the physical pain of injury and the deeper pain of betrayal, as one he’d thought his friend had wielded the weapon that had hurt him.

Pushing such thoughts away, he studied the landscape. He liked the northern highlands. Tall forests of evergreen scented the air, which was cool and dry, so unlike the humid, hot land of Chimelu where he’d last been called. The highlands had just moved to an age of trains, loud and filthy beasts that made the world a little smaller as they allowed cities to sell to those far away. He hadn’t ridden one, not sure he trusted them, but he knew many villages had found salvation in the trains as they sold wares farther than ever before.

Today he was on a broad path far from any trains, for even a train couldn’t get into the foothills. The land here was steep, and he could see no sign of man in any direction.

Galleo had to smile at that. He wondered at what point he had stopped considering himself a man. Men weren’t his size. They weren’t as hairy, and they surely didn’t change to something else when TrueGod’s children were in danger. But Bryant insisted he wasn’t a monster, and he knew he wasn’t an angel, so perhaps he truly was a man. He possessed the weaknesses of men, so perhaps he was simply some strange man mixed from peoples that were never to mix.

The mala slowed, and Galleo let it pause. The beast had powerful hearing, and it seemed to be listening. He shifted slightly so he could listen, for he had powerful hearing, too. He heard the cry of a child, a young child, the cry both angry and fearful. Perhaps he would find his mission here, well before Annastown, and he would never have to enter the city.

Gently he directed the beast off the path, but the underbrush was heavy here, and soon he dismounted and brought out his knife to cut a trail toward the sound. He assumed there was another way to get out here, since no adult or child could travel this way, but he was strong enough to make a straight path and not waste time looking for a road. On occasion his size was beneficial.

“Apologies, TrueGod,” he whispered. Although he was weary, he didn’t mean to offend the god. He knew TrueGod had used him for good many times, more times than he could recount. And as long as he was trapped here in this world, he intended to continue to do the bidding of the god. He might not understand himself or remember his beginnings or appreciate the length of his life, but he knew he had been used for blessings.

Selfishly, he wanted more blessings of his own, and not simply to be the one to bring them to others.

The crying grew louder, and he cut one final stand of saplings and found himself in an open field, where a small child sat on a log and wept. She was no more than two, if that, and she appeared to be alone. Galleo approached her slowly, afraid of frightening her, but when she saw him, she smiled, stopped crying, and ran to him, raising her arms.

Surprised, he lifted her and settled her on his broad forearm. Her tiny fingers grasped his thumb, barely reaching around it. She was warm, and he found himself smiling at her complete lack of fear.

Here in the highlands most were northern Slavends, stocky people with dark, coarse hair and dark eyes. Their skin was pale brown, none of the extremes of light and dark seen on other continents. This child was no different, except her eyes were green and not brown, and she gazed into his face with a look much older than her years.

“How did you get here?” he asked. Her smile melted him, but he also knew she shouldn’t be here alone, so something tragic had happened to her. He hoped she was spared memory and understanding of whatever it was. She didn’t need such memories, not one so small. She needed to remain innocent for a very long time.

The mala bumped his back, and he laughed and turned, allowing the child to stroke the beast’s long, filmy hair. Malas were taller and broader than horses, with longer, silky hair. Here in the highlands they were common, easily traveling the mountains. The child was tiny compared to the beast, but she seemed to have no fear.

“Peony,” a young voice called. “Peony, where are you?”

The little girl laughed, and Galleo wondered if the voice called for this child. He waited a moment, and a young man appeared on the far side of the field. The boy paused, his stance shifting. The boy was clearly finely bred, his features handsome. His clothing was wealthy, perhaps those of a merchant’s son, and he fit here, dressed like many in the area. But his stance and his narrowed gaze spoke something else, something wary that Galleo found suspicious.

“Who are you?” the boy asked. He was perhaps as old as sixteen, but as Galleo got older the young people looked younger. Perhaps he was much older, beyond his teens. “Why do you have Peony?”

Galleo smiled. “I found her here. She’s a cheerful child, is she not?”

The boy stalked toward Galleo, seeming as unafraid as the little girl. Instead, he looked angry and cautious. This boy was no merchant’s son, unless the merchant had trained his boy to defend others. This boy might be a soldier’s son, perhaps a young guard. His clothing didn’t scream guard, but sometimes wealthy families asked guards to dress more casually so as not to attract attention.

Galleo held the child out, and the young man stopped. Galleo didn’t smile as he put the girl on the ground, but he struggled not to do so. This young man was cautious, suspicious, and he wondered what had caused that. Peony toddled to the man, who lifted her with a smile. Smiling, he looked even younger. He was filthy and smelled of smoke. Galleo wondered how the boy had come to be in a fire and now here, chasing a child. What story lay behind this situation, and did it have bearing on him?

“I am Galleo,” Galleo said. “I meant no harm. I heard a child crying and came to see if she needed aid.”

The young man relaxed and took a deep breath. He shook his head.

“I am Gem. I’m sorry if I appeared ungrateful. I turned my back for one moment, and Peony had run off. She has too much energy to travel well. Ah, thank you. And I should return to my friends.”

As he turned, another boy approached from behind him. Galleo froze, stunned, for this boy was familiar. The child had a strange face, flat and furred, and his ears weren’t quite the ears of men. He’d never seen a child like this before, not once in his long life, but he knew in some way this boy was like him. He didn’t remember his childhood, but he wondered if he had looked the same as a child, assuming he’d ever been a child.

“You found her,” the strange boy said with a smile. His words weren’t clear, his lips stuttering over the sounds. Like the older boy, he was smudged with smoke and grit. Then the boy looked at Galleo, and he backed up a step and looked at Gem. “Is there danger?”

Gem looked at Galleo and then shrugged toward his friend. “I don’t think so. We need to move on.” He turned back to Galleo with a strange gaze. “Do you know this area, sir?”

Galleo raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I haven’t been here in many years, but once I knew it. I am fair with directions. You are lost?”

The boy gave the slightest shrug with his shoulders. “Not lost, exactly. We just don’t know what lies ahead. We know we need to follow the road, but we aren’t sure where the road leads.”

Galleo didn’t laugh, although he felt it bubble up. He had come this way with no idea how to find his duty, how to rescue TrueGod’s lost lambs. But it seemed the lambs had found him. And this time they were truly lambs, simply children. Strange children who didn’t fit: a boy that reminded him of himself, a lad who was more than he seemed, and a child with no fear. He wondered what the rest of this boy’s friends were like.

“Where is this road?” Galleo asked. The boy suddenly backed up, as though rethinking asking for help. The smaller boy simply pointed, no suspicions in his eyes at all. 

“Gur,” the older boy scolded. Gur’s eyes widened.

“Apologies,” he said in his difficult voice. Galleo took a step closer, wishing to see this boy better, wishing to know his heritage, allowing himself some spark of hope that this was indeed someone like himself. Was he not alone? Were there others? Had TrueGod sent him to rescue one of his own this time? Surely that was significant. But the boys took a step back, and now the smaller boy looked fearful.

“I won’t hurt you,” Galleo said, spreading his arms. “I know I’m tall. But I’m not a danger to you. I can help you if you need help. That seems to be what I do. TrueGod sends me across his world to help those who need help.”

The older boy’s face brightened. “TrueGod. Eleuth. You follow the god.”

Galleo nodded. He’d forgotten that here in the highlands TrueGod was often given another name. “I do.”

“Then we accept your help. This is Gur. And you’ve met Peony. And I think we need help. I think what we want to do is more than we are capable of doing. Eleuth seems to have set our journey in motion, so I suspect it is no coincidence that Peony came to find you.”

Gur simply nodded, and the boys turned back in the way they’d come. Galleo smiled, still struggling not to laugh, and he followed. This might prove to be a very interesting mission. 

​
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When Gur and Gem returned from the forest, they had found Peony. She sat in Gem’s arms laughing and smiling, and again I wondered who this child was to him. He had refused to say anything except he had rescued her. 

Another figure followed them out, and I simply stared. I had never seen a man like this one. He was huge. My papa was a very tall man, but I was sure this man would make my papa look small. He towered over Gem and Gur, who weren’t finished growing yet. He wore a cloak with the hood up, so little of his face showed, and I stood and backed away, feeling this man was a threat.

Casimir clearly felt the same, for he pulled out a stout knife and held it in front of him.

“What is this?” Casimir asked. “Who are you? We don’t need to slow down for this, Gem. We need to find Chessa.”

“This man can help,” Gem said. “Eleuth sent him.”

Casimir’s eyes narrowed. “And why do you believe this?”

“He told us,” Gur said quietly. Gur looked from Gem to Casimir and back as though it had never occurred to him that someone should lie. Had his life in the cage been so sheltered that he knew nothing of humanity? Gur’s innocence made me want to hold him close and protect him.

“I am here to help,” the man said. He had a low, bellowing voice, and I believed him. Yes, he was huge. And his cloak made him frightening. But I still believed him. Apparently Gem and Gur did, too. But Casimir was a prince, and it was his sister in danger, so I knew we had to defer to his feelings on this. “TrueGod uses me to help. Or Eleuth, I suppose.”

“TrueGod,” Casimir said. “So you are from afar. And you are very large. The men who took my sister were large, too, and their accents said they were from very far, although I don’t understand. We have no enemies from so far. Who would take Chessa if not our enemies?”

The man furrowed his brow and then used both hands to remove his hood, exposing a very different face. His features were flatter than normal. I was eastern Slavend, and my features were considered flat by the highlanders, who were mostly western Slavend, but this man’s were flatter, his nose wide. His eyes were deeply green, and they were beautiful. They reminded me of Gur’s eyes, almost catlike. His hair fell in loose curls around his face, cut at the shoulders and spilling golden red around his cheeks. 

His hands were enormous, and they seemed hairier than most hands. Again, he had a very slight resemblance to Gur, although nobody would mistake this man for anything but a man, whereas Gur’s heritage was not so certain.

“I am Galleo,” the man said. “If you wish for my help, I will help. And if not, then I will continue to look. I know I am needed here in the highlands. An old bishop from a very far distance saw a vision of a need here in the highlands, near a river, and he told me it was urgent. But we are not near a river, so perhaps your need is not the need I am here to help.”

“Wait,” Gem said. “A river?”

Gem looked at me, and I nodded. We had started this day near a river, and this road loosely followed the river up into the mountains. None of us knew where the road led, and Casimir and Gem had both expressed fears following an unknown path after unknown enemies.

“Yes,” Galleo said. He looked at us a long moment. “This is all of you? You four plan to rescue someone? Can you tell me what happened?”

Gem looked at Casimir, apparently not willing to tell this story without the young prince’s permission. “Casimir, I feel he is truly here to help.”

“But how do you know that? It’s easier to believe he is here to thwart us, sent by the enemies who took Chessa, than to think Eleuth sends a giant to aid children in the northern highlands.”

Gur moved closer to me, looking fearful, and I put my hand on his arm. I found myself stroking his soft hair, and I stopped. Surely it wasn’t appropriate to pet a boy, even if he was soft. And this boy needed to be treated appropriately. I feared nobody had ever treated him well in his life. He had been caged, and for me to pet him like an animal was horrible.

Except he smiled, and he purred, and then he looked ashamed. I took my hand off his arm and gripped his fingers. He squeezed my hand in return, stepping closer.

“Someone was taken from you?” Galleo asked. “When? How?”

Casimir let out his breath and lowered his knife. “I was supposed to protect her. I failed. Someone set fires at the faire, and this allowed the men to take her. I am a prince in a highland town, Mesamar, and my sister is a princess. She was taken from me. Gem and I tried to save her, but the men were large, and they took her up this road. None of us is familiar with this area, so we don’t know where this road leads, but we know we must find her.”

Galleo looked over us. “So you are a prince. And you, Gem?”

“My father is a merchant,” Gem said. I still wasn’t sure I believed him. And yet I didn’t know why he would lie.

“And Peony is your sister?” Galleo asked.

“Peony needed my help,” Gem said, still not answering the question. “And this is Naja. She is an egg girl from the north. She was at the faire on holiday. Her caravan left her, and she came with us to find Chessa. And Gur was...” Gem’s eyes narrowed. He got angry when he spoke of Gur. “He was caged. The woman at the faire called him a monster. But he is not a monster. He is strong. And he is good.”

Gur smiled at this and took another step close to me. I forgot myself and petted his arm once more.

Galleo simply nodded at this. “When was the girl taken?”

“Half a day ago,” Casimir said. “Gem slowed us down.”

I glared at Casimir. “He was hurt trying to rescue Gur and then your sister. How can you not be grateful? Perhaps your people are not worth helping if all of you are so ungrateful.”

All the men stared at me, and I took a step back. Then Gem smiled, and Casimir looked penitent.

“I know,” the prince said with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Gem. I am worried. Chessa and I were forbidden to come here, and I should have protected her. If we don’t find her, I have to return home and tell Papa I failed. I would rather die looking for her than tell Papa I failed him.”

Galleo nodded. “Prince Casimir, do you wish for my help locating your sister?”

Casimir looked surprised by the request. “You are a very unusual man. Where are you from?”

“I have lived nearly everywhere in my time. The truth is I was injured and don’t remember my origins.”

“Like Gur,” I said. Then I closed my mouth. Surely Gur’s story was not mine to tell. “Sorry, Gur.”

Gur looked surprised. Likely he didn’t know why I was apologizing. He understood very little outside his cage, and yet he understood enough. In a way, he was very wise. Simple and yet wise.

“You don’t remember your beginning?” Galleo asked.

“I arrived at the faire when I was six, I think. I don’t remember before that. I think a princess cared for me. She died, and her brother took me to the faire and left me. Maybe to hurt me. Maybe to protect me. But those are stories, and I don’t know if they are true.”

Galleo moved closer, looking down at Gur with a frown. Gur stepped closer to me, clearly afraid, and Galleo stepped back.

“I’m sorry, Gur,” the giant man said. “I don’t mean to frighten you. I know what it is like not to remember. It hurts, doesn’t it? Questions linger, and there are no answers, and that hole hurts like a wound.”

Gur nodded, and Galleo turned back toward Casimir.

“Yes,” Casimir said. “I welcome the help, I suppose. You are much larger than we are. If you intend to harm us, or if you have friends in wait for us, I don’t think we can do anything anyway.”

Galleo laughed. “I will not betray your trust, sir Casimir. This I promise. I will not betray any of you.”

We all remounted, Galleo on his giant mala and the rest of us on horses, and we continued up the road. Galleo rode behind us, and soon he dismounted and looked closely at the ground and the shrubs at the edge of the road.

“Wait,” he called in his deep voice. Casimir stopped and turned his horse, and Galleo led his mala to the front of our caravan. “Have you seen signs? Can you track them?”

Casimir ducked his head. I tried not to smirk, because he and Gem had argued about this. Casimir wanted to lead, since we were after his sister and he was a prince, but Gem said he knew about tracking. In the end, Gem had deferred.

“I know little of tracking,” Casimir admitted. He seemed humbler with this man here than he had been otherwise. I liked him better this way. I wondered if his sister was as arrogant. I assumed all princes and princesses were this way.

“Let me look ahead,” Galleo said.

“You don’t simply go ahead to prepare an ambush?” Casimir said angrily. 

“No, I don’t,” Galleo said simply, and he walked his mala ahead of us. He moved slowly, looking at the ground and the bushes as he went. He moved out of sight, and Casimir turned to Gem and frowned.

“You are sure this man speaks true?”

“No,” Gem said. “But I think he does. And I told you tracking was worthwhile.”

Casimir glared at Gem, who simply smiled back. I wondered if Gem was used to dealing with princes. I would never glare at a prince. I was sure Gur wouldn’t, either.

Behind me Gur squirmed, and I turned, although I couldn’t turn enough to see him.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“I smell something,” Gur said. He sniffed to the right and shook his head. “But I don’t know what it is. Everything smells new, but this is different. This is important.”

Gem turned to us. “Important how? What is it?”

Gur shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Is it just the mala that passed?” Gem asked. “They have a strange smell.”

“True,” Gur said. “We use them at the faire. I know the smells of horse and mala and man. This isn’t them. Nor is it fire or food. It is spicy. It tickles my nose.”

Casimir let out his breath. “Why are we discussing this? Should we not be looking for my sister?”

“We are waiting for Galleo,” I said. “Casimir, we are here to help, but you forget that.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. Gur, do you think the smell has to do with Chessa?”

Gur climbed off the horse and walked toward Casimir, his nose in the air. He sniffed Casimir’s leg and then sniffed the air again.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I just know it is a different smell. I’m sorry. There are so many new things. And it is beautiful. Is it not beautiful?”

Gem smiled. Gem smiled at Gur a lot. “Yes, Gur. It is beautiful here.”

Gem had dismounted, too, and Peony was now on the ground, sitting in the grass along the edge, babbling. She didn’t look like Gem. And that made sense, because he said he had rescued her, not that she was his sister. And yet, I couldn’t imagine how a boy could rescue a baby.

“How old is Peony?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Gem said. 

“And she isn’t your sister?” 

Gem glared at me. “Why does this matter?”

“Is she your daughter?” Casimir asked. “Did you rescue her from your lover’s husband? Her beau? Was she being sold on the slave blocks? How did you end up with a baby? It’s not a bad question.”

Gem glared at all of us. “She had been rejected by her father. She was in danger, and I didn’t like that. So now I will care for her. No child should be rejected. Every child should be loved.”

I looked at Casimir, who simply frowned thoughtfully at Gem. I could tell both of us wondered why this situation made Gem so angry. Of course, he got angry over Gur, too. Gem didn’t like to see people treated badly. That made me like him. I didn’t have to deal with people being treated badly. People were treated well at the farm, and I seldom left the farm. I didn’t realize so many people in the world were treated badly, but I thought Gem did. If his father was a merchant, maybe he saw many more people than I did. Maybe he saw the worst of people.

Peony toddled toward Gur, who sat down in front of her. The little girl sat in his lap, and she patted his face. Then she petted his arms, much as I kept doing. I could tell Gur had started to purr, because Peony rested her whole self against his chest, much like I wanted to do when Gur began to purr. She giggled in her high voice and patted Gur’s chest. Gur smiled.

“I think there were three,” Galleo said, suddenly appearing ahead of us. He stopped and watched Peony and Gur. He moved closer to Gur and tilted his head.

“He purrs,” I said. Again, I didn’t know why I felt I could talk about Gur. “Like a cat. It’s wonderful.”

Galleo smiled at this. “Like a cat? That’s amazing. Gur, when did you learn to do that?”

Gur looked ashamed. “I don’t know. It just happens. I don’t know how to make it stop.”

“Don’t make it stop,” I said. “It’s good, Gur. It’s soothing. Look at Peony.”

Indeed, Peony had relaxed against Gur’s chest, one thumb in her mouth.

“I hate to disrupt this,” Galleo said. “But there are three of them on large horses, and we should follow.”

“Can you tell anything else?” Gem asked. “Are you sure Chessa is with them?”

“No,” Galleo said. “But one horse rides heavier, like it has a second rider. And these horses wear shoes. The markings on the shoes look like those from a city along the coast. But I haven’t been here in a long time. With the trains, smiths at the coast could sell their wares close by.”

“But not horseshoes,” Gem said. “I know of no village or town without its own smiths. And they can be very competitive. Each village thinks its smiths are best, for they know the terrain and make shoes that are just right for the area.”

Galleo nodded. “I agree. I believe these men have your sister, Casimir. You are sure you don’t know who would take your sister? Did they want you, too?”

“They seemed intent on Chessa,” Gem said. 

“But I am the heir,” Casimir said, as if he was angry that men didn’t try to kidnap him. “Why would someone take my sister?”

“Did someone wish for her hand?” Galleo asked. “Were there offers of marriage? Wait. How old is your sister?”

“She is sixteen,” Casimir said. “And I think... I think I don’t know. I know men have offered. I don’t know if anyone was angry because of a rejection. You think someone stole her to marry her?”

“Perhaps,” Galleo said. “The real question is what is up this road. I don’t recognize the road.”

“Many roads came with the railroads,” Gem said. “You were here before that?”

“Long before,” Galleo said. I wondered how old Galleo was. He didn’t appear old to me. I would guess he was younger than my papa. “We should keep along this road. Have you arms?”

“I don’t,” Gem said with some disgust. “Just a short knife.”

“I have my knife,” Casimir said.

“Gur is very strong,” Gem said. “But he doesn’t know how to fight. Or I don’t think he does. Gur, do you fight?”

“I never did,” Gur said. 

“And you?” Galleo said to me. I was sure I blushed. Suddenly I wondered what I was doing here. What did I have to offer? Galleo was an adult, and he was helpful and wise. What did I do but pet Gur and listen?

“No,” I said. “I’m just an egg girl. I don’t know if I should be here.”

Galleo smiled. “Just an egg girl? A very brave egg girl, I would think.”

“And she knows how to tend wounds,” Gem said.

“That is a very good skill,” Galleo said. “Okay. Shall we continue?”

Everyone remounted. Peony fussed at having to be tied again to Gem’s chest, but he sang to her, and that calmed her. Gem had a beautiful, haunting voice. Casimir cleared his throat.

“Galleo, since you can track, would you like to lead?”

I was surprised Casimir said this. I was happy to have Galleo here. We needed an adult. Maybe Casimir felt the same way. He was afraid for his sister, and perhaps that made him sound arrogant. Maybe he was simply a frightened boy as I was a frightened girl.

“I would be happy to lead, sir Casimir,” Galleo said. “I hope we find them before dark, but if not, do you have supplies for camp?”

Casimir ducked his head. “No. We are not prepared for this. We felt time worked against us, so we moved quickly.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Galleo said. “We will try to get her by dark, then. And if not, I think I can help with camp. I have camped many nights in my life. I am always prepared.”

“I have a few things,” Gem said, patting his bag. “But not much.”

I had nothing. Gur had nothing. But we didn’t say that. Instead, we silently fell into line behind Galleo, again heading into the mountains on an unknown path after unknown people looking for Casimir’s sister.
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Chapter Five



[image: ]




They rode until darkness began to fall. Galleo said more than once that they were still on the trail of the horses, and he expressed surprise that they had seen no villages along the way.

“This road is wide,” Galleo said. “And it is in good condition. And yet we see no villages. I don’t understand it. But the northern highlands have always fascinated me. Ancient roads last here. Fewer areas have such a long and interesting history. Battles, empires, good and evil. A history of the area would make for an interesting read.”

Gur listened, and he watched, and when the sun lowered, Galleo called camp. Casimir agreed, although he was upset to slow down.

“What if they travel all night?” Casimir said. “They will be so far ahead we will never catch them.”

“The horses can’t go all night,” Galleo said. “We can camp on this road, or we can go back to your home and see if your father knows who might have taken your sister. That knowledge would help us.”

“No,” Casimir said firmly. “I can’t leave her here.”

“Or you just don’t want to face your father,” Gem said. He grimaced. “I understand that. Galleo, do you think we can find them?”

Galleo shrugged. “They are following this road. They’re leaving prints all the way. If we are truly following Chessa, we might catch up. We will leave with the sun in the morning, so I suggest we make camp now and try to get as much sleep as possible.”

Peony wasn’t happy. Gur had watched her all day. She smiled and played with Gem’s hair, and she patted his back, and often she cried. She didn’t want to stay on his back. Sometimes he sat her in his lap, but still, she had too much energy. Gur thought about his young childhood, when he’d cried in the cage, wanting to run and play. Then he’d forgotten about running and playing. Now he watched the little girl, and as soon as they dismounted to set up camp, he took her little hand and went to the grass to run with her, listening to her high giggle.

After a few minutes he realized Gem was watching, and he stopped. Had he done something wrong? Was he not supposed to run and play? He didn’t know how to set up camp, and everyone else seemed to know what to do, so he’d assumed it was okay just to play with the baby, but he wasn’t sure of that. Maybe he was supposed to sit quietly like he did in his cage. Maybe the baby was supposed to sit quietly, too, although it seemed Gem did many things today to make her happy, to see her smile.

“I’m sorry,” Gur said, feeling the weight of Gem’s gaze and wishing he understood it. He still felt Gem was important. Casimir might be a prince, but Gem was something special, too, even if Gur didn’t know what. Gem was wise. Gem had secrets, but they would lead to something good. Gem was going to do something good.

“For what?” Gem asked. “Thanks for playing with her. She needs to play. Or I think she does. I don’t know much about babies. Or this baby.”

“When did you rescue her?” Gur asked.

“Two days ago,” Gem said. “I thought she would miss her mama. But she seems fine.”

“She smiles a lot,” Gur said. “I can play with her?”

“Of course you can. All of us are tired of sitting still on horses all day. We’re going to work on food. Can you look out for her while we do?”

Gur paused at that. “Just play with her?”

“Yes. Don’t stop watching her. You saw what happened today when we turned our backs for a minute. She’ll wander off. Make sure she doesn’t eat anything, like rocks or leaves. You were doing fine, Gur. She likes you.”

Gur felt happy about the praise. He felt himself purring, and he wished he could make it stop. Boys didn’t purr. Naja wanted him to be a boy. But Naja also loved that he purred. It didn’t make much sense. But the world was big and bright and noisy and didn’t always make sense. He’d learned that right away.

Naja called them to dinner. She cleaned the baby’s hands with a cloth, and they all settled around the fire. Gem and Galleo had caught two rabbits, and they had cooked those. Gur didn’t know how they had caught them so fast, but he liked the flavor. Usually he ate grains and milk. This food tasted strange, but it was tasty and rich and filling. He didn’t eat much before he was full.

“Now,” Galleo said, looking at them. Gur knew everyone was glad to have the giant man around. This man was frightening. He was different. Gur imagined Bev would love to have this man in a cage, for he would truly frighten faire goers, except no cage could hold him. Gur was sure of that. The rules of the world didn’t quite apply to Galleo. He was something special, too, but different than Gem. He was some kind of other, and everyone felt better knowing he was here with them. “We need to sleep. Gem, how well does the baby sleep?”

Gem looked guilty. “I’m not sure. She cried a lot last night. And last night was the only night I was with her.”

Galleo nodded. “Okay. She knows you, and she likes Gur. She can sleep between you. We only have one tent. It’s big enough for all of you, but not for you and me, too, so I’ll sleep outside. It’s not cold tonight. All of you give Naja space. It’s not right for her to sleep in your tent, but we have no choices. Everyone sleep clothed, and treat each other well. Sleep and don’t talk. We need to be rested. I wish we had a creek for bathing. The tent will reek of smoke by morning, but again, we don’t have many choices.”

Nobody complained that Galleo gave them orders, not even Casimir. Instead, everyone ate and then filed into the tent. Naja curled up with her face away from everyone, and she said nothing else. Casimir said he hated to sleep on the ground, but then he was silent. 

Peony was going to be a problem, Gur thought. She didn’t want to lie down. She wanted to run. Gem tried patting her back, but she kept sitting up. He sang to her, trying to keep his voice quiet, but she fussed.

“May I try?” Gur asked when it seemed nothing would work. Gem nodded, and Gur pulled the baby close. He pulled his arm out from beneath the blanket, and he put Peony’s hand on it. She stroked his hair, suddenly quiet. She stretched out and put her face against his arm, and then she simply pressed her whole length against his. Although he couldn’t control it, he’d suspected if she stroked him he would purr, and he did. The little girl lay against him and closed her eyes, soon asleep.

“That’s amazing,” Gem said. “Thank you.”

“It’s okay,” Gur said. “I like her. She’s so small. She trusts me.”

“She does,” Gem said. “I’m surprised she trusts any of us. I wish things had gone differently for her. I hope I can care for her.”

“When we find Casimir’s sister, will you take her home with you?” Gur asked.

“I have no solid plans,” Gem said. He sounded upset. “We will see what happens, I guess. What will you do?”

“I don’t know,” Gur said. “I don’t know anything.”

“You can stay with me,” Gem said. Gur felt his eyes dampen when Gem said it. “We’ll find something good for all of us.”

“Thank you,” Gur said.

“I worry about Naja. Her family will be missing her. But we can’t stop until we find Chessa. It’s very complicated. But I felt like Eleuth wanted us to help, wanted us to follow. I don’t usually feel the god’s desires so strongly. I had to follow.”

Gur said nothing. He didn’t understand their talk of gods. He assumed he would figure it out eventually. Right now, it didn’t matter. He was snuggled with a warm and trusting little girl, and Gem wasn’t planning to leave him in the world all alone, and for the first time in a long time he felt comfortable and safe and happy. 

He purred until he fell asleep.

Peony woke him hours later, squirming and humming. The tent was brightening, and Gur sat up and looked around. Nobody else moved, so he took Gem’s bag and exited the tent with Peony toddling behind. Galleo sat at a fire, and he smiled when Gur appeared. The smile caught him by surprise. How many times had someone smiled at him in the morning? Bev woke him up with a dish of porridge, and she hated morning. She usually growled threats about scaring faire guests, and never did she smile.

“How did Peony do?” Galleo asked.

“She slept with me,” Gur said. Galleo had smiled, but Gur was still frightened by him. The man was too large. His voice was low and complex, and something of his scent bothered Gur. He didn’t know enough of the world to know what he sensed, but he knew it was something big. The man had secrets. Gem had secrets, but they would lead to good. Gur wasn’t sure that was the case with Galleo. 

The baby was wet, and Gur tried to coax her to lie down. He had watched Gem change her linens, and he wished to do the same, but the child squirmed and darted and made it difficult. Galleo laughed and knelt at Gur’s side, dumping the bag and grabbing the baby in his large hands.

“May I?” Galleo asked. Galleo always asked. Gur though this was strange. Nobody asked the monsters what they thought or wanted. From Naja’s reactions to Galleo, Gur suspected nobody ever asked egg girls anything, either.

Gur shifted to one side, and Galleo swiftly changed the child, placing her damp clothes to one side. Her white dress was ragged, nothing like the fine clothing Gem wore. But it was clean, and the little girl instantly popped back to her feet to toddle around the area.

“Ah,” Galleo said, looking at the things that had fallen from Gem’s bag. He lifted a leather item and opened it, exposing many thin sheaves.

“What is it?” Gur asked. Gently he reached out his hand to touch the fine sheaves. Galleo gave him a long look.

“It is a copy of the words of Eleuth. It is a book.”

“Book,” Gur said. “What is it for? What does it do?”

“Those are words,” Galleo said. He raised his eyebrows. “Interesting.”

“What?” Gur asked, but Galleo shook his head.

“Ah, books are simply collections of words. They can tell stories, or they can instruct. This one is sacred, a book of the god and his dealings with man.”

“Those are words?” Gur asked, fascinated by the markings. How did those become words?

“They are,” Galleo said. He flipped to the front of the book, which had larger markings, and then he smiled and closed the book, returning it to the bag. He returned all the items to the bag and set it out of the way, gesturing toward the baby. Gur nodded and went for her, leading her back to the fire. Galleo held out a chunk of hard travel cake, and Peony sat in his lap and nibbled on it. He offered one to Gur, as well.

“You remember nothing before your sixth year,” Galleo said to Gur. Gur paused. Would this man mock his story of a princess? Many had done so before, and he hated to speak of it. He held the story close, feeding off its warmth and hope, and he hated to be mocked by it.

“Nothing. I only have stories, and the man who first told me the stories is dead. I’m not sure of the truths. But I want it to be true. I want the princess to have loved me.”

Galleo smiled at that, and Gur let out his breath. The smile didn’t mock.

“I, too, hope there was love in my story,” the giant man said. “I don’t even have stories.”

“Did you lose six years, too?”

“No,” Galleo said. “I’m not sure how many I lost. I was an adult. I think this is the cause of the loss.” The man lifted his curls off his forehead and exposed a thick scar. “I woke up with this on my head, alone in a forest. I have no memories before it.”

“Did someone care for you?” Gur asked.

“No,” Galleo said sadly. “I was alone for a long time. And then I found a man who said he had seen me in a vision. He was a bishop of TrueGod, Eleuth. He asked me to help him. I did. I have been helping Eleuth ever since.”

Gur thought about this. “I don’t know my age. I don’t know if I was truly six. If so, I am twelve now. But you didn’t grow. You don’t know your age. How long ago were you hurt?”

Galleo shrugged. “A long time. Twelve. That makes you the youngest one here.”

Gur looked at Peony, and Galleo laughed. 

“Okay, she is the youngest one here. But the youngest here to help Chessa. Were they unkind to you, Gur? The people of the faire?”

“I was a monster,” Gur said. “They knew that. Bev was kind enough, considering I was a monster.”

“You’re not a monster,” Galleo said firmly. “And you should have been treated kindly, not put in a cage. That was evil.”

Galleo said it with fierce anger, similar to Gem’s anger. Gur leaned back, and Galleo frowned.

“I’m sorry, Gur. I don’t want to frighten you. I am glad the faire burned so you could be here.”

“Gem said I could stay with him,” Gur said. “When we find Chessa. Gem has secrets, but they are good. He is important. I know he is.”

Galleo nodded and glanced toward the bag. “I suspect you are right. I am glad you have a place to go. Ah, we should rouse everyone and begin. Will you watch Peony?”

Gur did so, and the group folded the tent, ate travel cake, and climbed onto the horses and mala sleepily. Peony fussed on Gem’s horse, but he sang to her, and she calmed. He had a pleasant voice. 

Sitting in front of him, Naja yawned. She also shivered, and Gur tightened his hold on her.

“You are cold?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “A little. I didn’t sleep well. I heard you, Gur. Gem said you could stay with him. That makes me glad.”

Gur smiled. “Me, too.”

“But he was right that my parents will worry. I am sad to worry them. I don’t know why I am here. Why did I think I should join? How can I help? I can’t fight. I’m not strong. It’s even hard to have me in a tent. I fear I did the wrong thing.”

Her breathing changed, and Gur knew she was crying. He had cried enough in his life to recognize it, even though he couldn’t see her face.

“You tended Gem’s wounds,” Gur said. “Gem said the god asked us to follow. He said it like he meant all of us.”

“Likely he just meant all of you,” Naja said. “It is good to be an egg girl. It is simple, and I am needed. Everyone likes eggs and chickens. What I do matters. It isn’t exciting, but it is important to matter.”

Gem turned from the horse in front of them, and Naja sucked in her breath, like she didn’t realize Gem could hear her.

“Naja,” he said gently. Gem seemed very good at speaking gently. He did it with Peony, and when Casimir was difficult, he did it with him, too. “I think you are meant to be here. I did mean all of us. I don’t know why, but I believe all of us will help to find Chessa.”

Naja sniffled. “I can’t imagine what I can do. You are a merchant’s son. You know much of the world.”

“Not as much as you might think,” Gem said. “The world is very big.”

“Galleo has seen much of it,” Gur said. “Right?”

“I think so,” Gem said, speaking more quietly. Galleo was ahead of them today, leading. Casimir was second, still yawning. “Galleo is here at the bidding of the god, and I wonder about that.”

“Wonder what?” Naja asked.

“He is large for a man. He is different. The god has sent us something new, a man unlike any I’ve seen. I wonder why. Chessa must be very important for the god to send us such a helper.”

Gur thought about that. He, too, believed Galleo was something more. But Gem was certain Galleo was good, and Gur wasn’t sure of that.

“Are Chessa and Casimir from a large kingdom?” Naja asked.

“It’s not a kingdom I know,” Gem said. He shrugged. “But I am from farther north.”

“How far?” Naja asked.

“Far,” Gem said. He squirmed. Gur sensed something from Gem, a change in the way he moved and smelled. He was uncomfortable with the question. “Naja, I think you are supposed to be here, but I’m sorry your parents are missing you. Do you miss them?”

“Not like you think. I know they are safe and well. They will be sad, but when I return, they will be happy again. They likely think I am dead. For them this is bad, even though it will end well. Or I hope it will end well. I realize we might face danger. But Galleo makes it feel safer.”

Gem glanced forward toward Galleo, and then he turned to the front and didn’t speak again for a long while. Peony was now in front of him on the saddle, babbling and singing. Gur smiled at her. He knew nothing of babies, but he loved her. She was so simple and cheerful and honest, and he was glad to have her along.

Before midday the landscape changed. Naja said they were passing farms, and then they entered a village. Homes and shops were close to the road, and people watched them pass. Gur noticed horses in the village, but no malas. Galleo seemed to tower over the people. As they’d entered the area of farms, he had pulled his hood over his head, and he kept in on here on the village road.

Peony began to laugh and point at people, patting Gem’s shoulder as she stood on the saddle and peered around her. Gem shifted to control her, finally stopping when she began to bounce and leap in his arms.

“Galleo,” he called. The man stopped and turned, not looking happy. “Can we take a few minutes? She needs to stretch. We all need to stretch.”

Galleo looked at the villagers around them, some of them watching the group, most of them attending to their business. He didn’t look happy, but he stopped, and Gem dismounted and walked his horse down the road with the baby’s hand in his.

“Do you want to walk?” Naja asked. Gur said yes, and they dismounted, too. Naja held the horse, and Gur walked at her side. He didn’t pull back when she took his hand.

Galleo and Casimir dismounted to walk as well, although Galleo set a fast walking pace. Gur could tell that Galleo didn’t want to slow down. He wondered if the signs of the horses they had followed had given away some secrets, bad secrets. He also wondered if there would be any more tracks to follow here in the village.

Casimir talked to a few people, asking about his sister, but Gur couldn’t hear what was said. Instead, he focused on the people around them. Some stared at him, and some pointed. He was reminded of being in the cage, when his job was to frighten people. He didn’t want to frighten any of these people. He never wanted to frighten anyone ever again.

“Here,” Naja said. “You walk on this side.”

Naja shifted him between her and the horse, protecting him from people’s eyes, but it didn’t help. More and more people noticed him.

“Were you at the faire?” an old man asked. “Monsters escaped in the fire. You look like you’ve been in the fire, and you could be a monster.”

“He isn’t a monster,” Naja said fiercely.  She moved faster, but someone else approached.

“He shouldn’t be here,” the young woman said, cradling a small child to her chest. The child reached out to touch Gur, and he reached back without thinking. The woman snatched the baby’s hand away and screeched that the monster had tried to hurt her child.

This caused more people to look, and more of them called him a monster. Gem was now aware of this, and he pushed Peony’s hand into Naja’s and took her place, standing between Gur and the crowd.

“He is a boy,” Gem said angrily. “And you should be ashamed for treating a boy this way. He is small and can’t hurt you. He would never hurt you.”

The crowd didn’t listen. Gem stood taller, and a few stood back, but many more spoke unkindly. Gur had heard it all before. In fact, Bev would have been proud of the chaos he’d made, especially since he hadn’t had to growl to do it.

“Enough,” Galleo’s loud, deep voice finally said. Gur looked up and found him a few feet away, towering over the people, his mala towering over the horses. His hood was still up, his flat face cast in shadows, a few golden curls spilling from the hood onto his dark cloak. “Let the boy be. We look for men who raced through town. They took a girl, stole her away at the faire. She is in danger. This small boy will not endanger you, but evil men who steal girls are indeed a threat.”

Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. Galleo frowned from deep within his cowl, increasing the shadows. Menace radiated off of him, and as one the entire village stepped back. He continued not to move, and Naja, Casimir, and Gem didn’t move, either. Gur gripped Naja’s hand more tightly and wished they had never found a village. He wondered if Gem would take him someplace filled with people. Likely he would have to. Nobody could live alone. And yet people didn’t want Gur around. Perhaps his only hope was a cage.

Finally a very old woman moved forward. She stopped in front of Galleo and looked up at him. She was tiny, barely passing his waist.

“Last night,” she said. “The girl was with large men, but she didn’t call for help. She sat with one, on the back of the horse. It was nearly dark, and nobody was around. I was surprised to see strangers pass through so late in the evening.”

Galleo nodded. “Thank you. Did they continue down this road?”

“They did,” the woman said. 

“And what is ahead on this road?” Casimir asked. He stood tall and proud, looking like a prince. Gur wondered if the prince who had brought him to the faire had looked like this. 

“The road forks. One way leads to Princeton Port. The other goes overland toward the Stanton kingdom.”

Galleo looked at Casimir, a question in his eyes. Gur wondered what the question meant.

“The port,” Casimir said. “Stanton kingdom has no interest in Chessa, but the port is well known. Many who deal with Papa use that port. I didn’t know a road came from this direction.”

“It meets with the Ivory Road,” the old woman said. She turned from Galleo and walked toward Gem and Gur. Gem stepped closer to Gur, protecting him, but Gur looked into the old woman’s eyes and smelled her calm, and he stepped to the side. The woman reached out a hand and placed it on Gur’s arm.

She smiled. “You are a very strange boy. But you aren’t a monster, are you?”

He shook his head, not willing to talk in his strange voice, lest they know that he truly was a monster.

“Go,” the woman said to Galleo. “Hurry. Ships leave the port all the time.”

Galleo nodded and swung up onto his mala. Casimir followed. Gur knew that meant all of them were to remount. Gem helped Gur to the saddle before taking Peony, and then he mounted ahead of them while Naja climbed up with Gur. He put his arms around her, surprised to find her trembling. None of them said a word until the village was past them, and Casimir broke the silence, his voice reverberating through the pine forest through which they walked.

“If they beat us to the port, we will never find them.”

“She was alone with three large escorts,” Galleo said. “Someone will notice and remember her.”

“But knowing what ship she boarded is not the same as finding her,” Casimir said.

“Perhaps. It might tell us who has her, and it will tell us of her destination. Perhaps we will determine that only a few of us should follow. Travel by sea is not easy, especially for a child.”

Gem stiffened in his seat, but he said nothing. Casimir looked back at the two horses behind him, his eyes narrowed.

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. 

“We will know more when we arrive,” Galleo said. He turned back to the front, hastened the pace, and everyone fell silent.

“I shouldn’t be here,” Gur said quietly into Naja’s ear. “They stare at me.”

“They are horrible,” Naja said quietly back to him. “I want to hate them. Eleuth says not to hate, but they were unkind for no reason.”

“Except I am a monster,” Gur said. “I won’t hurt them, but that doesn’t change what I am. I belong in a cage. I don’t belong out here.”

“No,” Gem said firmly from ahead. Gur jumped, thinking he’d spoken quietly enough that Gem wouldn’t hear. “Nobody deserves a cage. And they are wrong. You are wrong. But that woman helped us, so we are fine. We will find Chessa and get her home, because she deserves freedom, too.”

Gem turned back around, and Gur simply watched him, wondering. His secret was growing more important. Gur wondered if he would ever know what it was.

Naja continued to tremble, and Gur pulled her closer.

“You are cold?” he whispered, determined to keep Gem out of their conversation.

“No,” Naja said. “They frightened me. I thought they might hurt us. They might hurt you. Gem would have helped. Galleo would have stopped them. But I didn’t want any of that to happen. I am not good on an adventure. I want kindness and safety. Perhaps at the port I should go home, except I don’t know how to get there. I don’t know where the port is from my home.”

Gur said nothing. He wondered if he should continue or not. It barely mattered, because either way he had no place to go, no place where he belonged and would be helpful.
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Chapter Six
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Galleo had never found himself in the middle of such a puzzle. He still had no idea what his mission was here. Was it simply to find the princess and return her home? That was noble. He had done such things before. But if so, what were the rest doing here? The boy with fur who had lived in a cage. The boy who wasn’t a merchant’s son who had rescued a child from some unknown fate, the same boy who had lied to them all about his name, his identity, everything that he was. The girl, a young maiden who cared for chickens and yet was willing to face down an angry village to defend someone she barely knew. An arrogant prince hiding a fearful child inside, terrified of his father and failure.

He feared all of them were the mission. Each of them had his or her own need, and that meant this mission was complicated, much more complicated than he could fathom. He was a fighter, a warrior, sometimes an avenging angel when TrueGod needed such a character. He was not comfortable with complex situations with so many variables. He had no idea how to know which child to deal with first. He suspected all of them needed him at once, and the idea made him dizzy.

The villagers hadn’t surprised him. They hadn’t frightened him. He’d known the boy would attract attention. He was more than capable of handling a village of easily frightened people. His size alone would have rescued them if it had gotten violent. Gem’s response also hadn’t surprised him. The boy was going to fight to defend his friends, to the death if need be. Galleo knew one of his purposes here was to make sure the boy never needed to make such a sacrifice. He was too important, however much he tried to hide it.

The little egg girl hadn’t surprised him, either. She had a core of iron, and she had no idea of that. He suspected she had spoken true, unlike Gem. She truly was an egg girl raised on a farm by parents who had once known slavery. But Eleuth had touched her, and she was now more than she could fathom. Galleo wondered what her role would be here in this story. 

Gur had been frightened. That made sense. He was still very young, and he was very new to the world. Although he had been mistreated his entire life, his cage had been a form of safety, a barrier between him and true evil. Galleo realized this instinctively, and he knew the boy had to learn quickly ways to deal with the harshness of life outside a cage. Many would react as the villagers had, and he had to learn not to fear. Galleo hated the loss of innocence that would occur with such lessons.

The one who had surprised him was the old woman. She had dared to touch the boy, dared to approach a giant, all to aid a girl she didn’t know. He sensed that Eleuth’s mouth had spoken through the old woman’s lips, that she was blessed of the god. He felt great comfort knowing Eleuth was sending clues to help them on their way. If this mission was as complex as he suspected, he needed clues.

Peony cried from Gem’s lap, and although he spoke to her and sang to her, she didn’t calm. Galleo knew he had to stop. He wondered if this child would play a role. He suspected the babe’s role was entirely about Gem, and he wished for a place to leave her, to let someone else care for her until they were out of danger. But he didn’t think Gem would give her up. He had no idea why, what had truly happened to bond the pair.

“Lunch,” Galleo called.

“We can eat from the horses,” Casimir said, growing more agitated and fearful as time passed. “We need to get to the port. Why don’t we leave them behind? You and I can ride ahead to find them.”

It wasn’t a bad suggestion, although Galleo had no intention of leaving four children alone on this unknown road. Instead, he dismounted and handed out more travel cakes. He would need to purchase more supplies at the port if they didn’t find the girl right away, and he was certain they wouldn’t find the girl right away. That would be too easy, and nothing about this situation was going to be easy.

Peony was more interested in roaming than eating, and Gem let her roam, following behind her while he nibbled his own cake. She could easily eat on the road, so there was no reason to hinder her activity.

Gur huddled near Naja, and Galleo’s heart broke for the boy. He still wondered if he and this boy were similar, if his childhood had been anything like this child’s. He approached and stood at Gur’s side, then sat so he wouldn’t be so much taller.

“People are unkind,” Galleo said. “They will be that way. And yet, as you know, some are different.”

Galleo smiled at Naja, who smiled back with her beautiful eyes. The young maiden was striking, a mix of Agridore and eastern Slavend peoples. And her kindness radiated from her eyes. It was no wonder Gur stayed so close to her. Strength and beauty were a powerful mix.

“I shouldn’t be here,” Gur said. “What if you can’t find Chessa because I am trouble?”

Galleo nodded. “I suspect all of us should be here. However, we need to find you a cloak. People will pay you little attention if they can’t see you. I’m sorry it has to be that way, but it is true, and it will help us in our mission. At the port, we will look for a cloak.”

Gur nodded and smiled, and Naja squeezed his hand. Then he smiled more brightly.

“Shopping will slow us down,” Casimir said angrily. “How can they help us, Galleo? Chessa might be in danger.”

“If they take her to the port, she’s not in danger. She passed a village and didn’t cry out. I suspect she plays a role here that we don’t yet understand,” Galleo said to the boy. Casimir stood straight and tall, but he was still slight, barely showing the signs of future manhood. “Have you trained to fight?”

Casimir stood even taller. “I have.”

“And you, Gem?” Galleo asked, knowing the boy was paying attention to this conversation even while following the little girl around the area. Gem nodded.

“I assume you have no training,” Galleo said to Naja and Gur. They nodded.

“Okay,” Galleo said. “At the port, Casimir and I will ask around to find out where Chessa went. Gem, you will help Naja and Gur purchase a cloak, and then when Gur is covered, you can also help us find Chessa. I suspect they will be gone when we arrive. We will decide what to do next based on their destination. For now, we near the Ivory Road. Many travel this road, and Gur will attract attention. He can wear a blanket to keep himself hidden. Gur, nothing is wrong with you. I don’t hide you in shame, but because we need nothing to slow us down. For that reason I will remain covered as well, for I am as foreign to most people as you are. Only I cannot hide my size. Fortunately, my size keeps most people at bay. This is a plan we can agree to?”

His strange group of children nodded, and Galleo suppressed a smile at the somber faces gazing back at him. Then he thought about that. Why not smile? They needed the reassurance. Until they caught the ship, there was little danger, so they might as well relax. Moving with haste didn’t mean they had to move with fear.

The port was farther than Galleo had realized. Darkness was going to stop them, and he didn’t want that, but he also knew port towns closed down at night. Pushing through wouldn’t gain them information. They made the Ivory Road late in the afternoon, and he kept riding until he found a long stretch of trees and thick underbrush where they could secure themselves for the night.

“No,” Casimir said. “We cannot stop. They will already be at the port.”

Galleo nodded. “Likely yes. However, even if we keep going, we arrive after dark. All who sell tickets will be at home. All who witnessed Chessa’s arrival will be at home. The only people left on the docks will be those there to rob and kidnap us for slavers. We might as well sleep so we will be ready to find her in the morning.”

Casimir threw a stick across their campsite. “This is taking too long. We shouldn’t have brought a baby. Who brings a baby to a rescue? Or a girl? A servant girl is of no value to us. You are strong, Galleo, and I can fight. We should have left them behind. We would have her by now.”

Galleo simply watched this outburst. This boy loved his sister, and he worried for her. He blamed himself for her capture, and he feared failure more than Galleo thought was healthy. The boy’s father was likely a harsh man, as evidenced in Casimir’s own harsh nature.

And yet, Galleo couldn’t fault him his concern. Once the girl left the mainland, she would be harder to locate. They might indeed lose her for good. But Galleo had been on enough rescues for TrueGod to know that, if the god wished a person rescued, the rescue happened. Usually rescues had little to do with fighting evil men and much to do with teaching those rescued. This group had a lot of learning to do. They were young, and they were unique, and Galleo dreaded all the lessons that might be ahead.

He had hoped simply to take an arrow or a sword and finally fade away. He hadn’t expected TrueGod to strain his ancient mind with complex lessons for complicated children.

“Should we stay behind?” Gem asked, again following little Peony through the shrubbery. “He’s right that we’re slowing him down. I want to help. I feel Eleuth wished us to help. But I could be wrong. I have been wrong often of late. And while I can fight, I can’t fight well with Peony, and Naja and Gur can’t fight at all. If you need to leave us at the port, I will care for Naja and Gur.”

Casimir stiffened at this, and Galleo tried not to smile. The younger boy was quite jealous of the older. Gem did seem more at home in his skin, in his world. Galleo understood why that would be, but Casimir had no idea, thinking this merchant’s son didn’t defer to a prince as he ought.

“That remains to be seen,” Galleo said, and that was the truth. The girl’s destination would determine their next steps. However, regardless of the next steps, Galleo had an idea he knew would anger Gem. “The child, Gem. Whatever happens, it’s not good for a child. We can find a place for her and come back for her.”

Gem stepped closer to her, his face dark and closed. This boy could be dangerous, Galleo realized. That might be a good thing. “No. She isn’t being passed to strangers. She needs me. Us. People to care for her.”

“Who is she?” Casimir asked. “Why are you so enamored of her? Did you sire her? Did you run from your family because she is a common kitchen slave’s whelp and they wouldn’t let you keep her?”

Gem whirled on Casimir with fury, taking three large steps toward him, his fists clenched, before he stopped himself. He took a slow, deep breath. “She is not my daughter. And so what if she belongs to a kitchen servant or a nobleman? She deserves to be loved and cared for.”

“She deserves not to be dragged onto a ship and then subjected to danger,” Galleo said carefully. He was certain this boy was part of his mission, and he needed not to drive him away. He had no idea how to do that, and silently he asked the god for help.

“Then I will stay behind,” Gem said angrily, glaring at Casimir. Exactly the outcome Galleo did not want. “Clearly Casimir can rescue his sister alone, so why should I lose this little girl to help him?”

Naja took a step toward Gem and placed a hand on his arm. He looked at her small, dark hand and unclenched his fist. “Perhaps I could stay with her. I am no good here, either.”

Galleo sighed. Also not the outcome he wanted. But how would he ever explain this to the children? What had possessed the god to put him in this situation? He was four generations or more past his own childhood, and he had no memories of it. What did he know about dealing with these small, emotional, complex people?

“Princeton Port has many TrueGod sects,” Galleo said. “Eleuth sects. Finding someone to give asylum to the little girl will not be difficult. And she loves anyone who smiles at her. Eleuth has prepared her for this part of her journey. I feel that all of you are necessary to rescue Chessa. I have worked for Eleuth many times, and I think I know his voice, and it says all of you are valuable to Chessa, to Casimir. But the little girl should be safely set aside. She will be loved. I promise you this, Gem. We will find a group of Little Sisters or whoever plays that role in Princeton. We will not leave her with anyone you don’t trust. But I think we will find a place, and those who care for her will become as quickly as enamored of her as we have.”

Gem released his other fist, and he gazed at Naja’s hand, still on his arm, and then toward Casimir, whose face had softened. The young prince, who possibly emulated a harsh father, was softer than he wanted anyone to know. Galleo made note of that. The knowledge could aid them.

“She will be safe,” Gur said quietly. Gem looked at him a long while.

“How do you know?”

“Galleo won’t lie to us,” Naja said. She looked at Galleo with the sweetest eyes, and he wanted to take all of them home. Lessons from the god were never easy, and he wanted to spare them. But here they were, and he was not the one who had brought them together.

“She’s right,” Casimir said. “You can fight, Gem, if we need it. You’re the oldest next to Galleo. You can help. I’m sorry I said otherwise.”

The statement seemed to surprise Gem, and he nodded. “But only if I feel she is safe.”

“Yes,” Galleo said. “Only if you feel she is safe.”

They made camp, and Galleo passed out the last of his travel rations. They would have to start tomorrow hungry, although he could easily purchase anything they needed at the docks. The group was tired tonight, and they said little. But perhaps their mood had more to do with Gem than their own fatigue. The boy watched Peony with immense grief, and Galleo wondered if Casimir’s theory was correct. Was this child Gem’s spawn? He had no idea of the boy’s age, but likely he was old enough to sire a daughter. And yet he’d said he wasn’t the father. Why lie? Except that so far Gem had lied about everything. The boy’s book had told Galleo that. Why was it hard to believe he would also lie about this?

In the morning, they started in silence, hungry and uncertain. Chessa had now been gone for two days, and Casimir was near panic. Naja seemed homesick, and Gur stayed close to her, allowing her to stroke his arms when she was sad. Gem was simply ice, preparing himself for the coming separation from the little girl he loved.

And Galleo wondered why TrueGod couldn’t have looked for someone else for this job. Someone younger, more patient, possessing more insight into the hearts of children. Right now, he felt every single year of his four generations, and not one of them had prepared him for this.
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT THE PORT, WELL BEFORE MIDDAY, Galleo first fed them, and then the group separated. He watched Gem, Naja, and Gur disappear into the crowd and smiled. TrueGod would guard that trio. He’d never felt such a sense of TrueGod’s protection over anyone as he did those three, with their mysteries and secrets. He suspected they would not only buy a cloak, but likely they would find Chessa. Possibly they would bring her back before the day was out, and then all of them could go home.

He didn’t believe that, but he smiled at the idea and turned his attention toward Casimir, who wrinkled his nose at the strong, sour scents of the docks.

“Fish,” Galleo said to the boy’s unspoken question. “And rotting vegetables. And unwashed sailors. Have you ports in your kingdom?”

“Mesamar is landlocked,” Casimir said with a shrug. “The railroads have allowed us to grow in a way we haven’t grown in hundreds of years. It’s like having a dock on the land. Only it smells better.”

Galleo laughed at that. “I haven’t ridden a train. Have you?”

“Yes,” Casimir said. “Once. It is loud. And bumpy. And I suspect your head would touch the ceiling. But for transporting goods, the railroad has been worth the trouble.”

Casimir’s papa had been teaching him economics, Galleo realized. And patriotism. The boy might make a good leader, assuming he let out his softer side now and again.

They started at one end of the dock and simply talked to vendors and ship owners, asking if anyone had seen Chessa or her captors. For the first half of the long sea dock, nobody had any information for them, but then they found a young man selling passenger tickets at a wide booth who said he might have seen them.

“The woman looked angry,” he said. “She had dark hair and eyes, and her escorts spoke with a high Slavend accent she didn’t share.”

“She spoke?” Galleo said. “What did she say?”

“She told one of her escorts that she never got seasick. The man laughed at her. She didn’t laugh with him, but she never appeared in danger.”

“She was my sister,” Casimir said. “They kidnapped her.”

The man tilted his head. “Yes. I can see that. She looked like you. They purchased fare on the Springford Pass. It’s a good-sized passenger ship heading to the north quadrant.”

“How many times does that ship land?” Galleo asked.

“She heads to the ocean,” the man said. “Port Providence. Takes about two days to sail it, and she was going directly. Then she’s heading straight back. Most of the ocean ships don’t bounce from port to port like the seafarers.”

Galleo smiled. Perhaps TrueGod was going to make this part easy. “When is the next ship heading that direction?”

“Four days,” the man said. Galleo put out his hand to still Casimir, who would certainly balk at such a delay.

“Providence,” Galleo said as the word spurred a memory. “Port Providence is in the land of Cilandia, yes?”

The man nodded. “That’s true, sir.”

A frisson of unease slithered down Galleo’s back. “And do you know when it’s next moonset?”

The sailor furrowed his brow. “Ten days? No, sixteen. Sixteen days. Why, sir?”

Casimir stared into Galleo’s face, no idea what kind of trouble his sister faced. Sixteen days, and the boat left in four, and he didn’t know how he could live with himself if he took children into such a dark land. Clearly this hadn’t been easy after all.

“Is there another way to get to Port Providence?” Galleo asked. “A ship that crosses the sea and then goes overland?”

The man looked over his navigation logs. “Sunset Joy heads across this afternoon, and overland passage can be booked from there. Possibly another ship will head around from the north port, but I don’t have that information here. Overland will take you another two days, so almost as long as waiting.”

Galleo closed his eyes and implored the god for another answer. He wanted this man to be wrong, and Chessa wasn’t headed to such a dark and dangerous place. But he suspected he had indeed found her, and he suspected it would take every bit of wit each of these four children possessed to get her back.

He only hoped the matter would end with him dying and finally meeting TrueGod face to face, because he couldn’t live with failure, and he feared this mission had no other possible ending.

​
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Chapter Seven
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Gem took very little time purchasing a cloak for Gur. I held Peony, who fussed when Gem left her sight and disappeared into the market crowd, and my heart hurt for her. Would she cry when we left her here? Could Gem even do that?

When he returned, he handed me the cloak and took the baby, snuggling her close, his eyes damp. He waited, and I slipped the cloak around Gur’s slight body and pulled the hood up around his face. He looked like a smaller version of Galleo, his face in shadow. And yet, he was also easy to overlook, a small form with no features. Nobody would look twice at him now.

“So,” Gem said. He took a deep breath and sent Gur a watery smile. “It looks good. We are ready to find Chessa?”

We asked many people about Chessa, but it seemed nobody on the market row had seen her. We wandered back toward Casimir and Galleo, asking all the way, until Gur said he saw Casimir ahead waving for us.

“We found her,” Casimir said. “She is heading to the ocean, out to Port Providence.”

Gem stilled. “Port Providence. On the coast, in the north?”

“Yes,” Casimir said. “I’d not heard of it. It’s not easy to get there. We’ll have to cross the sea and hire another ship or go overland.”

“How long until moonset?” Gem asked. Casimir narrowed his eyes.

“Why do you ask that? Galleo asked that. What does moonset have to do with Port Providence, and why does it make both of you look so fearful?”

Gem took a deep breath. “Nothing.”

“Gem,” Casimir said. “I am a year younger than you, but I am not stupid. What is wrong? Is Chessa in danger? If someone wishes to marry her, she isn’t in danger, right? What has this to do with moonset? Will she be married then?”

I watched Gem, wondering if he would tell the truth. I had no idea what he was hiding, but he looked guilty. And he pulled Peony closer and kissed her head.

“We have to find her a safe place,” he said quietly. “Galleo will know how to do that, right?”

“So it’s dangerous,” Casimir said. “Now you think it’s a good idea to leave her behind. I demand you tell me what danger she faces. She is my sister, and I was to protect her, and I should know.”

Gem took a deep breath. I put my hand on his arm, seeing his distress, and he shook his head.

“Port Providence is in Cilandia. They follow many of the ancient cults, moon cults. Moonset is a sacred day, and they hold rituals to force the moons to return. They say if the people don’t worship right, the moons will disappear, and then the sun, and then all will die.”

“What is the ritual?” Casimir asked, although I thought he knew the answer. I did, too. I had never heard of this place or these rituals, but I could guess. My mama had come from a dark land where men had sacrificed animals and even enemies to evil gods, and I suspected that was what Gem didn’t want to say. Chessa might be a sacrifice. Even if she wasn’t, we didn’t know all the rituals, and we might be in danger.

“Moonset is in sixteen days,” Casimir said, answering Gem’s first question. “Now tell me why.”

“Sometimes they sacrifice enemies. Sometimes they sacrifice young women. But perhaps it isn’t like that. You’re right that a sacred day is a good day for a marriage. Perhaps it isn’t like we think.”

Casimir’s face paled, and Gur put his hand on Casimir’s arm. In a moment Casimir shook off Gur’s hand, and he turned and walked away, back toward Galleo, who stood at a booth halfway down the dock.

“They kill people?” Gur asked. “For gods? I don’t understand gods.”

“I know,” Gem said. “And we’ll explain it, Gur. But not now. We have to find a safe place for Peony. She can’t go to Port Providence. I’m not sure any of us should go.” He looked at me. “Not you, either, Naja. You are a young maiden, foreign. You don’t dress or talk like the followers of the dark gods. You might be in danger, too. Galleo will surely not let you go with us. Perhaps you can stay with Peony so she won’t be alone.”

“I want to go,” I said. My heart constricted at the words, not sure they were a good idea. Why did I want to walk into danger? I didn’t know Chessa. Casimir was barely nice to me, and I owed him nothing. Gem and Galleo could take care of themselves. And Gur could stay with me. Both of us could be safe. And yet I didn’t want to watch them float away from us. I wanted to be with them. I needed to see this through, which was something an egg girl would never do.

For the first time, I wondered who was feeding my chickens. Who took the eggs to the house? Who made sure the animals were safe? I’d spent my whole life caring for the chickens at the farm, and I’d barely given it a thought for days, instead pretending I was on an adventure, that I had some greater purpose. My purpose was fine. Eggs and chickens were important food. I helped my family and my masters. And yet I worked to stay here, where so far I’d had no purpose but to ride a horse with Gur at my back or dab water on Gem when he was coated in ash. What made me think I had to be here?

“I will go with you,” I said.

“And me,” Gur concurred. He placed his hairy hand in mine, and we simply stared at Gem.

“You don’t understand,” Gem said. He looked terrified. “They bleed people. Some they kill. Some they just wound. Their priests and priestesses bleed themselves to appease these gods. You can’t take chances with these people.”

I looked at him in surprise. “How do you know this, Gem? Why are you so frightened? Nothing frightens you.”

“This frightens me,” he said quietly. “My mother was raised in such a cult. Not the worst—nobody was killed in her cult. But she had to bleed, and she lived in the dark. My beautiful mother lived in darkness to appease dark gods. I can’t imagine Peony there, or you, or anyone I care for. I can’t.”

I wanted to hold him, because he was shaking. I was startled by the reaction, and I put my hand in his and led him toward Galleo and Casimir. Galleo would make wise decisions about this. I simply did not want to stop until I’d seen Chessa safely home. It didn’t matter that I’d never met her and had no idea who she was. Casimir missed her, and he worried for her, and I figured that meant we had to retrieve her, even more now that she might be in danger of her life.

“You know of Port Providence,” Galleo said to Gem when we arrived. Apparently Casimir had told him what Gem had said.

“I’ve heard of it. I live to the north, where many lands still follow the dark gods.”

Galleo nodded. “We have sixteen days. We can get to Port Providence in four to six days, depending how we go. At the port we will be safe. The port is simply a location of trade. But I suspect Chessa won’t be at the port. I’m not sure how to find her, although TrueGod might give us clues when we arrive.”

“Naja can’t go,” Gem said firmly. “She will stay with Peony. It’s not safe for her.”

Galleo gave him a long look. “I think we will need her. I think we will need all of you. You are the mission, each of you.”

“No,” Gem said. He sounded panicked. “We’re not. She’s not. We can’t take her and let someone hurt her. She’s fifteen years old. She’s an egg girl. What can she do for us? You can’t ask her to go, Galleo. You can’t.”

“I bought us tickets,” Galleo said quietly. “Naja, if you wish to stay, of course that is your choice. Never would I take that choice from you. And it may be dangerous. The gods they follow are cruel and unkind, and sometimes strangers are in danger. This close to moonset, it’s worse. If you wish to remain here with the child, I will understand.”

“I need to go,” I said. “I don’t know why, but like Gem, I feel I need to go.”

“As do I,” Galleo said. “And I wish I didn’t. I wish this was a mission where I was to go alone. I’ve done that before, rescued TrueGod’s lambs on my own. Usually I’m on my own. But you are different. I don’t know why, but I think you are to participate this time.”

“No,” Gem said. He ran his hand over his eyes. “No, Galleo. No.”

Galleo simply stared down at Gem, who took a deep breath to get himself under control. His reaction made me wonder. Nothing had upset Gem until now, so his reaction scared me.

“We need to find a place for Peony,” Gem said into the dark silence that followed. “Naja, please stay with her. Please.”

“Whatever we do, we need to do it now,” Casimir said impatiently. “I think we can leave them. What can Gur and Naja do for us?”

Galleo said nothing. He didn’t comfort Gem or scold Casimir or speak to Gur and me. Instead, he started walking with great purpose. He was huge and broad, and the crowd parted before him. We left the docks and stood before a small compound, two buildings surrounded by a high wooden fence. He went to the door like he’d been here before, and he knocked and called for help. A very old man opened the door, staring at Galleo for a long time before speaking.

“You are Dominic,” he said quietly. “I have heard of you.”

Galleo took a slow breath. “I am he. I need help. I need asylum for this child. I have to rescue lambs from the darkness, and this child needs someone to care for her. Someone to love her until I return for her.”

The old man ushered us inside. The fence enclosed a courtyard of flowers and small trees, shady and cool. Children played on the cobblestone paths and the grassy areas, and men and women in robes, all with white hair, moved with the children, laughing and playing. Instantly Peony pushed against Gem’s chest to get down. His eyes were glassy, but he put her on her feet and gripped her fingers as she moved toward a group of toddlers playing with bright leather balls.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Gem said quietly, his voice so low only I could hear him. I took his empty hand, and he gave me a watery smile.

“Dominic,” the man who’d opened the door said quietly. “I never thought we’d see you. I heard that you lived longer than most men. Nobody still lives from your last visit. I’m sorry.”

I watched Galleo’s face, trying to make sense of what the man was saying. Galleo had another name, and he was old. He didn’t look old. He didn’t look as old as this man, as anyone here in the courtyard. And yet the old man surely didn’t lie.

“Your name isn’t Galleo?” Casimir said. “What is this? Do you trick us? Are you taking us where my sister is? Will we meet up with them so they will have more children to sacrifice and not just Chessa?”

Galleo held out a hand to Casimir, frowning deeply, and Casimir stopped talking.

“I have lived for more than one generation,” Galleo said to us. “I change names when I change my life, when I find a new bishop and aid TrueGod in a new area. I don’t know my real name or where I came from or why I never die. When I was here, years ago, I was Dominic. I helped to build this compound. It was an orphanage then. I had no idea it would still be an orphanage today.”

The old man patted Galleo’s arm and then tugged him further into the courtyard. We followed, catching up with Peony and Gem. Peony had pulled away from Gem and played with a ball, rolling it to an old lady who smiled with joy at the little girl’s charms. 

“She is precious,” the woman said to Gem. “She is your... sister?”

Gem said nothing, his eyes still damp. “She will be loved here? I will come for her. I expect to find she has been loved. For too long she didn’t... She was rejected by those who should have loved her.”

The old woman stood, barely reaching Gem’s shoulder, and pulled him close. After a stiff moment he bent and allowed the embrace, his wide hands splayed across the old woman’s narrow back. Then he pulled away and knelt before Peony, looking up at Galleo.

“They know of you.”

“I helped to build this place.”

“Why didn’t you say that last night?”

“I didn’t expect to find it standing. It’s amazing how much of the good I’ve done no longer remains. Death and war and destruction take everything in time. They will care for her, Gem. I promise you that.”

“I know,” Gem said, running his hand over his eyes. Again I took his hand, and he squeezed it and pulled me so close I could feel his heat at my side. “Naja, please.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “Like you have to go, I have to go.”

He nodded, apparently giving in. He looked at Gur, who simply shook his head. Dropping my hand, he knelt again and opened his arms. Peony flew into his embrace, giggling, and he told her he loved her and promised to come back for her. She had no idea what he’d said, of course, but she backed away and then returned to her ball, smiling at the old woman as though she didn’t have Gem’s tears on her hair.

“Okay,” Gem said quietly. “I’m ready. I will return for her. I don’t have much for her. I haven’t had her for long. Peony is... she is special to me. Please love her.”

This time the old man embraced Gem, patting his back and giving him a gentle shove toward the door. We left, standing just outside the door while Galleo spoke with the old man a few moments. I didn’t try to hear what they said. I decided I didn’t want to know.

“He doesn’t die,” Casimir said. “So what is he?”

“Does it matter?” Gem said wearily. “This is good for your sister, so just let it go, Cas. Just let it all go.”

Gem leaned against the building, and Gur stood at his side. I could tell from Gur’s face that he was touched and saddened and wanted to help Gem feel better. Gem smiled at him, and Gur put his hand on Gem’s arm. Gem patted it and looked at me.

“You’re sure,” he said.

“I am,” I said. “I’m sorry, Gem. But she will be happy here.”

He nodded. “She probably won’t even remember me. Maybe it’s best that way.”

“We will be back,” Galleo said, silently appearing in the doorway. “Gem, we will come for her. And she will know you again.”

“You don’t know that,” Gem said. “You think we are planning to take a sacrifice from the hands of evil zealots. Blood will spill, because that’s all that matters to these gods, the spilling of blood whenever they can find it. And you think it’s wise for Gur to go, a boy. Or Naja, a maiden. Perhaps you’ve lived too long, Galleo. Perhaps you no longer care about us mortals. But we die, and we lose people, and it hurts.”

“I know,” Galleo said. In a strange motion Galleo pulled Gem close with both arms, trapping him in his cloak. Gem fought to free himself, but he hadn’t the strength to move Galleo’s arms. In a moment he simply rested in silence against Galleo’s frame.

“He was right, wasn’t he?” Galleo asked. “She is your sister?”

Gem didn’t answer. I wondered why it was so hard to answer this question, why nobody was allowed to know the truth. But Gem continued not to answer, and Galleo finally released his arms and watched Gem step back.

“Let’s go to the ship,” Casimir said quietly. “I’m sorry, Gem. But she’s safe, right? Isn’t that good?”

Casimir’s voice was softer than normal, almost comforting, and Gem nodded. 

“Yes. That’s very good. Let’s go.”
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I HAD NEVER BEEN ON A BOAT BEFORE. I knew this wasn’t a pleasure trip. We were heading into possible danger, although Galleo said that if we stayed in Port Providence, we would be fine. He thought Gur and I would be needed, but he planned not to take us out of the city. I had no idea what he had planned for Casimir and Gem, nor did I want to know. Not knowing things was beginning to feel very safe.

So I knew this wasn’t a pleasure trip, but still I was filled with excitement as the ship began to move. The docks slowly moved away, getting smaller every moment. This ship carried twenty-five passengers, and most of them stood at the rails watching the port diminish. When it was simply a speck on the horizon, Casimir suggested we move to the other side and watch the wide sea ahead.

“Have you been on a boat?” I asked Casimir, who smiled at the waves. Casimir didn’t smile often, and the gesture made him look friendlier. For a moment, I thought his fear and sadness faded away, and he was simply a boy enjoying a boat ride.

“No. My kingdom is landlocked, and I’ve never gotten to ride in a boat. The wind smells good. And the waves are quieter than I thought.”

“They will be louder in Port Providence,” Gem said. “That’s the ocean. The ocean is beautiful.”

“Did you grow up on the ocean?” Casimir asked.

“No. My city isn’t near water. But my parents travel sometimes. I love the ocean more than the mountains, but perhaps that’s because I see mountains every day.”

Gem’s sadness had begun to fade the moment we stepped onto the boat, and I believed him when he said he loved the water. I could almost see the moist air filling in some of his empty spaces.

“I have done nothing but travel for years,” Galleo said from Casimir’s far side. “Someday, I would like to stop traveling and stay in one place. I will build a small house, and I will grow food and dig a fish pond.”

Gem laughed. “That’s a nice dream, Galleo. I hope you get that.”

Galleo shrugged sadly. I wondered what it was like to work and work and work for the god and not have a home, because that was what Galleo was saying. He had no place in his life that felt like home.

That made me think of my home. I was a servant girl, and many found that sad or disgraceful, but it wasn’t. We weren’t slaves. We could leave if we wanted, but we didn’t want to leave. We were treated well, always had enough food and clothing, and our beds were warm in the winter. Our work was important. I felt so sad that Galleo had none of this.

Except his work was important. Somehow he rescued people, like we were rescuing Chessa. I wondered if he wished he could do this alone. And then I wondered why he didn’t simply do that. Why risk all of us?

He was old. Perhaps that was the answer. He didn’t look old, but perhaps he was tired and didn’t want to rescue anyone else. He’d said the god wanted us to go, but I didn’t know how he knew that. But then, I didn’t know how I knew the god wanted me to go, either. I simply felt it was true. So maybe Galleo was old enough to know not to question strange ideas from the god.

“Naja,” Gur said, placing his soft hand in mine. His hood still covered his head, and I couldn’t see his expression, but he sounded upset. “Naja, do you feel well?”

I hunkered down and peered into the hood at his face, where Gur’s fur was thin. Indeed, he looked green. The poor boy had traveled his whole life, even though he’d not seen much beyond his cage, but maybe he’d never traveled by boat.

I took his hand and led him toward Galleo, who hunkered down to look Gur in the eyes. Galleo seemed to have a special smile just for Gur, and I liked that. I felt that Gur was special, too. I had since the first moment I’d seen him.

“I don’t feel well,” Gur said quietly. He sounded miserable, and he put one hand on his belly.

“Seasickness,” Galleo said with a nod. “I wish I had answers for it. Stare at the horizon. Sit with your feet off the edge and simply stare. But if you get sick, Gur, don’t worry. It feels terrible, but you will feel better when we land.”

“My mother always said it helped to pinch her earlobes,” Gem said. He laughed and sat down with us, for now all of us were sitting on the deck leaning on the lowest rail. He put his fingers on his ears and pinched. “I don’t know if it helps, except it makes you feel silly, and that makes everything feel a little better.”

Gur reached into his hood and pinched his ears, careful not to uncover. He also stared at the horizon, and I gently rubbed his back, hoping he would feel better. Gem sat on my other side, and he leaned on the rail and took a long breath.

“She won’t miss me,” he said quietly. “She barely knows me.”

“She is happy,” I said. “She is a happy baby.”

He nodded. “She is my sister. My half sister. I didn’t know about her until a few days ago. Ah, it’s a long story. Stupid story. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”

I wanted to ask about it, but I didn’t, seeing his discomfort. I put my hand on his arm, the one not rubbing Gur’s back, and he turned to me with a sad smile.

“You always touch,” he said. “When I was hurt, your hands said it would be okay. Your hands say that all the time. Maybe that’s why you’re here, to make it all okay.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this. “I hope I can help.”

“You’ve already helped.”

We fell silent, and then Gem stood and leaned on the rail. He took a step back, and then he shifted. I realized someone had walked behind us, and Gem had just stepped into him. I looked up into the eyes of a young man, probably older than Gem, dressed like a guard. Or I thought it was a guard. I’d seen very few guard outfits.

“Apologies,” the man said. He had an accent. Gem had an accent, too, but this one sounded different to me. “I was careless. I’m not used to walking on a moving surface.”

Gem nodded, narrowing his eyes. “It’s fine.”

“I’m Dane,” the man said. He was a very handsome man, broad and muscled. Like most people on the boat, he was western Slavend, with dark, coarse hair and dark eyes. He smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. He had a deep dimple, and I’d always been jealous of those with dimples. 

Gem said nothing, still watching the man with his eyes narrowed. Dane didn’t seem bothered by Gem’s suspicious gaze.

“I’ve not been to the ocean before,” Dane said, moving to stand beside me and leaning over the rail. He looked down at me and then at the rest of our group. “Have you been to the ocean before?”

“I have,” Gem said quickly. “You are a guard.”

“Yes,” Dane said.

“From Yves North,” Gem said. Dane raised his eyebrows. “Or somewhere up in those mountains? Your accent is familiar. I’m from a land not far from yours.”

“And yet I don’t recognize your accent,” Dane said. He shot another smile. More dimple. I blinked, not sure I’d ever seen such a handsome man. Gem was close, but something about this man’s smile drew me. “But I’ve never been good with accents. Seems we all speak the same language, though. I’m from Damask Mountain, not the Yves lowland. I’ve not traveled this sea before. I’ve heard of storms and pirates and Carrida.”

Casimir laughed. “Carrida? I think there are no sea monsters between here and Port Placid. This is merely a sea, not a great ocean. Or are you heading into the ocean?”

Dane shook his head, and I realized Casimir was narrowing his eyes at this man much as Gem had done. Nothing about him seemed suspicious to me, but I was an egg girl. A merchant’s son and a prince would know more of dubious men than I.

“I have to deliver something for my master. Documents for trade. I was pleased when he asked me. I’ve worked hard to gain his trust. What takes you out to the ocean?”

Gem and Casimir exchanged a strange look, and Casimir answered.

“My father rules a kingdom in the mountains,” he said. “My entourage and I go to visit a nobleman near Port Providence. We will discuss trade, religion... The things nobility discuss. I’d rather be hunting at home, but Papa likes to send his sons to negotiate for him. He’s not a trusting man.”

Gem closed his lips tightly, his eyes alight, and I worked hard not to smile. Casimir was an excellent liar. Galleo sat in silence watching this exchange, his face deeply hidden by his hood, but I saw his lips twitch into a smile, as well. Gur simply pinched his earlobes, focusing on the horizon and his stomach, possibly not hearing our conversation at all.

Dane nodded agreeably and walked on, and Gem grinned at Casimir. 

“You did that well.”

Casimir simply nodded, like he lied all the time. And maybe he did. But then he grinned like Gem had, looking very young, like a mischievous little boy.

Gur chose that moment to vomit, pulling his hood back and leaning forward to do it over the edge of the ship. But he was sitting, and he made a mess of himself.

“Oh,” he groaned. “I’m so sorry. Galleo, I’m sorry.”

Galleo pulled Gur close and laughed. “You needn’t apologize for seasickness. You are in good company, Gur. Many men can’t handle the shifting sea. Do you feel better?”

“A little,” Gur said. “Except I smell.”

“We’ll deal with that when we arrive,” Galleo said. “We will have to rent rooms at an inn overnight, and I will spring for baths all around. All of you still smell of smoke and ash.”

Gur wasn’t sick again. The ship traveled through the night, and it had no beds, so we simply found spots on the deck to lie down. Galleo’s cloak was wide enough to cover Gem and Casimir, and Gur and I curled up in Gur’s cloak, so we were warm. Our supplies were all beneath the deck, not to be seen until the ship stopped at Port Placid.

Late in the morning we docked at a city larger than the port we’d left, and Gur and I stood hand in hand in wonder. I’d never seen a place so large before. The mountains were taller here, white capped in the background. People bustled everywhere, and I wondered how anyone found one another in such a place.

“Is your home this large?” Casimir asked Gem as we stopped at the first street off the dock. Galleo said he would find us a room for the day and night, and although Casimir had complained that we needed to get to Port Providence immediately, he didn’t complain long. I assumed he, like the rest of us, was tired of soot-filled hair and filthy garments and travel food. We needed to rest, and this seemed a good place to do it.

“My home is very different from this,” Gem said, not answering the question. This was not a surprise.

“I’ve never seen anything so big,” I said. “Casimir, is your home bigger than this?”

“My papa’s kingdom has more people than this city, but they are spread out in small villages. I’ve never seen so many people living so close together.”

“Excuse me,” Dane said, suddenly appearing behind us. “Have you all been to this port before?”

“No,” Gem said. He looked around for Galleo, who seemed to know his way around everywhere. “Are you lost?”

Dane shrugged. “I thought the directions I had made sense, but I’ve never been in such a place before.”

“You can wait with us,” I said. “Galleo might be able to help you.”

“Or there,” Casimir said. “Those men at the docks might be able to help you, too.”

Dane turned toward the men in question, and then he turned back. “I think I’ll wait. If it’s not a problem.”

“It’s not,” I said. Dane smiled his beautiful smile. “I’m glad to be off the ship. I don’t enjoy water travel.”

“Nor does Gur,” Casimir said, gesturing toward Gur, who was deeply hidden in his hood. “Gur, are you better now?”

Gur nodded, and I tightened my grip on his hand. He trembled with anxiety here, and I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t know if it was the noise, or lingering seasickness, or perhaps memories of his old life, often spent near docks where there was space for faires.

“Should we stand on the main thoroughfare?” Dane asked. He pointed toward a wide alley nearby, and Casimir nodded. Gem scowled.

“We don’t want to lose track of Galleo,” he said. “People can walk around us.”

“Come on, Gem,” Casimir said. “We’re taking space. We can still see from right here.”

Casimir walked to the nearby alley, and we all followed. Unfortunately, as we did three men emerged from the alley and attacked Dane, grabbing his bag and hitting him in the face. He fell back, looking stunned, and called for someone to get his bag back.

Gem reacted immediately. He grabbed the man with the bag and calmly slammed his fist across his face. The man’s head snapped around, and he fell, dropping the bag. Gur swept in and grabbed it, scooting back to me when he did.

Dane grabbed another of the men and hit him on the shoulder, but the man didn’t fall or slow down. Instead, he spun around and hit Dane, who fell back yet again, his back cracking against a wooden building. Gem grabbed this man from the back, swung him around, and hit him as calmly as he’d hit the first. The man went down.

Now the first was back up, and the third had jumped on Casimir’s shoulders, causing him to fall forward. He caught himself on his palms, but his face still made contact with the dirt road, and he moaned and rested his ear on the ground. His nose bled, and his forehead was scraped and filthy.

“Stop,” Gem called, grabbing this man and hitting him. But by now the first and second were on Gem, and each of them hit him and kicked him. He fell to one side, took yet another kick in the ribs, and he curled around his belly and closed his eyes.

“Hey,” Gur said beside me. The third man had grabbed the bag, and he knocked Gur back on his tailbone. I grabbed the man’s shoulders to stop him, but he continued to straighten up, knocking me back with ease. He darted away with the bag at the same moment the other two men ran. For a moment all was silent. Around us the market roared, and people didn’t slow to pay us any attention as all of us sat on the ground in the tiny alley panting.

“What do I do now?” Dane said quietly. He sat straight and ran his hand over a bloody nose. “I can’t go home without having delivered those papers. What am I supposed to do now? I don’t know anyone here. I don’t even have fare home. Everything was in that bag.”

I listened to this, but my attention was on Gem, who slowly uncurled and panted in pain. I sat at his side and put my hand on his hip, gently touching his ribs. He stopped moving and stared at me, blood above one eye while some trickled from the side of his mouth.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I will be,” he said, shifting and moaning. He put his hands to his ribs and let himself sag back to the ground.

“What happened here?” Galleo said from behind us. I heard the huge man running, and then he loomed over his, his face dark and angry. “What happened?”

“My bag was stolen,” Dane said. “I didn’t recognize them. I don’t know if they specifically wanted my master’s papers, or if I was just robbed randomly, but without that bag, I can’t go back. I have no place to go now.”

Galleo took a moment to look down on us. Then he hunkered down and gazed at Casimir’s face, gently turning his chin with his enormous hand.

“A broken nose will give your face a bit of character,” Galleo said quietly, his lips twisting into the slightest smile. “You are well, Casimir? Well enough to go on?”

“I’m fine,” Casimir said, although he didn’t sound fine. He sounded like he might cry. I wouldn’t blame him for that. His face looked like it really hurt.

Galleo moved toward Dane, who had blood across his mouth. “Sir Dane, you are well?”

“I’ll be okay,” Dane said. “Except I now have no money and no job.”

Galleo nodded, saying nothing, and he moved toward Gem, who still lay flat on the road. Without a word Galleo pushed Gem’s tunic up, inspecting his torso. He touched Gem with two fingers, and Gem hissed but said nothing. Then he looked over Gem’s face much as he’d looked over Casimir’s.

“Can you walk?” Galleo asked quietly. I was still here at Gem’s side, with Gur right next to me, and I still had my hand on Gem, wishing I could make him feel better this time.

“I can,” Gem said. He pushed to sit and then got to his feet, almost immediately pitching forward. Galleo caught him and cradled him like a baby. Gem’s head lolled back, and he didn’t move.

“Will he be okay?” Casimir asked, the boy Casimir who cared about people, not the prince who complained.

“He will be,” Galleo said. The huge man pulled to his feet like he wasn’t carrying a man, and he looked around. Gem’s legs dangled, and his arm fell away. I gripped his arm and tucked it close to his body where it looked more comfortable. Galleo smiled at me, and Gur took my hand. “Come, all of you. You, too, Dane. We need to figure out what to do next.”

Galleo led us to a large inn. He spoke with a man near the doorway, and soon we had two rooms, each with two small cots, a water basin, and a small crate for belongings. The rooms were small, but since they held so little, they weren’t cramped. Each had a small window overlooking the market. Galleo gently placed Gem on a bed.

“Baths,” he said to us. “Casimir, you first. There are bathhouses around back. The water will be hot. I wish I had more clothing for you, but right now I need to tend to Gem. The rest of you, sit down. You all look like you might fall down.”

Galleo knelt on the floor beside Gem’s cot, opening his large supply bag and bringing out supplies to tend Gem’s face. Gem shifted and opened his eyes, gazing up at all of us, who stood behind Galleo staring at him.

“This is strange,” Gem said. “You all don’t need to watch me.”

Dane laughed and backed away while Galleo dabbed at Gem’s face. Gur backed up as well, but I stayed close. I moved to the other side of the bed and sat on the edge, my hand low on Gem’s belly, where I knew he felt pain.

Galleo stopped dabbing and looked at me, and then he passed me the supplies.

“Your hands are smaller,” he said, nodding. “You can tend to him?”

“I can,” I said.

“Then Dane and I will go for clothing,” Galleo said. 

Dane looked surprised, but he nodded, his face somber. “Yes. I brought this on Gem, on all of you. I will help as I can.”

They left the room, and Gur sat on the edge of the bed where Galleo had knelt. He removed his cloak and covered Gem with it.

“You will be okay?” Gur asked in his strange, clipped voice.

“I will,” Gem said, shifting as I pulled up the tunic and looked at his ribs. He had bruises, and one spot had swollen, but as I touched him, he only hissed. I thought if the ribs had been broken, the pain would be worse.

“Why did they attack?” Gur asked.

“Perhaps they simply wanted Dane’s money,” I said. “He is a guard, and guards are sent on journeys with enough money to do their jobs well.”

“Or they knew Dane,” Gem said. “I think one of them was on the ship with us. I’m not sure of that. I wasn’t watching carefully. I didn’t expect an attack. I should have. It’s always wise to watch, to be careful. Someone might have wanted the papers Dane carried.”

“Why would someone steal papers?” Gur asked. “What kind of papers?”

“Negotiations, perhaps,” Gem said. “Information about competitors. Plans for trade. New trade routes or mine locations or information on leaders who might be for or against certain kinds of trade.”

Gur frowned, clearly not understanding any of this. Which was fine, because I didn’t understand most of it, either.

“You know this because your papa is a merchant?” I asked.

“Yes,” Gem said, groaning when I touched a painful spot. I pulled back and then placed my hand over the spot again, gently, carefully, wishing my touch could take the pain away. “Thank you, Naja. That helps. Your touch always helps.”

Gem closed his eyes, and he stopped talking, but he breathed deeply, and his heart continued to beat with the strength of a young man’s heart. I finished tending the injuries on his face, and I covered him with a blanket from the bed as well as Gur’s cloak.

“He is alive?” Gur asked, trembling again.

“He is alive. He is not in danger of his life,” I said. “Gur, it will be okay.”

“I’m not sure I like it outside of a cage,” Gur admitted. I pulled him onto the next bed and curled around him, holding him close. I couldn’t imagine how he felt, how the whole world was new and things were loud and bright and frightening.

“This isn’t normal,” I said. 

“So what is normal?” Gur asked. I stroked his hair as he spoke. Unlike most people in the western Slavend lands, Gur’s hair was pale brown, almost red, left long to make him look more like an animal and less like a man. I wondered if we should cut it to make him look more like a boy. Right now, curled in my lap trembling, he was very much a little boy.

“I wake up every day in a small house,” I said. “I share a bed with my older sister. She cooks in our master’s house. She leaves before me, so I wake up alone, snuggled into warm blankets. I put on my dress and shoes, and I run outside to the chicken coops. I can see low mountains from my house, and the sun shines on the stone in the mountains in colors of purple and brown. It’s beautiful.

“The chickens greet me when I open their coops. They race down their ramp to the barnyard, and some of them run to me for food while others scratch in the dirt for bugs. I put food in their trough, and they peck at it, peeping and arguing as each finds a place to eat. The rooster struts around and preens his feathers. He thinks he is very handsome. I think the hens agree. He protects them from foxes and dogs, and they are quite enamored of him.

“Then I collect the eggs. I open the doors on the back of the coops and put eggs into my apron. I must be careful not to break any. When I collect them all, I take them across the field to the kitchen, where my sister cooks breakfast. The kitchen is enormous, larger than my whole house, and it always smells good, like warm bread.

“For the rest of the day I help the farmers. I make sure the chickens aren’t sick, and I clean stalls and repair tack and help the master’s young daughters ride their ponies. It is never difficult. Nobody fights, and nobody is captured by evil men. In the evening my family eats dinner together. My mama makes very good food, and we eat when the sun lowers in the sky, when the chores for the day are finished. We do the dishes together by candlelight, laughing and talking of our day. Then we sleep, and it starts all over.

“The only difference is on Firstday, when we pack into a cart and go to sect service, where we sing and learn of Eleuth. On that day we see friends from other farms, and we eat together and laugh. It is my favorite day. But I like all of my days.”

Gur sighed in my arms, his trembling giving way to purring.

“It sounds like a very good life,” Gem said quietly. I jumped, thinking him asleep.

“It is,” I said. “Some think the life of a servant isn’t a good life. They are wrong.”

Gem turned his head and smiled at me. “I can see that. You have a good family. A good farm.”

The way he said it made me think he didn’t feel he had a good family or a good life. And since he had a half-sister in an orphanage across the sea, I knew that must be true. Things in his life were difficult and complicated. I preferred my simple life.

Except perhaps I didn’t, or I wouldn’t have run so far to help strangers, would I?

“I do,” I said. “So why did I come here?”

“Because you wish for everyone to have a good life with a good family,” he said. “You wanted Casimir to have his sister back so he could feel content in his life as you do in yours.”

I smiled at Gem, and he smiled back at me. He had the kindest smile I’d ever known. His smile made my stomach feel strange, but good strange.

Gur stopped purring, and I realized he had fallen asleep in my arms. I gently lowered him to the bed and covered him with another blanket, moving back to Gem.

“He is asleep?” Gem asked. He didn’t try to sit up, which said to me that he felt great pain.

“He is. This is frightening for him.”

“Is it frightening for you?” Gem asked. His hand closed and opened, perhaps in pain, and I took it again. His hand was wide, his palm callused. He might be a merchant’s son, but he used his hands to work. They were cool and dry, and I felt a moment’s discomfort, for mine was warm and damp, but he simply squeezed my hand and didn’t try to let go.

“I feel that it should be,” I said. “I was frightened when the men attacked and took Dane’s bag. I was frightened both times you lost your senses.”

Gem rolled his eyes. “Both very embarrassing moments for me, I admit.”

“You were hurt doing good,” I said. “How is that embarrassing?”

“I learned to fight. I was so vain as to believe I was good at it, very skilled. But perhaps my papa simply paid my tutors to tell me I was very good at it.”

I giggled. “I thought you looked very brave. And I am glad you woke up both times, that you will be okay.”

Gem nodded, and his smile fell away, replaced by shadows. “I am afraid of our next stop. I am afraid of those who worship the moons. Perhaps Eleuth wishes all of us to go, but I think I will be afraid until we leave the provinces of evil.”

I gripped his fingers and hoped that his fears were never realized. I knew little of the world, which might explain my lack of fear, but Gem knew enough to know true danger. He had leapt in to help twice now, showing no fear of bandits and kidnappers, but since the very mention of these cults had him trembling, I knew it was wise to take those fears seriously.
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Chapter Eight
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Gur simply stared at the pile of clothing in Dane’s hands, and then he looked up into Galleo’s face with silent pleading.

“I have never...” the boy started. He took a deep breath that hitched at the end. “Bev cared for me. She washed me.”

Galleo suppressed a smile. “You’re saying you’ve never run a bath.”

The boy shook his head miserably, and Galleo simply nodded, wishing to comfort him. He wondered again at Gur’s heritage. Like Galleo, this boy was not simply a human child. The bishop had had many theories about Galleo’s beginnings and his purposes, and now Galleo ran through all of them with Gur in mind. Was this boy an angel? A demon? No, not a demon. The child seemed to have no guile, no hint of darkness inside. But what?

“I can help him,” Naja said kindly. The girl was a font of helpfulness. When did an egg girl take grand adventures and jump in to clean wounds and scrub vomit? This girl amazed him.

“I will do it,” Galleo said, for he was curious. He wanted to understand Gur, and a bath might be a way to do that. “I thank you for your offer, Naja, but he is a boy.”

She blushed, and Galleo laughed at her.

“No need for discomfort, little one,” he said. “You’ll care for the rest while Gur and I are gone?”

Naja nodded. She had tended Gem, who now slept soundly, and after Casimir had returned from his bath, she had also cared for him. Galleo had watched, mesmerized, as her slender fingers brushed ointment onto wounds. The girl’s tenderness hit somewhere deep, bringing up the edges of memories he couldn’t access. For four generations those memories had simmered, never coming to the surface and yet haunting him constantly. Naja brought them to mind more than anything had in decades.

Now she tended Dane, who looked at her with a little too much intensity. Galleo would have to be careful with that one. His presence here was unknown. Galleo felt a frisson of distrust, regardless of the fact that the boy had taken a beating. And yet, what might Dane’s purpose here be?

Galleo took the clothing from Dane and walked with Gur down to the bathing house. Three tubs were inside, each enclosed in a small room. Galleo had not bathed in a while, either, so he disrobed along with the child and eased into the steaming water. The bath was worth the extra cost.

“Ah,” Galleo said, sitting on a bench in the water. “This feels wonderful.”

Gur stood on the edge, slender and naked. He had no obvious scars, which relieved Galleo. The child had not spent his childhood being beaten. Of course, being caged was bad enough. His entire body was lightly coated in fur. It was too thick to be called hair, and yet it wasn’t the coat of an animal, either. Right now it was filthy with smoke and vomit and the sweat of fear. Gur looked at the water for a long moment, making no move to climb down into it.

“You have bathed before, correct?” Galleo asked.

“Not like this. Bev uses a bucket and sponges. She says it takes forever to dry all my hair at once.”

Galleo nodded understanding. “Come and sit, Gur. You will be surprised how good this feels. Sit on the edge and dangle your feet, and you will see.”

Gur gracefully sat on the edge, the hair on his legs darkening in the water. After a moment he smiled, and then he slipped in all the way, submerged to his neck across from Galleo. Galleo sank lower to submerge to his neck as well.

“What is on your arm?” Gur asked, pointing. Galleo cringed. Why had he not thought to hide this?

“A scar,” he said. “An old scar.”

“What makes a scar?” Gur asked. “What is it?”

“Just a mark left from an old injury.”

“Does it hurt? Will Gem and Dane and Casimir scar?”

“No, they won’t scar. Their injuries are not bad. And no, my scar doesn’t hurt.” The muscles beneath hurt more than he would admit, but the scar simply itched on occasion.

“It is nice in here,” Gur said. He moved around experimentally. The boy needed to learn to swim, Galleo thought. He moved with grace, and likely he would swim well. “It’s warm. I wish we could stay here always.”

Galleo laughed. “The water won’t stay warm. We need to wash now, especially our hair.”

Gur sighed, and he let Galleo scrub his hair. Then Galleo coached him on washing the rest of him. When both of them were clean and soaking, Gur stretched out his arm and looked at Galleo’s arm.

“You have more hair than most,” Gur said. “But less than me.”

“I don’t know about my family,” Galleo said. “Just like you don’t know about yours. I wonder if our families are similar.”

Gur smiled at that. “I never thought there was anyone else like me.”

“Nor did I,” Galleo admitted. “I think we should cut your hair.”

Gur’s hand went to his long locks that fell around his shoulders. “Why? Does it hurt? Yours is this long.”

“Yes. But you are a boy, and boys wear their hair shorter.”

“Like Gem?”

Galleo smiled. Gur and Naja’s reaction to Gem hadn’t surprised him. Both seemed to know instinctively that the young man was more than he said. They surely didn’t have words for what they knew, but they knew he wasn’t simply a merchant’s son on holiday with a little girl. And he had heard Gem’s admission that the baby was a half-sister. That intrigued him. He hadn’t been truly curious in a very long time, and he wasn’t sure he liked the sensation now.

“Yes, like Gem. It doesn’t hurt at all. Hair doesn’t feel a thing.”

“But it hurts when the birdman pulls on it.”

“That pain is from your head,” Galleo said. He touched his scalp. “Your hair feels nothing, and we don’t cut it at your scalp.”

Gur nodded. “And I will look like a boy? Naja wants me to be a boy and not a monster. I want to be a boy for her.”

“You are a boy,” Galleo said firmly. “Bev and your faire needed you to look like a monster so they could make money. But they didn’t make you into a monster. You were always a boy.”

Gur smiled at this, and Galleo’s heart melted. He’d never reacted to a child like this before. Usually he had little patience with children. But in truth, in the past few generations he’d had almost no dealings with children. Perhaps that was a mistake. Of course, he felt like many things he’d done in his life were mistakes. It helped to explain the punishment of his never-ending life.

He helped Gur to dry, agreeing with Bev that it took an unusual amount of time, but finally the child was dry, dressed, and ready to return to their rooms. Galleo opened the door and found Dane, Gem, and Casimir enmeshed in an argument.

“I can pay you,” Casimir said to Dane. “You said yourself that you have no job. You are a guard, so you must have skills. With one guard at my side, I can move quickly. We are wasting time here, and there are too many of us. Chessa can’t wait any longer.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dane said. “You don’t know Port Providence. Neither do I. I think we’d do better with Galleo and Gem on our side. I’m willing to stay and help you. But I don’t like the idea of running off alone. You might be a prince, Sir Casimir, but you’re slight for a warrior. And I can fight, but not as many men as Gem and Galleo and I can fight together.”

Casimir sputtered in anger, and then his face reddened when he realized Galleo stood in the doorway.

“This is taking too long,” Casimir said, standing inches from Galleo and staring up into his face. The boy had courage. “We’re wasting time on baths and clothing. Chessa might be in danger. Gem seems to think it’s very bad danger.” His voice cracked on the last words.

Galleo nodded. This prince fascinated him, so at odds with himself. Galleo felt he would likely hate this boy’s father, and he hoped to meet him when they brought his daughter home. He wanted to see the face of a man who taught his son to be so lacking in compassion and tenderness, when clearly that was the natural state of the boy’s heart.

“If she is in danger from the moon sects, we have time,” Galleo said quietly. He knelt before the slender young man. “Casimir, I am not trifling with your sister’s life. We need to arrive strong. We need to arrive smart. We use all of our assets. We still have fifteen days before there is danger, and we will be there in time.”

Casimir took a deep breath. “You don’t know that. You can’t know that. Perhaps she was married off to an ugly brute of a man yesterday, and she now carries his hideous bastard and her life will be ruined.”

Galleo bit his lips to keep from laughing out loud at the boy. “I don’t know for sure. And if you wish to go ahead, you may do so. I am here to help, not to force you in any direction. I only know I was called to do something here in the highlands, something TrueGod wants done. When I found all of you, I assumed you were the mission, that rescuing your sister was my call. Gur also needs me, because he has nobody right now to care for him. Naja is strangely brave and driven for an egg girl, so I suspect she plays a role. And Gem with Peony—again, this seems something placed in my path by the god. Even Dane, here on his first delivery and now alone and unsure... All of you are linked, and I believe you are linked to me and my duties. But if you disagree, you are welcome to do what you must to aid your sister.”

Casimir narrowed his eyes. “It isn’t that I want to go alone. I need help. I’m not so stupid to think I don’t need help. But what if...?”

The young prince tightened his lips, which quivered with unshed tears. Galleo understood. Two of the most terrifying words in the world, what if. He had said them to himself a thousand times.

“I know,” Galleo said, hoping to sound gentle and comforting, two things that were not natural to him. “I don’t have answers, Casimir. I wish I did.”

“Do we know our next step?” Gem asked into the silence that followed. Naja was still at the edge of his bed, her small hand tucked under his blanket on his hip. Galleo wondered how much pain the boy was feeling.

“We can catch another ship in the morning,” Galleo said. “It will leave the sea and arrive at Port Providence late in the day. We will only be a day behind them. It is the best we can do.”

“So we should sleep early so we are ready to go,” Casimir said. Dane laughed.

“Maybe we should eat first,” he said. He was slightly older than the rest, lanky and muscled. He looked like a guard. He smiled easily, and he seemed to have charmed Naja. But Galleo was still wary. He was pleased the man hadn’t aided Casimir in his attempt to leave alone, but he wondered why. Casimir could offer him money and a new position. Of course, Casimir was also a young man who complained and griped as often as he promised and conversed, so maybe there was no question here as to why Dane didn’t want to travel with him.

“Gem, you need to bathe. The water will help your ribs.”

Gem grimaced. “Ah, okay, I guess.”

Naja had bathed before Gur, and she was now dressed in a simple but clean dress. Casimir was dressed like a commoner, as was Gur. Dane declined a bath, but he also didn’t smell like a fire, and he needed no new clothing. Guards blended into most cities, and it was plausible that Galleo and his entourage of children had a guard to watch over them.

Slowly Gem sat upright, with Naja’s tender hands at his back urging him forward. He hissed and pressed one hand against his ribs, and Galleo stooped down and lifted the boy to his feet, one hand at either side in case the boy fell. Gem frowned and held his ground.

“I think you need help,” Dane said easily. He moved in and took one of Gem’s arms. “And I would be happy to get food once I leave him at the bath.”

Galleo thought about this. If he gave Dane coins, would the man simply run? And why the need to help Gem? Was this about Gem? Galleo was sure that if Dane was here for nefarious purposes, it had something to do with Casimir and them getting too close to Chessa.

“I will do it,” Galleo said. “Dane, Casimir, look through our supplies. We need to replace some things. When Gem is finished, we will shop again.”

The boys nodded assent, and Galleo helped Gem to the bath.

“Can you do it?” he asked.

“I think so,” Gem said.

“Tell me of the pain,” Galleo said. “Be honest, Gem. We don’t need to find out the hard way that you are not good to travel.”

Gem leaned against the wooden wall and lifted his tunic, touching a single spot. “Right here is the worst. Naja put her hand there and it helped. Do you believe in magic, Galleo? I don’t. I was taught that Eleuth set the world to order, and there is no need for magic. But Naja’s fingers seem close to magic.”

Galleo smiled. “I have walked this world for many years. I believe TrueGod sometimes shifts the rules of his world to make special things happen. I think that counts as magic. Perhaps he has endowed her fingers with something special because we need it right now to fulfill his purposes.”

Gem nodded.

“Gem, do you know Dane?”

“What? No. Why?”

“Just a question. I want to make sure we ally ourselves wisely.”

Gem nodded. “Yes. I wondered, too. He asked us to move to the alley just as those men attacked. But he was attacked, too.”

“Not brutally.”

“I know. I don’t know, Galleo. I have been told I’m too trusting. I want him to be trustworthy.”

Galleo nodded understanding. “For all our sakes, I hope that he is. I will come to check on you if you don’t return on your own in a fair amount of time. You believe you can travel tomorrow?”

“I hope so,” Gem said. Galleo admired the honesty. And yet, knowing what he did, it surprised him. All of these young people were much more complicated than he’d expected.

They were also too much for one ancient monster man to handle, and yet they were his responsibility. He hoped he didn’t let the god down this time, because he had never in all his long years had a mission like this one.

The sun had left the port town, and Galleo wandered the darkened street. He wished to find a food vendor, but they fled the streets after dark, so he entered a lively tavern, gazing around as he did. Most stopped to look at him, for he was larger than most men, and the hood lent him an air of menace. That was what he wanted. He never acted menacing, always speaking with politeness, treating everyone kindly, and the mixture of menace and kindness usually kept trouble at bay.

Tonight he gazed around the room wondering if the thieves who had attacked the children earlier might be here. Likely they were long gone, but he felt the need to be especially vigilant.

He strode to the counter, his boots jarring the room with each heavy step. The counter was held by a woman, perhaps in her fifties, who nodded at him while sizing him up. He knew she was hoping this giant with his hidden face wasn’t about to bring trouble to her establishment.

“I need sausage,” he said, pitching his voice low and quiet. “What do you eat with sausage in Port Placid?”

“Rice,” she said. “Sausage and rice or chicken and rice.”

“Sausage and rice,” he said. “Enough for six.” He felt the eyes of the entire room on his back, and he stood straighter, widening his shoulders. Tonight he didn’t need trouble, although a fight would be more normal to his life than anything else he’d encountered today. Violence and threats were his language, not children and their needs.

The woman nodded and spoke to an older man behind her, likely her husband. Galleo wondered if they had worked this tavern together for years. Had they grown old together? Would they continue to grow old together and then simply slide away as though they had never been here? Envy welled in his breast, although few envied the long hours of a tavern owner. Most people didn’t realize their blessings. Perhaps he didn’t know his, either.

She bundled his food into three bread trenchers and a wrap of burlap, and he placed coins on the counter. With a silent nod he retreated, still feeling the eyes on his back. Fortunately, those eyes didn’t follow. The street was empty, the breeze from the sea cool and damp. He knew tomorrow would be long, so he hoped filling the children’s bellies would put them to sleep. Tomorrow he took children into some of the darkest lands in Balia, lands where men did desperate things to appease dark gods. Even in Chimelu, known as the continent of darkness, most didn’t worship as darkly as those in Cilandia.

“Why Cilandia, TrueGod?” he asked. “And why me and children? This mission makes no sense. Do you wish for these children to die? Is this a way to start a war? Perhaps Casimir’s father will wage war on these people, and the light will finally enter Cilandia. But I don’t want to be here for a plan like that. I want to see each of these little ones home safely. I want them to live their lives, not be part of hard plans. Can’t your plans ever be easy?”

That wasn’t fair and he knew it. He had helped many hard situations turn easy. He had watched hopeless people regain hope again.

But then he’d been injured, and the wound continued to ache. He’d been betrayed by someone he loved, and then he’d had to take the life from that person without a chance for reconciliation. He’d lain in pain for weeks, and yet death would not come. During that time he’d lost so much, including hope for good outcomes. Yet here he was with children, who deserved good outcomes more than any others. Innocent children, even, like Naja and Gur, who had no idea how hard the world could be. Even Casimir, with all his bluster, had no idea what might lie ahead. 

“I don’t want to be the one to usher them into the darkness,” Galleo said quietly. “I don’t want to watch them hurt and break and take those brutal steps from childhood to adulthood. How can you ask this of me? You ask too much of me, and you give me so little. Please, TrueGod, I know it’s selfish of me, but this time, let there be a reward. It needn’t be large, just enough to assure me I am one of yours and not a monster here to do your bidding, one you can toss away because I am in truth an evil vessel usurped for small moments of good.”

The children remained in one room. Gem again lay flat on his back, and Dane helped him sit upright to eat. Naja’s hands were still on Gem’s bruised ribs. Casimir sat alone in the room’s only chair, his back straight, a child prince willing himself not to cry. Gur sat at on the second bed, curled into a blanket so only his eyes showed. And all of them looked exhausted and frightened and so very young. 

“Eat,” Galleo said, spreading the food on the second bed beside Gur. “And then try to sleep. We rise with the sun. Gem, you will tell me if you cannot travel.”

Gem nodded.

“Dane, you know what supplies we need?”

Dane nodded. “I know what we need.”

“Then you and I will rise before the others and refill supplies.”

Dane agreed to this. Galleo watched the children eat in silence, and he then called Casimir and Dane to retire to the second room with him, leaving Naja, Gem, and Gur. He felt the need to keep an eye on Dane, the most unknown of this group, and on Casimir, who might try to sneak away in the night to find his sister alone.

But his fears were unfounded. All of them slept instantly, and they slept hard, and morning came much too quickly.
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“YOU ARE A GUARD,” GALLEO SAID AS HE AND DANE LOOKED for supplies among the early vendors outside the inn. “And now you have no job.”

Dane nodded and gave an easy shrug. “I knew going in that my master was a hard man. But he paid well. I have many coins set aside. Except, of course, I am here, and my coins are there, and likely I will not easily be able to return. Nor will I have a recommendation. That’s the last time I let the thrill of many coins make my decisions.”

Galleo thought about this. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen,” Dane said.

“Will you look for another job as a guard?”

Again with the easy shrug. “Likely. Normally I’m a good guard. I should have been more alert. I let my guard down and paid for it.” Dane paused. “I won’t do that again. I will be an asset to your journey. I promise.”

“I hope so,” Galleo said. “You are well this morning?”

“I’m fine,” Dane said. “My pride hurts worse than my person.”

“Do you leave family behind?” Galleo asked. He wasn’t sure why he was pushing, but he wanted to feel comfortable with this young man, and so far he didn’t. He hated to make such a snap judgment. His entire life had been filled with people making snap judgments about him.

“No,” Dane said. Suddenly he didn’t look so casual anymore. “No, I’m alone.”

The boy offered nothing else, and Galleo nodded. The pain in his face seemed true. Maybe it was.

They shopped quickly and efficiently, and the sun barely peeked over the horizon when all of them stood on the bow of another ship. Gem moved more easily this morning, although he said he still felt pain. Gur clung to Naja’s hand, his face hidden in his hood. Naja looked around in wonder. Galleo smiled at that. The girl’s reactions startled him more than anyone’s, with her smiles and her wonder and her kindness. He prayed silently to the god that this child should walk out of this ordeal with those smiles and that kindness intact.

Now that they were moving again, Casimir seemed relaxed. He watched the ship’s progress from the rail, staring ahead at the churning waters, his concentration on their destination and his sister.

“You look better,” Dane said to Gem as he sat across from him. This ship had many benches in its center, and Gem sat on one, with Naja at his side, her fingers entwined in his, her other hand gripping Gur’s small palm. Galleo sat on Gem’s other side, and all of them had been silent. Gem yawned more than once, and Galleo wondered if pain had kept him awake.

“I feel better,” Gem said. “Not great, but better. My head aches, and I still have one sore spot on my ribs.”

Dane nodded, shadows in his eyes. “I’m sorry you were hurt.”

Gem shrugged. “Not your fault.”

Galleo narrowed his eyes. Dane had put more emotion into the apology than Galleo expected.

“Perhaps not by choice, but it was my fault,” Dane said. “I hope I will make it up to you. I hope I will be of value on your quest. And yet I also hope none of us has to fight.”

Gem smiled. “I hope the same. I’m sure all of us hope that.”

Dane glanced toward Casimir at the rail, and Gem laughed.

“Trust me,” Gem said. “He doesn’t want to fight. He just wants his sister back. And he is a noble son. Sometimes noble sons are the most annoying people.”

“You’ve met other princes?” Naja asked in her high, sweet voice.

“I’ve met some,” Gem said. “I’ve met many kinds of people. And nobility can be difficult.”

“My master wasn’t a prince,” Dane said, “but he was lesser nobility. He could be hard, too.”

“My masters were farmers,” Naja said. “They were kind. They worked for nobility, but I never met them. They were lesser nobles, too, and my masters said they weren’t bad people.”

Dane smiled at Naja, capturing her with his handsome face. Galleo felt the need to roll his eyes, and that surprised him. The dynamics here were having an effect on him. That wasn’t good. He didn’t need to get involved in the dramas of children.

“I’m glad of that,” Dane said. 

Gem frowned at Dane, and Galleo finally did roll his eyes.

“I think nobles came to the faire,” Gur said. All three of the others turned to him, for he had been silent so far. Today he didn’t seem to be sick, and Galleo wondered if his previous seasickness had more to do with fear than the rolling sea. “They came in alone. They didn’t like to be with the common people. When Bev let people in alone, she always said we needed to be frightening.”

“Ah, yes,” Gem said. “The nobles like to keep their distance from the unwashed masses.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve met nobles who are kind, too, like Naja’s masters’ nobles. But the bad ones make lasting memories.”

“True,” Dane said. “Gur, when Casimir’s sister is safely at home, what will happen to you?”

Gur’s hood fell back so more of his face was exposed, and he looked surprised by the question. “Gem says I can go with him.”

“I meant that,” Gem said.

“Ah,” Dane said. “Then, Gem, what do you plan to do when Chessa is home?”

Gem looked uncomfortable, and Galleo paid attention, wondering what the boy’s answer would be.

“I will retrieve Peony. And then I don’t know.”

“You won’t go home?” Dane asked. “Do you have family?”

Gem took a long breath. “My papa and I had a falling out, I suppose. I don’t know what will happen. And I’d rather not speak of it. Some things can’t be made better by talking about them.”

Galleo noticed Naja shift her hold on Gem’s hand, and the boy smiled at her. They were the same age. Were they old enough to look at one another like that? Should he worry? He decided he had enough to worry about. Let them all interact as they wanted. Why was that his business, anyway?

The ride was long but uneventful, and just as the sun lowered in the sky, the ship reached Port Providence. The port looked like every other port town in Balia. It was the same size as Port Placid, and Galleo disembarked and wondered how they would find Chessa here. He hoped TrueGod meant for him to find her. He couldn’t bear disappointing the children. And for Casimir... He wondered what Casimir’s papa would do to the boy if he failed. Dane’s failure resulted in release from his position. Would Casimir’s papa do something similar if his actions resulted in the permanent loss of his sister?

Galleo didn’t wish to find out, so he stood on the dock and considered his options.

Because the sun was low in the sky, the crowds were thinning. Galleo wanted to take the children to an inn, feed them, and put them to bed. But the more pressing matter was finding the ship that had brought Chessa here. He expected it still to be docked, but it could have moved on. The man across the sea had expected it to settle in port for a few days to find new cargo, but perhaps cargo had been waiting, and it had already taken to the ocean again.

“We need to find the ship,” Galleo said. “Gem, can you do it?”

Gem nodded tightly, and Galleo believed him. The boy still hurt, but he moved well. Slowly, but not like he felt agony. Galleo set a fast pace down the dock, and his group followed behind. He felt like a mama duck with her babes in a row at her back, and the image made him laugh out loud. What a strange rescue this could turn out to be.

TrueGod smiled on them, for the ship they sought was only six ships away, bobbing with the waves. He forced the children to wait, except for Casimir, and he called to board. A grizzled old sea captain waved him up the ramp.

“We are looking for someone you brought on your last fare,” Galleo said. “A young woman, sixteen, possibly brought against her will. This is her brother.”

“She is a princess,” Casimir said. “She is very important.”

Galleo narrowed his eyes at Casimir, who seemed to understand, for he stopped talking. Speaking to a sea captain about princesses would not help him. Casimir didn’t understand just how many people hated nobility, especially when they caused trouble. Chessa didn’t mean to, but right now she was trouble for anyone who came into contact with her.

“Aye,” the man said. “We had one that looks like your boy there. Tall girl, dark hair? Didn’t look like she was there against her will, but her escorts were mighty imposing.”

Casimir nodded, opening and then closing his mouth.

“Have you any idea where they went from here?” Galleo asked. “Was the girl well?”

“She seemed well enough to me. Her escorts kept a tight circle around her, but she laughed with them. Figured they were just hired guards.”

“Where is she?” Casimir asked, his voice young and frightened. “How can we find someone in a place like this?”

“She wore the clothes of a wealthy woman,” the captain said. “This is a busy port, but we don’t get that many nobles here. They like to dock down the way at Port Sacred. So, people will have noticed her. Let me talk to my first mate. I believe I saw him talking to one of her escorts.”

The man left and returned with another man, this one nearly as old and grizzled as he was. The man nodded.

“I was asked about overland fare,” the man said, not introducing himself. “The man said the girl was heading for her wedding, and she needed a ride to Tioli Ridge. I told him the rail didn’t go that way yet, that it was still only accessible by carriage or horse. Most carriage and horse trade happens at the far end of the dock.”

The man pointed, and Galleo nodded, passed each man a coin, and left the ship. Casimir was silent until they got to the road below.

“What is Tioli Ridge?” the boy asked. “Do you think she will be married and not killed? Is this good news or bad?”

Galleo smiled, for this was Casimir the boy, the tender one worried over his sister who knew he needed help.

“I don’t know Tioli Ridge, but we will find out. And I don’t know if she is to be married, but I hope that is truth. For now, I will find us an inn, and I will explore.”

“I want to go,” Casimir said.

“I know. And that is honorable. But some things I do better on my own. I can disappear into the shadows and find truths you cannot find. In the morning, we will know how to proceed.”

Casimir sighed. “It’s taking too long.”

“I know,” Galleo said. “But again, we will move wisely. TrueGod has protected her until now. And we found her trail, again something I think the god has willed.”

“But if Eleuth is behind this, giving us clues to find her, why did she get kidnapped in the first place?”

Galleo grinned. “Because the plans of the god are never simple. And I believe this has to do with all of you. I don’t know why, but this isn’t about your sister. It is bigger. Perhaps it is the biggest mission I’ve taken so far. And that means the god will guide us, and it means the path won’t be easy.”

“It hasn’t been that hard so far,” Casimir said.

“Ah, ask Gem what he thinks. Peony is far from him, and he aches with every motion. Dane has no job and no home. Perhaps it is easy for you so far, but you are not the only one on this journey. And likely it will not remain easy for you, either.”

Casimir ducked his head. “I hadn’t thought of that. For Gem it has been the worst.”

Galleo nodded, glad to know the boy could think of others. “True. So we will put him to bed, and we will hope he is well enough to fight tomorrow, because I think fights are coming. A man doesn’t give up his future bride easily, especially when he goes through so much trouble to take her.”

​
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Chapter Nine
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Galleo came in sometime during the night, and Gur listened to him. Tonight they had only rented one room, so all of them were together. Dane and Galleo were going to sleep on the floor. Gur shared a bed with Naja, who slept soundly at his side, her warmth spilling off the linens into his skin. Gem and Casimir had the next bed. Gem was asleep, but he shifted and groaned in his sleep. Casimir and Dane slept soundly, barely making a sound.

Galleo came into the room in silence.  He didn’t light the lamp. Gur had noticed that the rest couldn’t see well in the darkness. Gur could see things, and he got the feeling Galleo could, too. As Galleo had said, maybe he and Gur had come from similar families.

Right now, Galleo smelled strange. The smell reminded Gur of the faire, pens of animals who participated in the shows. Had Galleo spent the evening with animals? How would that help them find Chessa?

Galleo stopped by the bed and stared down into Gur’s face. Gur realized he could see him and knew he was awake and watching him.

“You can see me,” Gur said. Galleo smiled, his teeth bright in the dim moonlight that entered the window.

“And you can see me?” Galleo asked, his voice a low whisper. He knelt at the side of the bed, his huge hands on the blanket. “You see in the darkness.”

“I didn’t know that was strange,” Gur said. “They all need lanterns to see at night.”

Galleo nodded. “I see well at night, too.”

“Did you visit animals tonight?” Gur asked. “How did animals help you?”

“Animals?” Galleo asked.

“You smell different. Like an animal, I think. Something different.”

Galleo raised his eyebrows. “I smell different?”

“Yes, like the pens of wild animals at the faire.”

Galleo said nothing, and Gur wasn’t sure what to do next.

“I have a plan,” Galleo said. “I think I know where to find Chessa. I worry for her, but not like I did. We leave early, so try to sleep.”

“Gem hurts,” Gur said. “He moves in his sleep. He is in more pain than before.”

Galleo sighed. “Yes, I suspected. He said this?”

“No. But it is worse as he sleeps.”

Galleo nodded. “I will mix him some tonic. You sense many things, Gur. Let me know when you sense something special.”

“I don’t know what’s special,” Gur said. “I don’t know what other people sense. I know I am not like them, but I don’t know how I’m not like them, except I have fur and strange ears and a hideous face.”

Galleo grinned. “Gur. Your face is not hideous.”

“It is,” Gur said. “Bev told me that. Many who came to see me said that.”

“They wanted to believe that because they wanted to be frightened. You lived in a show, Gur. Everyone played a role, both your caretakers and those who came to see you. Naja doesn’t believe you are hideous. She said you were beautiful.”

Gur nodded. He wasn’t sure what to do with the things Naja said. She was a very strange girl.

“She says I am like a cat, and she likes cats.”

“A cat,” Galleo said. “Yes, I suppose you are. Anyway, Naja is a very wise girl. I think she sees very clearly. You are not hideous. You see things clearly in the darkness, so if you see something in the darkness that doesn’t belong, let me know. Same with smells. They smell very little, so let me know what you smell. Hearing... Do you hear well?”

“Bev always said I did. She laughed and said she had to leave the tent to talk about me, because I heard everything.”

“Then if you hear something I might need to know, tell me. Don’t expect the rest to hear it. They can’t hear that well.”

“So they neither smell, hear, nor see well,” I said. “What do they do well?”

Galleo laughed. “They argue well, don’t you think? They are all very wise in their own ways. They have compassion, or none of them would be here. Gem and Dane can fight. Naja can heal. Casimir will lead men, and if his papa doesn’t ruin him, he will lead well. Each has talents and gifts, just as you have talents and gifts.”

Gur thought about that. “Okay. I will tell you if I know something. Do you see and smell and hear well?”

“I see and hear well. I don’t smell that well, not always.”

Gur found this interesting, that he might have skills others lacked. It made him feel warm.

Galleo moved to their supplies and mixed a tonic for Gem in the darkness. He roused Gem and forced him to drink it. Gem barely woke up, and he went straight back to sleep, but after that he slept more soundly. Gur listened for a long time to all of them asleep around him. This felt right, many people around him, breathing in calm sleep, all close enough to feel the heat fill the room. He had never lived like this, with many people, and yet he had a strange feeling this was how he was supposed to be. With the comforting sounds and scents in his head, he dropped to sleep soon after Galleo.

Morning brought tension. Gur didn’t like tension. Strangely, his life in a cage hadn’t prepared him for tension. At the faire, he was alone, but he had his own space, and someone told him what to do, and there was little stress. He simply acted like a monster, and life went well for him. He wished to see the world, especially beauty. He wished for love, what little he remembered from his thoughts of the princess. But he’d never imagined living outside a cage meant tension and disagreements and difficulties.

“Tioli Ridge is a village three days from here,” Galleo said when everyone was awake. Gem was moving well today, and he stood at the edge of the room. Dane stood with him. Naja and Casimir sat on the bed with Gur, and Galleo sat on the other bed to talk to them. “I have verified that Chessa’s escorts booked passage. They rented four horses. This surprised me, because it means they trust her to stay with them. That suggests she is amenable to this trip, or she is being threatened.”

“Threatened,” Casimir said. “Threatened how? Her life?”

“Possibly your life,” Galleo said. “Or the lives of the rest of your family.”

“But who would know about my life?” Casimir asked. He turned toward Dane. Gur thought Dane had secrets. Sometimes the man smelled and sounded wrong, like something bothered him. But Gur had never thought that Dane might be here to keep them from finding Chessa. “Who would know how to threaten her about me?”

Dane opened his arms and laughed. “Casimir, I am not sneaking around telling Chessa’s escorts about your life. I don’t know her. Or you. Never heard of either of you. I promise I’m not part of this.”

Gur watched carefully, and he thought Dane wasn’t lying. His breathing didn’t change, and his eyes didn’t widen, and he simply looked like Dane. Last night, when Gem had been in pain, the man had seemed more suspicious, hovering strangely, but right now he appeared to be telling the truth.

“He speaks true,” Gur said to Galleo, who raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Good,” Galleo said.  “Then we need to head toward Tioli Ridge. They took the horses yesterday just before midday. They have a lead on us.”

“Wait,” Gem said. He turned to Gur. “You can tell when someone is lying?”

Gur shrugged. The tone of Gem’s voice bothered him.

“Sometimes a person sounds or smells wrong,” Gur said. “That might mean something. Bev always changed when she told me lies.”

Gem shook his head. “That’s amazing. Sorry, Galleo. I was just surprised. Ah, what do we know about Tioli Ridge?”

Galleo nodded. “Very good question. It is, as we feared, a center of moon worship. Moonset is very important in the village. It isn’t a large village, no more than a thousand people, so we should be able to find her if she is there. The village is run by a man named Hanis and a priestess named Clovis. The village does not bleed enemies, not to the death, but they do believe in blood as a way to appease the moon gods.”

“So she will be in danger?” Casimir asked. “Then why are we still here? We know where she is, so let’s go get her.”

“We are doing that,” Galleo said. “But first you all must know the details. I have rented horses and a mala, like we used before. Dane, do you ride?”

Dane nodded. Gur watched him, hoping he was right and Dane wasn’t lying, but he seemed to be himself.

“Then we will ride out. The journey takes three days. I would like to catch up with them before they get to the village. Also, I found nobody who knew about a wedding. For a man to send three people to kidnap a girl into marriage... Usually this takes wealth. This village has no wealth. While they seem to be heading in this direction, I suspect we don’t know the entire story, so we will be careful.”

Gur again rode with Naja, his arms around her at first, although he found his balance quickly and rode with no need to cling to her. She yawned and shook her head, gazing around them.

“I can’t believe I’m here,” she said quietly. “What am I doing here?”

“Galleo said you heal,” Gur said to her. “Gem and Dane fight. Casimir will lead men. We each have gifts.”

Naja nodded. “Healing is a good gift, but I’ve never been known to heal before. I hope Galleo isn’t wrong. And I hope we find Chessa soon. I don’t ride fast. I think, if I wasn’t here, the men would run their horses and arrive faster.”

“But if someone needed healed, there would be trouble,” Gur said. He was uncertain why Naja insisted she was a problem. It seemed to him that she was simply one of them. One of their group. “Dane lies.”

Naja turned around in her seat. “What?”

“Sometimes he doesn’t speak the truth. Especially when he talks to Gem.”

“Interesting,” Naja said. “I know little of deception. I didn’t need deception in my life. My little brother told his share of lies, usually to avoid getting into trouble for his carelessness. But you are talking true deception. You think Dane is here to cause harm?”

“I don’t know,” Gur said. “I don’t know how to know that. I feel he worries over Gem. I don’t feel harm. But I don’t know what harm would feel like.”

Naja sighed. “Yes, I lack experience in these things, too. Right now, I suppose we should focus on Chessa. And there is no reason for Dane to show up and have any dealings with Gem. It makes no sense.”

Gur agreed, but much of what happened between his group made no sense to him.

They didn’t find a trail to follow like before. This road was well traveled, so Galleo couldn’t find specific markers that Chessa and her escorts had been here. Casimir grew more sullen as the day passed, and when Galleo called a halt for dinner and to set camp, he was angry.

“We are moving slowly again,” Casimir grumbled. “And it’s not dark. We could ride for longer. Galleo, she is gaining on us. I just know it. What will I do if we don’t find her?”

Gur felt Casimir’s pain and sadness, and he wondered why he always expressed it in anger. Each of them expressed things differently, and he didn’t know why, nor did he know how he was supposed to express anything.

Galleo said very little to Casimir’s complaints, simply setting up camp. Dane had carried many of the supplies, so he put the cook pot on the fire and began cooking porridge. As the sun dipped just below the horizon, they ate their porridge in silence. Gem broke the strange mood.

“Is he right, Galleo? You and Casimir could ride ahead if we’re slowing you down.”

“You’re not slowing anyone down,” Dane said. “You ride well, Gem.”

“We slow you down,” Naja said. “And I apologize, Casimir.”

Casimir sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I just imagine life without Chessa, and it hurts. Or facing Papa without Chessa. That will hurt in its own way.”

Galleo gave Casimir a strange look, and Gur smelled a strong and strange fear come off Casimir. He reacted this way any time he talked of his papa. Gur suspected his papa was something like the owner of the faire, a hard man who never smiled. Many felt that same fear when they spoke of Andre Gregorio.

“Should we stay behind?” Naja asked. “If you go ahead, we will follow. Perhaps Gem or Dane could stay back with us. We will go as fast as we can go, but I know you can all ride faster.”

Galleo frowned. “I’ll think on that. Intercepting them before they arrive at the village would be helpful. Dane, you will ride with Casimir and me?”

Dane paused. “I will.”

“And Gem, since you still hurt, it makes sense for you to ride behind. Except most of you are children, and it doesn’t make sense for you to be here in the first place. Ah, the god’s plans are always interesting. And sometimes bothersome.”

Dane laughed at that. “Is it right to call the plans of a god bothersome?”

“I suppose in all my generations I’ve become less formal with the god. And if he is upset, he is welcome to take me home. I have been on Balia for too many years.”

Naja reached out and put her hand on Galleo’s arm. “Don’t say that, Galleo. Don’t belittle life. We need you. Eleuth seems to love you to ask you to do so much, so you must be careful. The priest in our parish always said that those with great responsibilities for the god also face great judgment. He meant it speaking of priests who abuse their positions, but that would apply to you, too, right?”

Galleo smiled at Naja’s little hand on his wide arm. “I suppose it would. And I am sure I will be here as long as you need me. And possibly many, many years after you finish needing me.”

Gur heard the sadness in Galleo’s voice. He didn’t always recognize what people were feeling, but sadness he understood. Since he had just gotten out of a cage and suddenly had the whole world in front of him, many new things to see and smell and feel, he was surprised that Galleo would be tired of it. How could anyone see the sky every day, feel the changes in temperature, see the trees and flowers, and get tired of it? And yet Galleo was. It made Gur nervous. Would he, too, get tired of it? And if he and Galleo were anything alike, did that mean Gur would live so long and become so exhausted? The thoughts scared him. Too many things in this brand new world scared him, and he didn’t like to be afraid.

In the morning the group divided. They started together, but immediately Galleo set a faster pace for himself, Dane, and Casimir, and Gem and Naja’s horses walked more slowly behind. Gur again rode with Naja, who yawned and stretched on her horse, laughing.

“I like to ride,” she said, “but I am tired of it. Perhaps for a time we can simply walk? Now that we don’t have to hurry?”

Gem laughed at her and gently swung down from his horse, waiting for Naja and Gur to dismount as well. “I am delighted with that idea.”

“Walking doesn’t hurt?” Gur asked. “But riding does?”

“I wonder if I didn’t break a rib,” Gem admitted. He pressed a hand against his belly. “The pain isn’t deep, but at times it is sharp, especially when riding. I hope they can find her today. Then we can move on to other things.”

“Like what?” Naja asked. “When you got off the train at the faire, what did you plan next?”

Gem absently rubbed his horse while they walked, and he took several steps before he answered her. Gur thought his answer might be a lie, because his eyes shifted and didn’t quite turn their way. But then he stopped and gazed directly at both of them.

“I had no plan. I was running from disappointment, anger... I was acting like a child. And I don’t know what I will do next. I will retrieve Peony, for she is my sister, and I barely know her. And then I don’t know. But Gur, you will still come with me? Do you wish to follow me, knowing I have no plan?”

Gur thought about this. “Men must work. Galleo said that. A person needs work and a home and family. You will find these things? How can I find these things? I must wear a cloak and hide. I am more valuable in a cage. I don’t know what is next, either. But for me, perhaps nothing is next.”

“No,” Naja said fiercely. She took his hand in hers, squeezing until it hurt. “No, Gur. Never a cage. A boy should not live in a cage. Come with me to the farm. You can work there. There are always more chores. And it is a simple life where nobody cares if you are different.”

“Is that true?” Gem asked. “Nobody cares? Do you know this? Is anyone as different as Gur?”

Naja shrugged. “No. I don’t know that. But I rarely see anyone outside my family, and they would accept Gur. I know they would.”

“I would find us a place,” Gem said. He took a long, slow breath. “Or I will return home. I might have no choice.”

“They would accept Gur at your home?” Naja asked.

“Yes,” Gem said without hesitation. “My mother would pull him into a hug without a thought. She grew up worshiping moon gods, and since my papa helped her escape that life, she is filled with love for everyone.” His face darkened. “But my papa... My papa would not reject Gur. But apparently he could reject Peony. And I wonder if he will reject me. Gur, I want you safe and not alone, but I’m not sure how to make that happen.”

“Eleuth will show us the way,” Naja said.

They had explained this god, who created Balia, including strange boys like Gur. This god loved its creatures and cared for them. But Gur still wasn’t sure he understood why so many had other gods, and why those who trusted this god still found pain and suffering. For now, he had chosen to watch and listen and try to decide what was true, although he had so little experience he wasn’t sure how to do that.

“I think Casimir’s kingdom isn’t the place for Gur,” Gem said. “I think I would hate Casimir’s papa. He fears his papa. My papa and I have struggled, but I don’t fear him, not like Casimir does.”

“And Dane has no home, either,” Naja said. “What will he do when we find Chessa?”

Gem gave Naja a strange look. Gur thought Gem didn’t like Dane. Perhaps he didn’t trust him. However, Dane seemed to like Gem. Gur found all of the interactions interesting and yet completely confusing. “Dane is a trained guard. He will find work. He will fit into a life more easily than the rest of us. Except for you, Naja. You have a family to return to. It sounds like a very good family.”

“My farm would have room for you, too,” Naja said to Gem. “You are strong and could work the fields. And my mama loves children. She would love Peony. My older sisters would, too. Peony would have family to take care of her.”

Gem nodded, his eyes damp. “Thank you, Naja. I don’t know what will happen, but I thank you for your kindness.”

Gur listened to the words, the kindness, and he felt the comfort of these two people spill onto him. They didn’t have real answers for him, or for each other, but they both cared about him, about homes and families. Without warning, he felt the vibrations in his belly, and Naja laughed at him.

“I love that,” she said, placing her hand on his arm better to feel it. “I love that you purr like a cat. And I love that we can make you feel safe enough for that. You never felt that safe in your cage, did you?”

He didn’t explain that it had nothing to do with safety. In truth, he’d felt safer in his cage. This had to do with feelings of connections and contentment and things he didn’t even have words for. And he was glad they didn’t mind it, although to him it simply pointed out yet again that he was a monster trying to find his way in a world of people. Until they realized that, he doubted they could truly help him find a place. 

They passed two small villages that morning, and then they walked through a dense forest. Gem stopped them to eat, settling a blanket at the edge of the wide path, and they sat in near silence.

“This is a spooky forest,” Naja said. “I don’t have thick forests at home. All is pasture and field.”

“We have forests like this where I grew up,” Gem said. “I never thought about not having trees everywhere.”

They heard a sound, and suddenly a pair of horses appeared from around the bend ahead. All of them stopped to watch, hoping for the return of their group, but these were strangers, two men walking alongside horses. They gazed at Naja, Gem, and Gur with interest, pausing when they saw Gur. Too late he realized he’d left his hood off, not expecting to be startled by people here in the deep woods since they’d seen few travelers today.

One of the men stopped, and Gem rose to his feet, standing defensively. His hand moved closer to his belt, where he carried a knife.

“Tis a monster,” one of the men said, pointing at Gur. “And close to moonset. The gods send us messengers. What is the message, monster? What do you wish for us to know?”

Gur didn’t speak, no idea what to say. He’d expected violence or anger. Gem backed up a step, clearly a little startled himself.

“He’s not a monster,” Naja said, standing and pulling Gur to his feet at her side. “He is a boy. There is no message for you.”

The second man laughed. “That is no boy. Look at him. He is just like the monsters in tales of old, but maybe smaller. Do you grow on moonset? Do you come to judge someone? A village filled with those who don’t worship? Perhaps those who call on other gods?”

“His business is his own,” Gem said quietly. “It doesn’t concern you. You are not at odds with the gods.”

The men nodded and bowed toward Gur, hurrying past. Gur said nothing as they left, and when they were out of sight, he put the hood back over his face. It made him hot, and it itched his ears, but he didn’t want to talk to people about gods and moonset and monsters.

“I’m sorry,” Gem said quietly. “They’re wrong, Gur. You are not a monster.”

“But everyone knows I am not a boy,” Gur said.

“They are wrong,” Naja said. “You are a boy. Just a boy who looks different.”

“Galleo said his people and mine might have been similar,” Gur said. “He doesn’t know his beginnings, either.”

“Maybe that is best,” Gem said. “Sometimes our beginnings haunt us. Or shame us.”

“No,” Gur said. “It is best to know.”

“Galleo’s people,” Naja said. “You don’t look like him, but you both have flat faces. But he has no hair. And he doesn’t purr. Or have similar ears. I wonder why he thinks you are the same.”

Gur sighed. She was right. There was no reason to think they were similar, but Galleo’s words had warmed him. He wanted to be similar to someone, and Galleo was old and wise and strong, so he wanted to be similar to him.

“I didn’t mind,” Gur said. “I didn’t mind the idea that Galleo might be some kind of family.”

Naja put her hand over her mouth. “Gur, I’m sorry. And Galleo is very wise, so if he thinks you are some kind of family, then it must be true. When we find Chessa, perhaps you will go with him. He can care for you. Would you want to go with him?”

Gur had to smile at her tone. She feared Galleo. Not much, but he sensed her uncertainty. The man was huge and old, and while he didn’t look like a monster, something about the man wasn’t normal. Naja was a small girl, and it made sense the giant, mysterious man might scare her.

“I would go,” Gur said. “He isn’t dangerous.”

“I doubt that,” Gem said. “I believe he might be the most dangerous man any of us has ever met. But you’re right that he isn’t dangerous to us, to friends. You would be safe with Galleo. All of us are safe with Galleo.”

“No,” Naja said. “We’re not safe with Galleo. We are safe from him—Galleo himself will not harm us. But Galleo comes when the god needs extra power, extra earthly power. Anywhere Galleo goes there must be danger. That’s why he is so tired of his life. Imagine knowing nothing but danger.”

“He was hurt,” Gur said. The other two stared at him. “In the bath I saw his arm. His shoulder. It was deeply scarred. We had a man at the faire who was scarred from a fire. He later died from a lung disease. But Galleo has deep scars. That must mean pain. The man at the faire knew great pain.”

Gem and Naja exchanged a long look.

“So Galleo can be hurt,” Gem said. “But perhaps not killed.”

“Or he’s simply had no injuries that lead to death. Most of us don’t die of injury,” Naja said. “We die of age. If Galleo doesn’t die of age, that doesn’t mean he can’t die of injury.”

Gem ran his hand over his forehead. “This is a strange conversation. I don’t wish to talk about Galleo dying. Or anyone dying. We are young, and it’s hard to think of death of age or injury.”

“I know,” Naja said. “But we chose to walk into danger. We must be realistic. Danger can lead to death.”

Gem nodded. His face said he knew that well, but he still didn’t want to talk about it. Gur had nothing to say. He’d thought little of death. He’d thought little of anything. Thoughts led to memories and hopes and sadness. He had tried hard in his cage simply to focus on each present moment. Now life was filled with plans and hopes and thoughts. And all of it was very confusing.
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Chapter Ten
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Galleo hadn’t expected to find her so easily. He surely hadn’t expected to find her on the ground having lunch with her escorts. When he rounded a bend just after midday, he and Dane almost ran over her.

“Chessa,” Casimir called from behind them. The boy jumped off his horse and ran to his sister without a thought for the men around her. Galleo tried to intercept, imagining her escorts skewering the prince without hesitation, but the boy scampered past him.

“Cas,” she said, holding him and then looking past him at Dane and Galleo. The escorts stood, pulling swords into their hands, but they didn’t aim those swords at Casimir. Instead, they meant to keep Dane and Galleo at bay. Galleo made no move, and Dane stayed on his horse, going completely still.

“Chessa, what happened?” Casimir asked. He looked at the escorts as though suddenly aware of his danger, and Galleo realized a few things about the boy. This child might fear his papa, but he feared little else, meaning he’d been given no reason to fear. Evil men holding his sister simply had no place to settle in his mind, and he’d not been careful. Likely that meant his kingdom had known long-term peace. “Who are these men?”

“They are taking me to Josephar, my groom.” 

Casimir backed up and put his hands on his hips. “No, they are not. You are not getting married. Who is this man? Why did he have to kidnap you to marry you? The explosions at the faire injured people, Chessa. We are here to help you escape.”

“I don’t need to escape,” Chessa said quietly. Galleo watched the girl carefully, hoping to discover the truths of this situation. “I am fine, Casimir. It’s best that I marry. Papa didn’t understand the situation, but I am needed here. I’m sorry I tricked you to the faire to get away. I should have told you, but I knew you would not understand.”

“That is true,” Casimir said. “I do not understand.”

Chessa looked at Galleo and Dane. “Who are these men?”

Casimir turned as though he’d forgotten Galleo and Dane altogether. “They are friends. They helped me to find you.”

Chessa glared at all three of them. “I didn’t need to be found. I am fine. I had a plan, and it is a good plan.”

Galleo turned his attention to the men wielding swords. None was much older than Dane, and all three were wiry and lean, holding their swords with precision. He suspected these men could do damage if they wished. They wore dark tunics with dark trousers, and all were west Slavend, with coarse dark hair, medium skin, and dark eyes. They wore their hair long and tied at their necks.

Nothing about them was meant to give away their identities, and Galleo wondered who they were truly dealing with here. He had a feeling Chessa didn’t fully understand her situation, and he didn’t relish fighting three armed men when she finally realized that, not without resorting to tactics he didn’t want to use. He had to separate her from these men.

Glancing at Dane, he gestured for the man to dismount. Dane nodded and silently leaped to the ground. The boy was skilled, Galleo thought. He moved elegantly, easily, not like someone hiding something, although he was sure the man was hiding something. With the exception of Naja, all of them were hiding things. Gur might not realize he was hiding things, but Galleo thought even the youngest in the group had secrets. Galleo hoped to help Gur find his. The other boys... Galleo hoped their secrets wouldn’t cause trouble, but in his experience secrets always caused trouble, Galleo’s included.

“Your men don’t need to point their swords at our hearts,” Dane said quietly. “Do they?”

Chessa looked at her escorts. “It’s okay, all of you. Casimir is a hothead, but he’ll sit and listen to me. Right, Cas? Just hear me before you force my men to kill your friends.”

Casimir looked pained, and he nodded and sat in front of Chessa. Galleo boldly walked past two of the guards and sat at his side. Dane stayed near the horses, watching the armed men warily as they set their swords aside. They, too, kept to their feet.

Chessa watched Galleo sit, and for the first time she looked uncertain. Galleo removed his hood, exposing a visage that didn’t look west Slavend. Instead, he looked like nobody else, his features flatter and wider than anyone he’d ever met. Most people simply thought he was a man from exotic locales, and that worked for him, as did his clipped accent, again nothing anyone ever recognized.

“I am Galleo,” he said as the girl stared at him. She was pretty, he thought, well born and bred, her features symmetric. Her hair was paler than most west Slavends, dark red where sunlight hit it. “I am pleased to meet you, Mistress Chessa. I am glad you are not injured or here against your will.”

She frowned at her brother, suddenly looking very much like him. Fiery, he thought, with no idea of the trouble she had found. Galleo was certain this was trouble.

“Cas, why couldn’t you just leave things alone?”

“You asked me to take you to the faire. You were kidnapped. There were explosions, and people were hurt. You tell me you planned this to escape Papa and marry a stranger.”

She huffed. “It’s not like it sounds. People were hurt?”

“My friend Gem, who tried to help me get you back. And others were hurt in the blasts. Make me understand, Chessa, for this doesn’t sound like you. You are sure nobody holds you against your will?”

She glanced toward her guards, who simply watched this conversation with no expression. Most of their attention was still on Galleo and Dane. They didn’t expect Chessa to run, so some of her story had to be true.

“Josephar’s papa sent a delegation to visit Papa a few weeks ago,” Chessa said. “They live here, just north of Tioli Ridge, in a small kingdom. A mountain kingdom that worships Eleuth.”

“Here in Cilandia, there are worshipers of Eleuth?” Casimir said. “Nonsense.”

“Ah, that is what Papa said,” Chessa said. “This is an ancient kingdom, and it is in danger. They looked for a bride from the lowlands, someone with power to help them. Papa is very powerful now that the railroad has come. He could ready an army. He could give asylum to people in trouble. There are many things he could do.”

“You have met this Josephar?” Casimir asked. “Why do you believe this is truth? What did they tell you to force you here?”

“I was not forced,” she said fiercely. “I wish to explain this to you, so stop interrupting. I was not forced. And I am sorry people were hurt. That was not well done of them. My guards are a little overzealous, but their people are in danger. Many who trust Eleuth in Cilandia are in danger.”

“Most believe there are none in Cilandia who worship Eleuth,” Galleo said quietly, watching the girl’s face while also watching the guards. 

“Most would be wrong,” Chessa said. “I know why you wouldn’t believe, Casimir. Papa didn’t believe, either. Yes, I have met Josephar. His papa sent him because this is important. He went to four kingdoms, and none believed him. He was mocked, and he was suspected of foul play. In one kingdom, a kingdom that claims to love Eleuth, his guards were poisoned. Not to the death, but just to warn him away. They claim to love the god, but they won’t help others who love the god.”

“If Papa didn’t believe you, why do you think he would aid this people, especially since it appeared you had been kidnapped?” Casimir asked. Galleo thought it a very good question, especially considering the things he believed about Casimir’s papa.

“He would have no choice,” Chessa said. “If I was married and carrying this man’s child, and my life was in danger, Papa would come for me. He would help. I know he would help.”

Casimir’s face said he didn’t believe his papa would help. Chessa let out a long, slow breath and glanced toward her guards. “Cresan, can we have a moment? Galleo, your partner will not hurt us or try to drag me away?”

“I have no intention of dragging you away,” Galleo said, eliciting a frown from Casimir, who apparently expected to drag his sister away. One of the guards nodded, and all three of them wandered into the woods toward their horses.

“Cas,” Chessa said quietly. “Surely Papa will help if he understands.”

“He won’t,” Casimir said.

“You followed me. You didn’t go home?”
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