
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Dane's Mountain

        

        
        
          The Sekou Saga: A Tale of Balia in Four Parts, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Jill Penrod

        

        
          Published by Jill Penrod, 2020.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      DANE'S MOUNTAIN

    

    
      First edition. November 25, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Jill Penrod.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393124474

    

    
    
      Written by Jill Penrod.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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RUN. RUN, GEM. RUN hard. Run.

Dane shifted on his pallet, trying to drive the memory away. Gem hadn’t run. Of course Gem hadn’t run. He’d run from his family, his home, and a life of privilege, but the boy couldn’t run from a fight, couldn’t run from his friends. So Dane had watched helplessly as Gem had been tackled by evil men and tossed to the ground. His head had smacked the packed dirt road, his senses gone. His life gone? Dane couldn’t know that, but the gnawing ache in his gut said he’d watched the boy die there on the road.

And it was entirely Dane’s fault. Gem had trusted him. All of them had trusted him, and he’d turned them over with barely a second thought, blinded by guilt, misplaced hope, the thought that if he did what the evil men had asked of him, his cowardice would go away and somehow he could know peace again.

As though a person could ever know peace if it was purchased with the life of a friend.

“Dane.” Naja. Her sweet, high voice broke into his thoughts, and he closed his eyes. He couldn’t look at her. For six days now she’d hovered and tended and touched him with her magical fingers, healing and comforting. He wished she would just take the sword that had pierced his side and finish the job. What right did he have to accept her comfort after he had betrayed the boy she loved? “Dane, you need to eat.”

At least she sounded irritated. That helped. Casimir wouldn’t speak to him except to throw around anger and accusations. Those were a balm, the angry words, the veiled threats. The young prince knew who Dane was, knew he wasn’t worth the time and effort Naja was putting into healing him.

Cas was fourteen, the son of a king, and this entire journey had started at his request, when his sister had been kidnapped. She’d disappeared at a local faire, and Casimir had found Gem and Naja, guests at the faire, to help him. Gem had rescued Gur, one of the monsters on display, pulling him from a burning tent, and Gur had followed on the rescue.

Dane hadn’t been part of that. He hadn’t met the foursome until they’d followed Casimir’s sister to a port town, and by that time, they’d been joined by Galleo, a giant of a man who carried a secret, a secret Dane and Gem had learned days before Gem had been attacked. The man was a warrior of Eleuth, not entirely human, and when Gem had been taken, even the god’s warrior had been hurt, a sword passing right through his middle.

Dane winced and returned to the present as Naja pulled back his blanket and placed her warm hand on his belly. Nobody knew if her touch actually had the power to heal, but Dane thought it did. Every time she rested her hand on him, the pain lessened, and the healing went faster, and he hated himself just a little bit more.

“You need to eat,” Naja whispered to him. “Dane, I want him back, and you know how to fight. We need you. If you want to fix this, you have to survive.”

Dane opened his eyes and gazed into the eyes of the young egg girl. She was fifteen, raised as a servant on a lesser noble estate. Her job had been collecting eggs and caring for the estate flock. She was a common farm girl, and yet nothing about her was common. Uncommon beauty, uncommon bravery, uncommon gift for healing. Galleo was obviously a warrior for the god, a huge man who shifted form when danger was near. But Dane felt Naja was just as much a pawn of the god, sent here to help them, to love them, to make Dane feel worse than he already did.

“How can you ask me to help?” he asked. He cleared his throat, because his voice was rusty and coarse after six days of near silence. “This is my fault.”

“And you’ve lain here for six days wishing to die,” Naja said. “I’m angry, Dane. I can’t believe you did that to him. I thought you were his friend. I thought you were all our friends. I don’t understand and I’m not sure I want to. But a man who feels good about his actions doesn’t lie in bed for six days refusing to heal, so I suspect you don’t feel good about it. Why don’t you tell us what happened? How did you decide to give Gem over to evil men after all we went through together?”

The words stung. Naja might be a simple egg girl, but she saw the world clearly when she wanted to. Or, for the past six days, she saw it better than it was, truly believing Dane was worth healing. He was a killer, a soldier tired of blood and death, a man who would betray a friend to save someone even when he’d known in his heart that the promises of evil men couldn’t be trusted.

“Naja.” The voice was Galleo, deep and powerful like the man himself. But for six days the man had been here, at Dane’s side, healing. A lesser man would have died from the injury. But a lesser man also wouldn’t have been leading children through Balia at the bidding of the god, rescuing a kingdom, a princess, and caring for a group of misfits that only a god would care about. “Naja?”

The voice held some panic. It wasn’t the first time Galleo had wakened disoriented, and Naja moved to his pallet to tend him, offering water and her healing touch. Dane opened his eyes to watch her. Galleo said he couldn’t die. He didn’t remember the beginning of his life, attributing that to an injury, but for four generations now the man had walked the earth, rescuing people at the bidding of the god, people in danger from evil men, from disasters, from things that a regular person couldn’t handle. And yet, right now Galleo healed and thrashed in fever and was laid just as low as any human.

And again, this was Dane’s fault.

Unable to handle the shame of it, he pushed to sit up, gasping as the wound on his side pulled. He couldn’t be here anymore. He couldn’t watch Galleo hurt or listen to Casimir curse him or feel precious Chessa’s dark eyes on him as she watched him rest. The princess was the hardest one to take, because at no point had she expressed anger. She didn’t seem to hold any kind of grudge, simply sitting at his side a few times a day humming quiet songs as she watched Dane and Galleo sleep.

The last member of their party, Gur, had given away nothing for the past six days. He was twelve years old, or he might be, since he didn’t remember his origins, either. He was a strange-looking boy, lightly furry, his face flat and his ears protruding. He spoke with a lisp that made his words hard to understand. He had sharper senses than the rest of them, able to smell and hear and see things nobody else could see. He’d lived for six years in a cage at a faire, forced to growl and carry on and scare faire goers into believing he was a monster.

But he wasn’t a monster. Galleo, who was huge and could shift his entire form to something else, wasn’t a monster. It turned out Dane, a simple boy from a mountain village, was the monster, and he didn’t think he could live with himself for another hour.

“No,” Naja said. She moved to Dane’s side and pushed him back. “Dane, lie down.”

“I can’t,” he said, although he wasn’t sure he could leave, either. “I can’t be here, Naja. I can’t.”

“Dane,” she said in her gentlest voice. It sliced into him more painfully than the sword that had pierced him. “Dane, it’s okay. Did you mean for Gem to be hurt?”

He shook his head. 

“Did you mean for him to be taken away from us?”

Again he shook his head, and she looked into his eyes with such gentle acceptance he felt he might vomit. “But I knew it was wrong. Grayson told me he would help Gem, that he knew Gem and knew he was in trouble and he could help. But I knew, Naja. At the end I knew he lied to me. I knew there was danger. I knew Grayson’s promises were lies, but I still led you all into the alley. I still hoped. How could I be so stupid to hope? After four years of war, how was I so stupid to do anything based on hope?”

“Here,” another voice said. “Galleo needs you, Naja. I’ve got this.”

Chessa. His princess. Suddenly she was at his side, her arms around him. He wanted to push her away, but instead he rested his head on her shoulder and closed his eyes. She was warm, and her arms were soft and accepting. He didn’t deserve it, but he let her comfort him. While her fingers didn’t heal like Naja’s did, her quiet gentleness both healed him and pierced him, and he closed his eyes and wished he never had to open them again.

“Chessa, what’s wrong with you?” Casimir’s voice said. Casimir was the fourteen year-old heir to a throne, and Chessa was his sixteen year-old sister. Although this group had come into being for the purpose of rescuing her, she hadn’t been kidnapped. She’d run away to marry an older man in the hope of saving his kingdom. Instead, Galleo and these children, Dane included, had saved the kingdom, and Chessa hadn’t married anyone. Now she and Casimir stayed with the group, hiding from their hard papa, who showed neither of them compassion. And yet, for a girl raised without compassion, Chessa’s touch gave Dane nothing but comfort.

“Cas, I’m tired of it,” Chessa said on a sigh. “All the anger and picking are getting old. Why are you here?”

“The Little Sisters sent for Naja. She needs to take a break and eat lunch.”

Chessa nodded. “That’s a good idea. Naja, I’ll watch. You eat. Go out in the sunshine.”

“Go,” Galleo’s deep voice said. “We’ll be fine, Naja. By tomorrow, I’ll be ready to travel.”

“So we’re leaving, then?” Cas asked, his voice hopeful. The young prince was impatient in all things. Chessa said Cas was a tender boy whose father had been training that compassion out of him, so Cas ran hot and cold. One second he was a spoiled, entitled prince who looked down at everyone, and the next moment he showed tenderness to an egg girl or wrestled with a circus freak like a little boy. He was easily the least predictable character in the group. With the possible exception of Dane himself.

“No,” Galleo said firmly. “Not yet.”

Dane didn’t open his eyes, but he felt every gaze on him. He was now the sole reason they were staying here. They should go and find Gem, assuming that was possible after so much time, assuming Gem hadn’t died when his head cracked open on the road six days ago. But no, Galleo insisted Dane was worth this wait. Galleo was wrong, but Dane couldn’t convince anyone of that.

Not until Naja and Cas left did Dane open his eyes, gazing into the face of the princess. She smiled at him, a hesitant smile that melted Dane’s shriveled, frozen heart.

“Do you feel better?” Chessa asked.

“No,” he said honestly. “You all need to go ahead. Why are you waiting for me?”

“I have two fighters in this group,” Galleo said. “And right now, one is missing. In case of trouble, I need your help.”

Dane sighed. “Galleo, this is my fault. How can you ask for my help?”

“Because I need it,” Galleo said simply.

Dane looked over at the man. Galleo had suggested he and Gur had similar origins. Maybe they were similar creatures. Galleo was tall and broad, towering over most men. His hair was cut to his shoulder, chestnut curls he usually hid beneath a hooded cloak. The hair on his body was thicker than a regular person’s but not the fur Gur wore. His features were slightly different, but not immediately noticeable, not like Gur. And where Gur’s words were difficult to understand, Galleo spoke clearly, his voice deep and firm and confident. Even after six days on his back healing, Galleo sounded like he owned the world. Dane envied that kind of confidence, because he felt like he’d been trembling in fear for four solid years, and he hated it. He hated most everything.

Except the past month traveling with this group. He would never say it, but here he’d found more purpose than he’d ever known. And then he’d sold Gem for coins and a false promise, and he’d ruined it all.

“Dane, Gem needs you,” Chessa said. “You’re his friend.”

“I doubt that,” Dane said. Again he pictured Gem limp in the arms of evil men, disappearing down a dirt road while he and Galleo nearly bled to death in the street. He wondered if the image would ever stop playing behind his eyes.

“We need to understand,” Galleo said. He shifted and pushed to sit up. “When did you meet Grayson?”

Galleo had asked these questions before, and Dane had said very little, ashamed and embarrassed and hating himself too much to be helpful. But here in Chessa’s arms with only Galleo to hear, he felt obligated finally to help out. He couldn’t do it with Naja and Cas looking on. Their emotions right now were too strong, too justified.

“Gem’s papa hired me to look out for him,” Dane said. Gem had hidden from these people, lying about his family, his age, even his name. Dane had given none of those truths away, but this he felt Galleo needed to know. “I was just to watch and make sure he didn’t get into danger. Which of course he did.  Anyway, as I was leaving Gem’s home city, Grayson found me and told me Gem was in danger, that Grayson could help him. He said he was a friend of the family. He was dressed like a holy man, and he said he worked in the city’s sects, part of a council of bishops. He knew of a threat against Gem’s life, and he gave me coins to watch. I figured since I was watching anyway, I could accept these coins.

“At the port, before we got on the boat, Grayson’s men appeared again, and I said I knew we would come back to this city to retrieve Gem’s sister. They seemed happy to let me watch Gem and to wait here. The threat, they said, likely wouldn’t follow us into the sea. When we got back, then, I found Grayson. He said he needed to talk to Gem, to convince him to come home. The threat had gotten worse, and Gem was in danger, and it was time for him to stop his adventure and get back to his life. This time he offered more than money. He knew about my family, who was trapped after the last battle in the Damask Mountains. He said he could help me get them back. He knew their names and their situation. He seemed to know everything.

“That was all it took. I knew this man couldn’t possibly help me. I knew he was desperate and speaking lies. And yet... My family has been trapped for a long time, and I couldn’t help them, so even though I knew better, I led you all into an alley and let men attack you because I was so stupid to hope for impossible things.”

Dane stopped talking, because tears would follow, and he wasn’t going to sit here in tears with the people he’d betrayed. Manipulating them into caring for him, comforting him—he didn’t deserve it, didn’t want it, couldn’t handle it.

“That story isn’t as bad as you think,” Chessa said quietly. “I did worse, I think, letting Cas think I was kidnapped, forcing all of you to come across the continent to find me. And I was stupid, too, to think my papa cared so much about me that he would start a war to help me.”

“You are young,” Galleo said. “Both of you. I don’t remember being so young, so full of hope. Hope isn’t the problem. Don’t ever think it is.”

Dane nodded, but he still felt hope was the problem. It was the most painful emotion he could imagine.

To keep Naja at bay, Dane ate a few bites of food that evening, and then he settled to sleep. He wasn’t tired. His body ached, but after days of lying here he could no longer muster sleep, so he lay in the blanket staring at the window waiting for dawn.

Galleo rose when the sky was dark and slipped into his clothing. He’d done this for the past two nights, sneaking away to try to find word on Gem or Grayson. Dane watched him leave, noting the stiffness of his motions. The sword through his gut wasn’t his only injury. He’d been hurt months ago, a gunshot through his shoulder, and every time he shifted forms it hurt, worse each time. He’d given away little of the story, although Dane recognized that the worst pain wasn’t physical. Something else had hurt the giant man. 

Galleo wanted to die. He hadn’t hidden that fact. After so many generations wandering Balia fighting for the weak, the man was exhausted, and Dane suspected the shoulder injury had been the final straw. Perhaps he’d lost someone he cared about when he’d been hurt. Perhaps he had failed to rescue someone. Perhaps, the darkest part of his mind speculated, he’d found himself with another Dane, someone who had betrayed him.

Hours later Galleo returned, and Dane sat up in the darkness.

“Anything?”

“No,” Galleo said. “We need to find him.”

“Why do you think he’s still alive?”

“Whoever took him wanted him alive.”

“Then whoever took him shouldn’t have bounced him off the road,” Dane said. He sighed. “Galleo, he’s dead. I know he’s dead.”

Galleo smiled, his teeth bright in the moonlight that came through the single window. “I think he lives. I think Eleuth has a plan for Gem.”

Like Dane, Galleo knew something of Gem’s history, some of the truths he’d hidden. Dane didn’t know how much he knew or how he knew. “Galleo, I spent four years at war. Important people still die. Wealthy people, people who seem to have value in this world—they all die. Nobody is irreplaceable.”

Galleo laughed. “True. I’ve seen my share of battle and death. Still, Eleuth isn’t done with Gem.”

“So how do we find him?” Dane challenged. “You hunt for him at night, hide the fact from the others, and have found nothing. When I’m healthy, ready to fight, where do you propose we go? We know nothing.”

Galleo leaned back on the bed, suppressing a groan. He said he was ready to travel, but Dane wasn’t sure of that. “I don’t know. Eleuth has never left me without a clue. He sends visions, advisors, people to give me directions, and I go. I’ve never been sent to a group like this. I’ve never helped rescue an entire kingdom like we did for the Konatope. I’ve never dealt with children. I’ve never had a lamb disappear like Gem has disappeared. But I know I have to look.”

Dane took a deep breath. “Grayson was near Gem’s home. He acted like he knew Gem, knew the family. Should we start there? Of course, if we do, I have to admit to his family that I failed. No. I betrayed them. I am the worst of men. Maybe they’ll lock me away. But they might also be able to tell us where to start. And they can throw their resources behind the search. They have the resources to help us.”

Galleo nodded. “How far is Gem’s home from here?”

Dane shifted, thinking of the geography. “Seven days. Maybe eight or nine.”

“To the northeast,” Galleo said.

“Yes.”

“But we saw Gem taken to the south.”

“Because all roads lead south,” Dane said. “To the north is the water. All we know is they went overland. They still could have headed toward Gem’s homeland. And his family might have a clue.”

Galleo nodded. “And if not, we waste eight days. We might have no choice, Dane. It’s not a bad idea. It’s just very far from here.”

“I know,” Dane said. “Galleo, I can’t go. I can’t... I can’t face them all. Gur hasn’t even stepped through the doorway. Naja is kind but angry. Cas can’t stand the sight of me. How can you ask me to go with you? How can the dissension possibly help Gem?”

“Because my mission this time is all of you. All of you are lambs in need of rescue. Until each of you is home, I’m not finished. And I think Gur’s absence has more to do with me than you.”

Gem and Dane had discovered Galleo’s true nature days ago, but the others hadn’t found out until Gem’s attack. Galleo had changed forms to attack the evil men, to protect his lambs, and when he’d been hurt, he’d changed back in front of all of them, bleeding and naked as his fur receded and gave way to human skin.

“Gur is upset with you?” Dane asked. “That surprises me.”

“I don’t know how he feels, but I suspect this has everything to do with me and nothing to do with you.”

Dane nodded and watched Galleo shift. “Galleo, are you okay?”

Galleo shifted again, silent for a long time. “It’s not healing like usual. I don’t know what that means. But I’ll be healed before you are. You need to sleep.”

“I’ve tried. I can’t. I don’t move. How does a body get tired lying around all the time?”

Galleo smiled. “Tomorrow we’ll get you moving, even if it hurts. I’m impatient. I don’t know where to find him, but I feel the need to be out looking.”

“Then go without me,” Dane said. He tried to ignore the other part. Not only had Galleo admitted a weakness, a fear, he’d admitted it to Dane, who surely didn’t deserve the honor of Galleo’s inner thoughts. Did the poor man really have so few friends that he confided in Dane, the betrayer?

But he knew the answer to that. Galleo had spent four generations helping people and then walking away. Just like Dane had spent four years doing the same. Neither of them had friends. Dane had been growing a friendship with Gem, until he’d destroyed it, but Galleo had nobody.

Suddenly Dane saw Galleo in a new light. The man was confident, in charge, in control. But he was also a man, prone to sadness and loneliness. No wonder the man wanted to die. Dane had felt some of that himself this week.

“Galleo,” he said. “I’m sorry, you know. That you got hurt. Why isn’t it healing? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Galleo said. “For the first time in a long time, I want to be here to the end. I don’t want to live forever, but I want to live until you’re all home. I think you’re the final mission. The culmination of generations of preparation. I wish I felt like I was up to the task.”

“Of course you’re up to the task,” Dane said. The huge man’s words made him fearful, a panic that made it hard to breathe. “Don’t leave us, Galleo.”

“I have no plan to do that,” Galleo said. “But the god’s plans are what they are.”

The words offered no comfort, and for the rest of the night Dane didn’t merely stay awake. No, now he stayed awake and worried.
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“I’M NOT SURE THIS IS a good idea,” Naja said. Nine days had passed since Gem had been kidnapped, and we were now on the road, about to head toward Gem’s home. Naja had Peony on her hip, and all of us carried supply packs on our shoulders. Galleo said as soon as we left the city and started through the country, he would rent or purchase horses.

“Of course it isn’t,” Cas said. “Dane made this plan. Can someone tell me why the man who got us into this mess is now making the plans to get us out?”

“Casimir,” I said. My brother had been fuming for nine days. I wasn’t sure I understood the depth of his anger. “Dane isn’t going to lead us into danger.”

“And how do you know this?” Cas asked. “He did it before.”

“I’m not doing it now,” Dane said quietly. “I promise you that, Casimir. And Naja, I promise you, too. I want to find him. I want to help him.”

“I know,” Naja said. She looked near tears. “It isn’t that, Dane. It’s not a bad plan. I trust it. But when I think about heading east to his home, I just feel sick, like we’re doing the wrong thing.”

“Wait,” Galleo said. He stood a little straighter. “What do you mean?”

“I feel like we need to go that way,” Naja said, pointing south. “When I turn to the east, I feel dread. But the south feels right.”

Galleo looked at Naja with wide, ancient eyes. “Okay. Does anyone else feel anything? Gur?”

Gur had said very little for the past few days, especially to Galleo. I wasn’t sure why, except Gur and Gem were close, and Gur struggled with the loss. Although we were looking for Gem, I was sure not even one of us believed we would find him. Mostly we didn’t know what else to do.

“I sense nothing,” Gur said shortly, not quite looking at Galleo. I saw the hurt in our leader’s eyes, but he buried it and turned back to Naja. 

“Tell me what you feel.”

She ran her hand over damp eyes. “It sounds silly. I just feel wrong one way and right the other. And it’s not about Dane. I thought his idea sounded good until right now, when it feels wrong.”

“Maybe we should follow her lead,” Dane said. “We know Gem lives a long way off. If she’s sensing where he’s being held, it could save us time.”

“This is ridiculous,” Casimir said. “We need a real plan based on real clues.”

“We don’t have real clues,” I said. “Cas, what do you think we should do? I know what you think we shouldn’t do, but tell me what we should do instead.”

Cas grew quiet, his cheeks getting pink. He’d complained for days, but he really had no better plan. Complaining was just his way of avoiding the fear that Gem was gone. And a way of dealing with his anger with Dane. My brother was fourteen, but this week he’d acted like he was five. I wanted to smack him.

“We follow Naja,” Galleo said firmly. “Come.”

“Wait,” Cas said. “Really?”

“You have another plan,” Galleo said. “I wish to hear it.”

Cas sighed. “I don’t have another plan. Naja, you think he’s there? You think you can lead us to him?”

I knew his real question. He wanted to know if she honestly thought he was alive. It was what all of us wanted to know.

Yesterday Galleo had asked me to join him in town, and we had visited five sects in the port town, talking to five priests, praying with them and looking for guidance. I didn’t know why Galleo had asked me along, but I was glad of it, because I had no role here. I knew Galleo had hoped one of the men would have a vision or a clue, a word from the god telling us what to do next. Although each man had prayed with us, nobody had a special word. Now it appeared Naja had that word for us.

“I just know how I feel,” she said. She didn’t think she had a word for us. I didn’t blame her. I would doubt that the god would give a word to me, too. “I don’t want to take us the wrong way. Maybe I feel nothing and only think I do.”

“Eleuth always gives me clues,” Galleo said. “This time we’ve had nothing to go on, and now we do. This is what we’re going to do.”

He said it firmly, and I saw both Dane and Cas sigh with relief. Like Naja, they didn’t want to be responsible for steering us wrong, and they were happy to have someone else take over.

Because we weren’t going to Gem’s home, we returned Peony to the Little Sisters. She was Gem’s half sister, but he’d only met her recently, so I doubted she missed him. Instead, she knew the Little Sisters at the orphanage loved and cared for her, and she was happy to return to them. Naja cried, though, when she returned her.

“Gem needs to be here,” she said to me as we walked down the road, finally starting our journey to rescue Gem. “He needs to be with his sister. He needs to take her home and... He just needs to be here.”

I agreed. Gem was fifteen, a year younger than me, and he was smart, wise, and very brave. He said he was a merchant’s son, but he was more. We all knew he was more, but he wouldn’t tell us what that meant. Only Dane knew, and Dane was silent on it. He was finished betraying Gem. This was good for Gem but bad for our curiosity.

Cas didn’t believe that. He thought Dane was still going to hurt us. I didn’t agree. I had heard the story. I believed it. Dane had done the wrong thing, but not because he was evil. Unfortunately, Dane believed he was evil. We now had two people here who believed they were monsters and one who believed he was evil. Sometimes all of them made me crazy.

“Chessa,” Galleo said, falling back to walk at my side. “Naja. Peony is well?”

Naja nodded, still teary, and I put my fingers in hers, walking with her hand in mine like we were little girls. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how. It seemed I knew how to do very little. My life as a princess had prepared me for nothing but wooing a prince, and we didn’t have any of those here to woo.

“Peony is fine,” I said when it was clear Naja couldn’t get herself under control. “She’s a happy baby.”

“She won’t remember him,” Naja said. “If he doesn’t come back, she’ll never know what she lost.”

“Eleuth has this in hand,” Galleo said gently. “And it’s a blessing, Naja, that she’s content. It would be worse if she was sad or afraid.”

“I know,” Naja said. “I guess I’m the one who’s sad and afraid.”

Galleo moved ahead, and for a while we were all silent. Galleo led us. Cas and Gur walked behind, side by side, although they said nothing to one another. Then Naja and I followed, and Dane was far behind us. I turned often to check on him, watching him walk with his head down, his cloak hood drawn forward so his face was shadowed. It suited him, for he’d been living in shadows for nine days now.

“Do you hate him?” I asked Naja after I turned to see him for the tenth time. Maybe the twentieth time. “Dane? For what he did?”

“I did,” Naja said. “But he didn’t eat, wouldn’t let me care for him. He wanted to pay penance, wanted to make things right. For him even to be here, knowing Cas is so angry, that Gem might hate him... I believe he didn’t mean to cause harm. He feels sorry for what he did. If Eleuth says he’ll forgive our mistakes, I have to forgive, too. Are you angry with him?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I hadn’t been angry with him at all. Even with the evidence in front of me, I struggled to believe Dane had tried to hurt one of us. I trusted him. Some of that had to do with me being a naïve princess who lived in isolation, but part of it had to do with my feelings for Dane.

Yes, I admitted to myself. I liked Dane. He was strong, and he smiled at me. He treated me like a regular girl, not a princess. And he treated me like a girl worth liking. We laughed together, and he teased me sometimes.

Papa would hate him. Papa wouldn’t be able to cope with me laughing with a common guard. A foreign common guard. I hoped I didn’t like Dane just because I wanted to hurt my papa. I hated to think I would be that petty.

“I’m not angry,” I said, realizing I hadn’t answered her question. “I was never angry, Naja. Is that wrong of me?”

Naja laughed. “No. He’s handsome, and he makes you laugh, and I understand.”

I grinned. I’d never had a friend before, and Naja was fun and smart and made me glad I had a friend now. Sixteen years was a long time to wait, but she was worth it.

“You and Gem,” I said. I shook my head. This wasn’t an appropriate question, but I wanted to know. And we had hours or days of travel to go, so I figured I might as well be myself out here, and that meant thinking of inappropriate questions. “Has he ever kissed you?”

Naja laughed, her olive cheeks going bronze. “No. You think he did. You wouldn’t ask unless you thought... I guess I think about it. He’s a very handsome boy, too.”

“He is,” I said. “And I wouldn’t blame you if you kissed him.”

“Has anyone ever kissed you?” Naja asked. “I would think a princess would have many suitors.”

I grimaced. “No. Papa kept me away from the boys unless someone could watch us. I’d never spoken to a boy on my own until I prepared to run away.”

“How did you meet Josephar?” she asked. Weeks ago I had run away from home to marry a man who’d come to my papa for help. I thought if I married him, then my papa the king would be obligated to help Josephar’s kingdom. But my father would not have gone to war for a child who manipulated him, so instead my friends had worked together to help Josephar’s kingdom, and I hadn’t married. Now Cas and I didn’t know what to do next, because our father would never forgive us for running away and acting like commoners for the past few weeks.

“He sent a note to my room asking for my company, and I went to see him in private,” I said. “It wasn’t easy. But no man had ever sent me a note before. I felt very sneaky, and I liked it. I liked having an adventure away from Papa and his spying servants. I wonder what he thought when he got my note announcing I had run away to marry. I wonder if he thinks I’m married now. I wonder what he thinks of Casimir being gone. Cas is the heir. The only heir. He must be beside himself looking for my brother.”

“Do you think he’ll find him?” Naja asked. “Will he find us and cause us trouble?”

I could see this thought scared her. Poor Naja feared for Gem, but it seemed she also feared everything right now.

“I don’t know,” I said. I wanted to be honest with her. If she was going to be my friend, I wanted real friendship. That meant honesty, even when it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “My siblings and I never disobeyed Father like this before. I honestly don’t know what he’ll do. But he hasn’t found us yet, so maybe he won’t.”

Naja nodded. “I hope he doesn’t. I just want to find Gem and go home. Except my home will feel lonely after this adventure. Maybe I have no idea what I want, but I know I want the first thing to be finding Gem. Healthy and alive and smiling. He can roll his eyes at Casimir and play with Peony and listen to Dane. I think nobody ever listened to Dane. He has no idea who he is or why he’s here, what the god wants with him in our group. But Gem was his friend.”

Naja was making herself cry. I wanted to do something, but I had no experience comforting someone. I let go of her hand and pulled her close for a hug. I didn’t know how tight to hold her or how long. I felt awkward and was sure I was doing the wrong thing, but she held on, her head on my shoulder, and not until she relaxed her hold did I let go.

“Thank you,” she said, running her hand over damp eyes. “I’m so glad we found you, Chessa. I’m glad you’re nothing like I expected a princess to be.”

“What did you expect?” I asked. Naja blushed.

“Ah, someone like Casimir, I think. Maybe arrogant. And then you were beautiful, and I thought you might not want to talk to us. Maybe you were too pretty or too proud for us. But you’re just normal. I’m so glad you’re just normal.”

Every word of that surprised me. I knew I wasn’t ugly. But Naja was beautiful, too, and exotic. And I wasn’t normal. I was less than everyone here. I knew less. I had no purpose and nothing to offer. I simply ate their food and burdened them. I couldn’t believe Naja found me to be any kind of blessing on this group.

After we stopped to eat travel bread, Dane fell behind again, and I fell behind with him. I knew he wanted to be alone, but I kept thinking about what Naja had said. Dane was like me, unsure of his place here. Except he played a role. He was a warrior. He could fight and defend us. Yes, he’d failed with Gem. But we had forgiven him. I suspected Gem would forgive him, too, unless Gem was suffering so much that was impossible. I wanted Dane to forgive himself and come back to us.

“Are you well?” I asked him. “You’re moving like you hurt.”

Days ago Dane had laughed with me. He’d treated me like I mattered, not as a princess but as a girl, a friend. Since he’d been hurt, he’d stopped, and I missed it. Right now he didn’t acknowledge me, and I felt tears at my eyes. I didn’t want to lose a friend. I had too few to lose any.

“I’m sore,” he finally said. He stopped and pressed his hand against his belly. “Maybe it’s too soon. But we’ve wasted too much time. Not that I think we’ll find him. I wish I did.”

He started walking again, and I moved closer, my shoulder almost brushing his. Our cloaks touched.

“Galleo thinks he’s alive,” I said. “Doesn’t he?”

“I’m not sure,” Dane said. He lifted his head and looked down the road at the giant man leading us. “I’m not sure of anything when it comes to Galleo right now.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “He is well, right?”

“I don’t know,” Dane said. “Did it bother you? When you found out who Galleo was, did it bother you?”

I smiled. “I’m still not sure who Galleo is. I know he can change, but I don’t know what that means. I had no idea Eleuth made men like that.”

“Galleo worries that Eleuth didn’t make men like that.”

“No,” I said. “It had to be Eleuth. The enemy of the god has power, but he doesn’t make people. Galleo can only come from Eleuth.”

Dane looked startled by the words. He turned to me, and I saw him smile within the shadows of his hood. “I think I agree. How did we not know the god made such creatures?”

“Someone knew,” I said. “Those drawings were about a creature like Galleo. That skull was a memorial to someone like Galleo. It’s simply been lost to time.” 

“So maybe there were more,” Dane said. “Maybe Eleuth made them for one purpose. One battle, perhaps. One time in history when normal men weren’t enough. Maybe the rest of them aged and died like normal men, and only Galleo lives so long.”

I nodded. Glancing toward Dane, I boldly reached for his hood, pulling it off his head. I wanted to see him. He was a beautiful boy, with dark hair and eyes, ruddy skin, a strong jaw. He frowned at me.

“I like talking to your face, not your hood,” I said, sounding like the princess I was. I mentally rolled my eyes at myself. I sounded like Cas, and not the good Cas.

Dane laughed at that. “Okay.”

“I think you’re right. I think Galleo is special even among a special people.”

“And Gur,” Dane said. “Is Gur like Galleo? If so, where did he come from? Too many questions.”

When Naja, Gur, and I had been trapped in a mountain cave while rescuing Josephar’s people, we had found carvings and drawings on the cave wall along with a memorial, all depicting a huge cat. Galleo was also a huge cat when he shifted form. It was the only time Galleo had ever heard of another like himself, and the images puzzled him. They puzzled all of us. Gur had retrieved a ceramic skull that we thought was a memorial to one of the giant cats, claiming Galleo was to have it. Again, we didn’t understand that, just like we didn’t understand Gem’s visions or Naja’s feelings about which way to go. In my experience Eleuth wasn’t a god of mystical happenings, but since I’d joined this group, mystical happenings had become normal.

Before long I knew Dane was in trouble. He fell farther and farther behind, and while I stayed at his side, the group nearly disappeared ahead. Also, Dane walked hunched over, and his breathing was shallow and fast, his face shining with sweat.

“We need to stop,” I said. “Dane, you need to stop.”

“I’m fine,” Dane said, as I knew he would. Sometimes boys were very easy to predict. This one rarely surprised me. Even his betrayal—I knew he was loyal to a fault. It just happened that two loyalties had been at odds, and family was always going to win.

Ignoring him, I ran ahead and stood behind Naja and Gur, who walked together behind Cas and Galleo.

“Dane isn’t well,” I said quietly to Naja. “I think we need to stop.”

She turned, looking surprised at how far behind us Dane was walking. With a nod she called to Galleo, who turned and didn’t look much better. Both men’s faces were shiny and gray.

“It’s time to stop,” Naja said. “Some of you need rest.”

Galleo said nothing, nodding and looking along the edge of the road. In ten more steps he walked off the road, pushing through the trees. We followed, Cas pulling out a short machete to chop at branches. Galleo could push through places we couldn’t go, and for him not to realize he’d done that and left us behind told me he was nearly as bad off as Dane.

“I’ll go for Dane,” I said into Naja’s ear as she followed Galleo. Naja nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, gripping my arm before I could run off. “For watching him. I’m sorry I missed it.”

I smiled at her and ran back to Dane.

“It’s early,” he said. “You shouldn’t have forced us to stop. I can keep going. I’m a soldier, Chessa. I know how to fight through when I’m uncomfortable.”

I said nothing to this, taking his hand and pulling him along. When we got close, he pulled back.

“Galleo needs the break, too,” I said. “He looks as bad as you do.”

“He does?” Dane asked. He said nothing more, following me through the trees to the small clearing where our group sat. Cas and Gur were collecting wood for a fire. Galleo sat beneath a tree, and Naja knelt at his side and lifted his tunic.

“It’s bleeding,” she said. She turned to Dane and me. “Dane, are you bleeding, too?”

Dane said nothing, one arm still pressed against his ribs. I dragged him toward Naja, and he slid to sit at Galleo’s side.

“Chessa, we need food. Rich food. Tonight we make soup.”

“Naja,” Dane started.

“No,” Naja said. “You should have said something. Both of you. You want to leave us here? We can’t do this on our own and you know it. We depend on you. I don’t care if you want to die. I don’t care if you’re sad or upset. When someone depends on you, you have no options. You take care of yourselves. Both of you.”

I grinned at her outburst, and I glanced toward Casimir, who stood with an armload of twigs, grinning even more widely than I was. When Naja was forceful, it was hard not to smile. She pulled off righteous anger better than anyone I’d ever seen.

“Apologies,” Galleo said. “I was moving, listening and watching, and I think I simply lost track of myself.”

Naja seemed not to know what to say to this, and she turned to Dane.

“I was aware. I just didn’t want to stop,” he mumbled. “It’s stupid of you all to wait for me in the first place.”

Naja threw up her hands and muttered something I couldn’t hear before she tended the men. I helped with the fire and then tossed a meaty bone into a soup pot. Cas poured the last of our water into the pot and took Gur to locate a creek or pond for more. I sat at the fire and watched the twigs burn.

“I want to smack both of them,” Naja said, still fuming when she sat down at my side. “I can’t understand them.”

“They are men,” I said. “They don’t think in terms of weakness. Or that’s what my older sister always said. They need to be complimented, encouraged, and tended, because they don’t always do it for themselves. But it seems to me most of my suitors thought of nothing but themselves, and they tended and encouraged themselves over everyone else.”

“I think these two don’t think of themselves enough,” Naja said.

“Dane is hurt because he thought of himself too much,” I said. “He’s trying to make up for what happened. I don’t know why he thinks bleeding to death is the way to do that, but I think his problem isn’t the same as Galleo’s.”

We made soup and forced the men to bed early that night. Tired and bleeding, they didn’t fight us, and soon Naja, Cas, Gur, and I sat at the fire.

“I’ll watch tonight,” Cas said firmly. “Gur, you can watch after me?”

“I can,” Gur said. “But I can’t fight. What if something comes?”

“Then wake Galleo and Dane,” Cas said. “They can still fight if we need it, but they need to sleep and not watch. Naja, they will be ready to walk tomorrow?”

“I think so,” Naja said. “Just not as far as we walked today.”

Cas nodded. Right now he was in charge, and when he was in a position of power, he was usually kind. I’d never quite understood that. I wanted him to return home and take his role as the heir, because our kingdom needed him, but I knew he wouldn’t go unless I went. I selfishly couldn’t imagine being married to someone Papa chose for me, especially not someone he chose for me out of anger, and he couldn’t help but be angry with me. Never had any of his children disobeyed the way Cas and I had.

“Naja, you still feel it?” Cas asked. “We passed turns today, other roads. You’ll tell us if you think Gem is down one of those roads?”

“I will,” she promised. “I still feel like we’re on the right path.”

“And Gur,” Cas said. “If you sense danger, let us know.”

“I don’t always know danger,” Gur admitted.

“Then tell us about anything that makes you wonder,” Cas said. “It’s better to warn us when there’s no danger than not warn us because you’re not sure. We trust you, Gur.”

Gur smiled at that. Naja grinned at him and stroked his arm. I tried not to laugh at her, since she constantly meant to stop petting him but could never do it.

I noticed Cas had nothing to say to me, because I had no role. I hated that. I could do nothing here. I needed to find a way to be helpful. I didn’t know what that might look like, but I decided that evening that I was going to find a way to be valuable to these people and not just a bother.
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Chapter Three
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“DID YOU REALLY NOT know you were bleeding?” Dane asked. Galleo smiled despite his pain. They lay in the dark in a small tent, listening to Casimir give orders outside. The boy was meant to lead men, Galleo thought. He didn’t want to participate in a revolution to depose a leader and put his son in his place, but the more he worked with Casimir, the more he feared such a thing might be in his future.

“I didn’t know,” Galleo said. “Usually I heal faster than this. I don’t recognize these middle stages of healing.”

Dane laughed. “Okay. Galleo, if you’re not healing... Should they know? What’s going on? You can’t die now. Please. You have to heal and be healthy.”

Galleo heard the desperate fear in Dane’s voice and wished he could heal this boy. Had the commanders of the army truly not known Dane was only fourteen when he began to fight? Or had they known and not cared, needing willing bodies more than they needed to worry about what happened to children exposed to war? Dane was strong. He fought well. But sometimes he was as self-destructive as Galleo, and the rest of the children didn’t need that attitude from either of them.

“I’m healing,” Galleo said. “Naja said my wound would have killed me if I weren’t different. I’m just doing it more slowly. I won’t die. You all need me here.”

Dane sighed. “We know it doesn’t work like that. If it did, Gem would be here right now.”

And he wouldn’t. Dane didn’t say the words, but Galleo heard them. Dane was under the impression that it had to be one or the other. 

“Casimir is doing well,” Galleo said, changing the subject. He heard the sounds of the children getting ready to sleep for the night. Galleo knew he wouldn’t sleep. He would obediently lie here until morning, but he suspected he wouldn’t sleep. Cas and Gur were not adequate guards for the night.

“I suppose,” Dane said. “He sounded pretty good out there tonight. Maybe he can take over and we can just stop.”

Galleo smiled. “You wish to stop helping us? Nobody said you had to stay.”

“You all said I had to stay. You said I didn’t have to pay penance, but then you told me the terms of my penance like I had no choice. Anyway, I have nowhere to go.”

Galleo knew what that felt like. But a boy shouldn’t be the same as a monster. He wanted to find Dane a home as much as he wanted it for the rest of them. Gem and Naja had homes already, but Galleo feared returning them to their families wouldn’t be simple. Nothing about these children had been simple so far.

“Do you think we’ll find him?” Dane asked. He asked this multiple times every day.

“I hope we do,” Galleo said. “But if he’s dead, I hope the god will let us know that so we don’t waste our time.”

“What’s next if he’s gone?” Dane asked.

“I’m not sure,” Galleo said. “When Eleuth tells us the plan, we’ll follow it.”

Dane laughed a bitter laugh. “That’s a good way not to answer the question.”

“I often move into a situation without the answers,” Galleo said. He sighed, and four generations of life drifted through his mind, memories of people so long dead their bones were surely dust. He was the only one to remember most of them. They had all seemed important at the time, and surely to the god they had been, but here in the world they had all been forgotten.

“I usually take orders,” Dane said. “I guess I’m used to walking into a situation without understanding the entire plan, too. However, I always had a commander who knew the plan.”

Galleo laughed. “So do I.”

Dane grinned, his teeth flashing in the shadows. “I suppose you do. I know Gem trusts Eleuth. Gem trusts more than anyone I’ve ever known.”

Galleo had some idea why that might be, but he said nothing. Until Eleuth wanted the boy to know his future, Galleo would keep his suspicions to himself. And if Gem was dead, then Galleo’s suspicions were wrong and didn’t matter.

Strangely, Galleo closed his eyes and slept. He woke early, before the rest, but the sun was brightening the eastern sky, and he blinked twice in surprise. How often had he fallen asleep without wanting to? Recently it had happened twice. Was this the injury? He didn’t have time to be injured and human right now. He needed his extra skills more than he’d ever needed them before, and it bothered him that they were failing him now. He didn’t feel adequate to deal with this mission as himself, and he knew he couldn’t do it less than himself.

Gur sat at the cold fire, his eyes dark in the dim morning light.

“Anything happen overnight?” Galleo asked him. The boy shook his head. Galleo sighed, wishing Gur could trust him again. “Gur, I’m sorry. I startled you by changing, didn’t I?”

Gur shook his head. “It’s not that, Galleo. You were strong. You were...” The boy looked around, like he thought the right word might be sitting on the ground nearby. “You were beautiful. I wish I could be like that, something strong, something special.”

Galleo raised his eyes in surprise. He hadn’t expected jealousy to be Gur’s problem with this situation.

“I don’t know what I was like as a child,” Galleo said. “In ways we are similar. We both sense things others don’t. Both of us have too much hair on our skin to be quite normal.”

“But that’s all we have in common,” Gur said. “You think I’ll be something else when I grow up?”

“I can’t know that. But I wonder it all the time. Anyway, your senses help us. You know they’ve helped us all along.”

Gur nodded. “I’m trying to learn what all the smells and sounds mean.”

“I know. I’m proud of you for that.”

This earned Galleo a bright smile, and he tousled the boy’s hair, glad to know Gur didn’t hate him for changing forms. It shouldn’t matter, but Galleo hadn’t done one right thing since Eleuth had brought him into this group. He cared more than he should. He ached when the children ached and laughed when they laughed. 

And when one was missing, he felt tightness in his chest that threatened to undo him, just like a parent must feel over a missing child.

Naja rose next, and she smiled sweetly at Galleo and then again at Gur.

“Gur, do you need rest?” she asked. “Did you truly sit up half the night?”

Gur smiled. “I’m fine. I’m not very tired. And Galleo said we wouldn’t walk as far today.”

Naja gazed toward the road. “Maybe today we’ll find him.”

“Do you feel it?” Gur asked. “That we will?”

Naja shook her head, her eyes damp. “I only feel that we’re not going the wrong way. I’m sorry I don’t feel more.”

She turned to Galleo, and he nodded, answering the question she didn’t ask.

“I feel much better,” he said to her. “No bleeding. From the pulling, I suspect the wound has closed again. Maybe for good this time.”

She smiled at this. “I’m glad to hear it. When you were hurt...” She sucked back a sobbing breath. “I don’t know why I feel so sad today. We’re finally looking for him. We might be on the right path. But today I feel sad.”

“Because now we can fail,” Galleo said. “When we weren’t looking, we could plan and think and hope. But now we run the risk of not finding him. Trust me, Naja, these are feelings I understand.”

“And did you ever lose a lamb?” Naja asked, although she knew the answer. Galleo had to smile at her. How could anyone not smile when Naja smiled at him?

“I did not. But I lost others. I’ve lost friends. I wish I could guarantee this won’t end with loss.”

“I know you can’t,” Naja said. “We should eat and go. How is Dane?”

“I think he slept well,” Galleo said. “Gur, start the fire. Naja, you start the meal. I will rouse Dane and the others and check the area. Today, if we don’t find him, we’ll look for horses. We need to cover ground faster than we’re doing.”

It didn’t take long to rouse and feed the group, and the sun was still low in the sky when they started again across the forested land here near the ports. He wasn’t sure how far to the nearest town that might have horses, so he watched along the way for a farmer who might be able to help them, but this was forest land and not pasture, so they saw very little.

He called a stop early, frustrated not to find horses, frustrated because he ached again, frustrated because he was tired of wandering the world in search of lost lambs. He didn’t know why he’d grown more impatient with each passing hour today, but he had, and he knew he was out of sorts when he called camp. For the safety of the children, he found them a site and let them prepare it while he left, claiming he would hunt for food. He wondered if they noticed he didn’t even take a weapon with him. He felt too unsettled to wield a weapon.

After he walked the area once, he started to run. Again, he didn’t understand his reactions today. This was the restlessness he felt before a change, when he knew he needed to change forms to protect his lambs. But he’d never felt it without danger present. Even sensing danger had never done it. No, the danger had to be right in front of him, because the change was always a last resort, never something he took lightly. And now, with the change causing such pain because of the injury to his shoulder, he had no idea why his skin itched to slide into that other form. His legs wanted to leap into a tree in a single bound. His ears wanted to hear everything around him. His eyes wished to see far into the distance, to spot prey or danger.

He felt himself shift, felt the stretching of muscles and sinews and skin, and he curled into a ball on the ground to stop it, because it would hurt. He couldn’t bear such pain again, not unless his lambs were hopelessly in danger and there was no other way.

“No,” he growled, pushing every bit of his concentration into stopping the change. It worked, and he came back to himself, lying on the ground in a panting, writhing heap. “No. Eleuth, no. I have to stay whole until the end. This can’t be the end. These children are the most important lambs I’ve ever escorted. I know it. But they need help. They can’t do this on their own. Not with Gem lost and Dane hating himself. Not before Casimir chooses his gentle soul and Chessa learns her strengths. Not before I know if Gur is like me, before he knows his power and strength. Not yet, Eleuth. Not yet.”

He closed his eyes, suddenly so tired he couldn’t move. For now, he would lie here and do nothing else. He’d lost control. Was he safe around the children? The cat wasn’t a beast. The cat had been around people before. Losing control of his shape wouldn’t cause trouble. But he’d also felt the call for violence, the call to kill to protect, and nothing had needed protection. He hoped that didn’t mean danger. He couldn’t leave the children, but if he turned out to be the danger, he would have no choice.

***

[image: ]


“GALLEO’S BEEN GONE a while,” Dane said. He looked at me and grimaced. “He didn’t seem himself today.”

“He wasn’t,” Casimir said, eavesdropping as usual. Poor Cas simply never imagined he had no right to be involved in every conversation around him. Sometimes I wondered if he would ever escape Papa’s arrogance. “He seemed tired tonight.”

“Angry,” Gur said. He was working on the fire, and he stopped moving, twigs in hand. “All afternoon I felt it. Anger, strange anger I didn’t recognize. Maybe not anger, but close.”

Naja looked at me, and I shrugged. I hadn’t noticed. I’d talked with Naja today, and then Gur, and then Dane, and I’d not paid attention to Galleo. The man seemed so far above us that I didn’t always think of him as a man with moods. I felt shameful about that.

“I’m going to look,” Dane said. He cleared his throat. “Ah, Galleo has been worried. He’s not healing like he should. I don’t know if I want to tell you that, but I think we need fewer secrets. If I’d told you about Grayson, maybe you could have helped me see the truth and not fallen for his lies.”
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