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1.
Gina shaved the last of the hair from her head, tossing the blond curl to the floor. She squeezed a generous squirt of baby oil into the palm of her hand and massaged it into her scalp, delighting in the smoothness of her skin. Reaching for the tiny mirror that lay on the table, she turned it this way and that, admiring the strong lines of her head. Yes. She’d been right to risk it. Her parents would give her hell if ever they found out. But since she’d runaway, there was little chance of that. As for the police, they were searching for a smartly-dressed, blond-haired girl who’d been kidnapped, not an abandoned boy with a bald head and shabby clothes.
She shivered and pulled up the collar to her jacket. It was cold in the shed that served as their makeshift hideaway, the bitter north wind whistling under the door and between the ill-fitting boards that formed the walls. The ‘kiss’ locals called the wind. It cut through you like a kiss of death. Above the sheets of corrugated iron groaned in their battle with the elements. There were no windows to reveal the sky, but she knew it would be leaden, promising snow, although it wouldn’t fall as long as the wind kept up. She extracted a red beret from her jacket pocket and pulled it firmly over her shorn head, slanting it to cover only the crown of her head.
Relegating the remaining curls from the table with a swipe of her hand, she ran an angry finger over the page of the tattered book. It taunted her. She’d spent hours pawing over the list of instructions, but the meaning of many words still eluded her even with an age-old dictionary to help. Damn it! Dialect or no, the language was complicated and confusing. She let out a huff of frustration and swore. She was so close. If only she could get the potion right, all else would fall into place.
A bark of laughter outside announced the arrival of the others. They’d been due back for a while. Sure enough, the door burst open and Freya, a tall, broad-shouldered girl with exaggeratedly frilly skirts pulled up around her knees in defiance of the cold, stepped into the shed, a grin plastered on her lips. “So you did it,” she said spotting Gina, her voice balancing in the no-man’s-land between boy and girl. “Show us.” 
A delicate-framed girl pushed past into the shed, her glasses fogged over with condensation. Horn-rimmed, they were so generously round compared to her tiny face, she resembled a startled owl. Pulling the spectacles from her nose, she fumbled, trying unsuccessfully to wipe the glass on her skirt. “Show what?” she asked in a delicate falsetto, squinting at Gina.
“Give me that,” Freya said, extracting the glasses from her fingers. Hiking up her skirts, exposing even more of her thighs to the wind, she wiped the lenses on her petticoats. “If you wore petticoats, Sis, cleaning your glasses would be so much easier. You won’t get far with those pleated skirts you insist on wearing. It’s all schoolgirl starch.”
“Your petticoats are starched too,” Sis shot back.
Freya kissed Sis on the forehead, crooning, “Love you too!” and returned the glasses squarely to her nose, before turning to Gina. “Off with the hat. Let’s have a gander.”
Gina pulled the beret from her head, let her hands fall to her sides and turned on the spot, submitting to the inspection. She felt both proud and shy at their approving stares. Freya, who looked as if the sight of her friend’s shaven head made her mouth water, treated Gina to a bear hug that had her struggling not to be crushed. The tall girl had a bad habit of forgetting how strong she was. 
Sis was more circumspect. “Can I touch?” she asked, extending a timid hand. When Sis still didn’t dare, despite Gina’s nod, Gina took the girl’s hand and placed it on her scalp. “Ohhhhh,” Sis purred, her warm fingers roaming the cool, oily surface. “Lovely.” When she surreptitiously sniffed her fingers, a moan escaped her lips. 
Frey burst out laughing. “I wouldn’t let her go any further,” she said, tugging at Sis’s shoulder. “The next thing you know, she’ll be eating you alive.”
Talk of the kettle calling the pot black. It was exactly what Freya had looked on the verge of doing. Gina was about to remark on the fact, when she sneezed violently. Several coughs followed in rapid succession, sending a searing pain through her lungs. Bent over double, she struggled to catch her breath.
 “Are you alright?” Sis asked, her face creased with worry. “We can’t have you falling ill.”
“It’s nothing,” Gina insisted.
Sis took her hands just as a shiver rippled through Gina and her teeth began to chatter. “You’re freezing,” the girl exclaimed. Grabbing a blanket from the makeshift bed, she slung it round Gina’s shoulders. “This hut is no good for you. We need to find a better hiding place.”
“You haven’t been trying that potion?” Freya asked, her tone almost accusatory.
A renewed bout of coughing prevented Gina from replying. “It hurts,” she managed, as the cough sent red-hot fireworks searing though her chest.
“We need to get you to a doctor,” Freya said.
Gina shook her head, but it was Sis who pointed out why that was out of the question. “No matter how open-minded the doctor is, he’ll inform the police. Everyone knows Gina’s disappeared.”
When Gina was wracked by further coughing, Sis voiced their despair. “What are we going to do?”
“Maybe we should take her back to her parents…” Freya suggested.
Gina shook her head, horrified. “Not that. I’d rather die.”
“Nobody’s going to die,” Sis said. “I have an idea. There’s a group of girls our age who run a centre on the hills above town where they cure people.” She mentioned the name of a tiny hamlet lost in the middle of a forest. “They call themselves The Lost Girls.”
“Come off it,” Freya interjected. “You can’t be serious. What would girls our age know about medicine?”
“I’ve heard very good reports. They use quite different methods from doctors but have excellent results.”
“It’s too dangerous,” Freya insisted, worry creasing her brow. “Gina needs expert help. And anyway, that place is miles away. How would we get there?”
“I’ll phone a friend. She’ll know how to contact them. Maybe they can come.”
“An hour!” Freya said, imperious. “If they haven’t come by then, I’m going to fetch Gina’s parents.”
Gina groaned and sank onto the bed where she shrivelled up into a bundle under the blankets. Everything had been going so well. What a disaster. If her parents got their claws into her, there’d be no escaping a second time. They’d already lined her up with a new psychiatrist who’d been tasked with curing her crazy ideas where others had failed. She was a girl, after all, they’d said. Why couldn’t she accept what was plain to see. They’d probably shut her away in an institution again - for her own good - and feed her more mind-withering drugs. Why must they insist on forcing her to be what they wanted? Why couldn’t they just accept her for what she was?
The shed door burst open and Sis bustled in, her breath short from running. “My … friend’ll … call … them,” she said between gasps.
“We don’t even know if they’ll come,” Freya replied, her scepticism evident. “Let alone if they can be of any help.”
When she made a move towards the door, Sis’s frail frame blocked her path, saying, “You said one hour.” Her determination was astonishing. She’d never taken a stand against Freya. “If you were in Gina’s place, would you want us to hand you over to the very people who’ll oblige you to be what you’re not?”
“That’s different. She might die if we don’t.”
“She’ll die for sure if we do….”
“Don’t fight over me,“ Gina croaked from the bed. “Let’s just hope these lost girls find us.”
The two sat in stoney silence on a bench by the improvised table, while Gina closed her eyes and tried to sleep. When she re-opened them after what seemed like a lifetime of sleep, neither girl had moved lest it be Freya who nervously consulted her watch every few minutes. Abruptly she stood. “That’s it! The hour’s up. They’re not coming. Enough waiting. I’m going to fetch Gina’s parents.”
“Please,” Gina pleaded, her voice barely audible.
Freya’s expression was pained, but she kept her face turned away and didn’t reply. Donning a coat she grasped the doorknob, ready to leave.
“Don’t do this,” Sis argued. “I know you care for Gina, that’s why you’re being so stubborn, but if you go ahead, you’ll break our friendship, possibly for ever.”
When the door slammed shut behind Freya, Gina struggled to get to her feet, almost stumbling as she did. “Help me,” she wheezed. “I need to get away. They mustn’t find me.”
Sis hurried to her friend’s side and slid an arm round her waist, holding her up. The girl was burning with fever. Grabbing a blanket with her free hand, she clumsily wrapped it round Gina’s shoulders. “We won’t get far,” she warned. 
“I don’t care,” Gina replied as they teetered towards the door. “Get me away.” Once outside, a bitterly cold wind howled around them, cutting through whatever clothes or cloth they bore. Twice Sis had to heave Gina up from where she’d fallen on the frozen ground. “Leave me,” the girl pleaded. “Let me die.”
“Never,” Sis said, gritting her teeth as she shouldered the girl’s full weight. “I will never abandon you.”
They made it to a boarded-up shop, the awnings of which gave some meagre shelter against the wind. Sis crouched down, her back to the shopfront, and pulled Gina between her legs, wrapping the blankets round them. She could just make out the shack on the far side of the road should anyone turn up. A convenient trunk however hid them from any visitors. 
Laying her head on Gina’s shoulder she closed her eyes and began to sing, ever so softly. She loved singing. It had been one of her few comforts when her parents had disowned her. She sang on. A lullaby to lull them both to sleep. She knew she shouldn’t. Falling asleep in such cold was tantamount to giving up. She didn’t want to die, but Gina’s despair touched her deeply. How could people who were supposed to love you be so destructive? Through it all she sang. When the words ran out, she invented her own, crooning a melodic whisper in Gina’s ear.
To her amazement, a second voice joined hers and then a third. Beautiful voices, like angels singing. An angelic choir. Had she passed away, unbeknown to her? Was there not some sign? A threshold to cross? A bright light to encounter? “Is this paradise?” she asked, interrupting her lullaby.
“No,” a girl replied. “Now is not your time. So let’s get you and your friend to a warm place.”
The Lost Girls, she realised. Escape at last. But maybe too late. “We must get Gina away before the police arrive.”
“What’s your name?” the girl asked her.
“Sis.”
“Can you walk, Sis?”
“I think so. But my friend’s seriously ill.”
“Help Sis, Susanne. I’ll carry the other one. Gina, you said?”
“Yes,” Sis replied, pleased they didn’t react to the name. Surely everyone knew a girl of that name was missing. “Is it far?” 
“No. The van’s just round the corner.”
They’d just made it to the street corner when a distant wail of sirens had them hastening their pace. A giant of a man stood by the van, his size intimidating although his smile seemed welcoming enough. “This is Klaus,” the girl explained. “He’s a good friend. I’m Kate by the way.”
Klaus opened the back of the van and they manoeuvred an unconscious Gina inside, all three clambering in after her. Klaus closed the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. A screech of tyres nearby announced the arrival of the police just as Klaus put the van in gear and they sped off in the opposite direction.

2.
Kate leaned back against the side of the van and studied the two kids in the flickering light that filtered through the windscreen. They were in a sorry state and it was not just their tattered clothes. The girl, the one who called herself Sis, was clearly suffering from shock and probably exposure. Her friend, the bald boy - Gino was it? - probably had pneumonia or worst. Susanne, she said silently, can you check on the girl? I’ll see to the boy. Talking mind-to-mind was one of the abilities she and Peter had developed. It was a natural consequence of the way they healed people with their minds.
Kate placed a hand on Gino’s shoulder, causing the boy to moan, but he didn’t surface. She was shocked to realise his body was burning up with fever. Arming herself against the inevitable feverish assault, she plunged mentally inside. Sure enough, his whole body had a deafening discordant ring to it, much of which came from his lungs. There was infection everywhere, but what worried her most was his body’s lack of response. It was as if he had no will to survive.
She could use her own energy to encourage the body to fight the infection, but if no help was forthcoming from the boy’s body itself, the moment she stopped, his health would inexorably decline. Whatever happened, urgent action was needed. The infection was spreading and his heart was labouring noisily to keep up. She fought off the infection, stimulating the body’s natural defences. Her efforts gained her a brief respite, but it wouldn’t last. 
Normally she’d use the body’s own blueprint to heal it, that innate memory of how a healthy body should be. It was always her best ally in curing people. But something was wrong. Usually, the blueprint would resonate like a celestial chorus, but Gino’s gave off a discordant note as if it too were broken. Kate had never come across such a case. It was unthinkable. Without the blueprint, how was she to heal the boy? Their whole method depended on that healthy reference to guide their work.
Her instinct was to examine the entire body in search of problems that might be throwing the blueprint off kilter. That seemed unlikely. The blueprint, which was present in every single cell, was necessarily sheltered from outside influence. It needed to ring true even when the body was wracked with illness. If the body revealed no explanation, she’d have to check his mind. Reading people’s minds was not something she did willingly. It was the ultimate invasion of a person’s privacy. Prying on intimate thoughts and memories clearly breached the trust and confidence essential to healing.
At a quick glance the rest of the boy’s body seemed in order, bar the ever-present fatigue and muscle ache due to the fever. She was reluctantly preparing to jump into his mind when a distant doubt tugged at her attention. Unsure what had triggered her malaise, she reconsidered his body more carefully. The answer was staring her metaphorically in the face. How had she missed it the first time? Gino was no boy, but a girl. Physically at least. 
Surely pretending to be a boy would not cause such havoc. Her best friend, Peter, was born a boy, but dressed systematically as a girl. Yet he suffered no such damaged. True. He might have been distressed, had he not had access to experimental hormones that staved off puberty. In her desperation, was this girl taking some medicine that disagreed with her? Kate checked. There were residues of unwanted substances in her liver, but Kate was easily able to encourage the body to eliminate them.
The girl’s state was stable. Her temperature had come down and most of the infection in her lungs had been removed, but she was still weak and terribly vulnerable. She would remain so as long as the damage to her body’s blueprint had not been fixed, but Kate decided that for the moment she’d forego an examination of the girl’s mind. She’d find other ways to sound out the girl’s history. In the meantime, she would need to be kept under observation.
She was about to tell Klaus to take them to their village on the hillside overlooking Lucern - the girl would be safe there and she could keep an eye on her - when a voice sounded in her head. Kate, what have you done now? It was Peter, as playful as ever. 
I miss you too, you naughty girl.
I’m serious, Peter shot back, his tone uncharacteristically sharp. We’ve been invaded by the police searching for a young girl called Gina who’s been kidnapped. 
Why on earth do they think we have her?
One of her friends tipped them off. Apparently she told the parents Gina was seriously ill and the Lost Girls had been called to help.
That’s a nuisance. Presumably once they get fed up searching they’ll go.
You must be kidding. They’re camped out as if they owned the place and are in no hurry to leave. We never were in their good books and the hunt for a lost girl has given them the pretext they’ve been looking for.
She immediately thought of Viktor, a close family friend whose wife, Beth, had influential friends in town. I’ll talk to Viktor. See what he can do.
I already have. He’s got some of Beth’s lawyer friends working on a restraining order to get the police out.
Well that’s relief…
So what are you going to do with the girl? Peter asked.
You are too astute my friend. She sent him a mental image of the girl, saying, Meet Gino.
Gino? I thought her name was Gina.
I suspect that’s the crux of the problem. I can’t be sure, but my guess is she wanted to be a boy and ran away when her parents refused to accept her as she was. Sound familiar?
There was a brief pause, but Peter didn’t react. He’d had his own problems with parents about gender, but that was a thing of the past. Where are you going to take her? Him? You can’t go to Beth’s. They’re sure to look there.
True. I’ve no idea.
Wherever you go, don’t go in Klaus’s backer’s van. Everyone will recognise it.
Charming, she muttered. She knew Peter was worried about her safety, but him blocking all possible avenues of escape was annoying.
What about Heinz and Regina? Peter asked. The couple - he was a reporter/photographer and she was an investigative journalist - had helped them in the past. I’ll give them a ring if you like.
Good idea. Although, don’t let the police hear you doing so.
I won’t. Where do want them to meet you?
When she suggested a car park in town, he dismissed the idea. These people have loads of money. You know how the police are. They’ll be pulling out all the stops. There’ll be roadblocks everywhere.
A meeting was fixed in a narrow lane off a little-used road above town. At the sight of them, some might have taken Heinz and Regina for a comical pair. He was tall and as thin as a rake while she was petite and delicate looking. But their brand of investigative journalism had already floored a number of eagerly-enterprising, but not-exactly-legal figures in the local jet-set. It also meant they were not without enemies and well-versed in keeping danger at arm’s length.
“I know you,” Sis said, spotting Regina. “My father was always ‘pesting’ against one or other of your articles.”
“Is that even a word?” Heinz asked as he opened the door for them to get in.
“I doubt it,” Regina shot back.
Unfortunately, unlike Klaus’s van, their car was not designed to cater for large numbers of fleeing young girls. Especially when one was out for the count. Sis, who insisted she was feeling better, sat in the back with Susanne and they held an unconscious Gina draped across their knees. Kate quickly checked on the girl before squeezing onto Regina’s lap in the front seat. Heinz, the tallest of all, got behind the steering wheel. Seeing how they were packed in, Klaus’s parting comment, accompanied by a grin was, “Try to avoid police roadblocks.”
“Love you too,” Kate called out as they drove off. 
“Is she going to survive?” Regina asked as they headed further along the narrow lane.
Kate hesitated which pronoun to use, finally opting to underscore the drama of Gina’s story. “He’ll be okay.”
Heinz shot her a startled look and Regina stiffened, saying, “I see.” After a brief pause, the woman added, “Presumably you two have all you need to tend to the lost, rich child.” There was no scorn intended in her comment, just knowledge about Kate’s abilities. Both adults were well aware what the young people were capable of. 
“So you are Cyril Koehl,” Regina said, turning to catch sight of the girl.
Cyril? It was Regina’s turn to spring a surprise on them. Didn’t you notice? she hurriedly asked Susanne. 
The girl mentally shook her head. I’m not in the habit of checking for such things.
“Sis,” the girl insisted.
“So, is that why you ran away all those months ago?” Regina was in full investigative mode.
“You don’t need to answer,” Kate interjected, seeking to spare her Regina’s professional ardour.
“No. It’s alright,” Sis insisted. “I’d rather have it known. My parents couldn’t bear the idea their son wanted to be a girl. It hurts to say so, but the damage to their image as a family worried them more than my well-being. They covertly tried all sorts of remedies, but never anything so radical as the treatment Gina’s parents subjected her to.” Sis broke down and cried softly. Susanne handed her a handkerchief. “If we hadn’t helped her escape from that clinic, I’m convinced she’d have killed herself. As it was, when she was so ill and she thought her parents were coming to fetch her, she was determined to let herself die.”
Kate had seen true. There had been no will to survive.
“And who was the girl who ratted on you?” Regina asked.
“Freya.” There was a long pause during which Sis cried some more. “It was not her fault,” she said, blowing her nose. “She loved Gina like a sibling. But after we went to such lengths to rescue Gina from certain suicide, she couldn’t bare to let the girl die. Her father was a doctor. She’d been brought up believing in the powers of medicine. Even if her parents turned medicine against her when they learnt of her ‘deviance’ as they called it. She couldn’t put her faith in people who were untrained and without diplomas. The Lost Girls were no choice for her. She refused to lose her friend and was convinced she had no alternative but to inform Gina’s parents.”
“And rather than go in person to fetch their daughter,” Regina said, “they paid the police to do it, an army of them.” 
“The police must have been delighted,” Kate added. “They’ve been waiting for an opportunity to invaded our village.”
“What a mess,” Sis moaned.
“Oops!” Heinz said, bringing the car to a sudden halt. “The mess is not finished. There’s a police roadblock up ahead.”

3.
“You’re no girl,” the police inspector accused, hiking up Peter’s dress to look. “Bloody deviants the lot of you.”
Peter could easily defend himself, even if the man was a hulk. Kate had taught them all self-defence. Then there were his abilities. One touch and he’d have control of the man. It wouldn’t be the first time. But he was loathed to use healing to harm. And making a scene would do nothing to improve the image of their activities in the eyes of the town folk. “Be reasonable inspector,” he said. “You can’t go around lifting girls’ skirts. What would people say? What if someone walked in or you were caught on camera?”
The inspector spun round, anxiously scanning the room, making sure no one was watching. Having reassured himself, he took a menacing step towards Peter. “You think you’re clever?” The man said, his eyes narrowing as they raked over Peter from his court shoes to the beret perched on his head. It was like being licked by the rough tongue of a bull. It left nothing untouched. “You might have trapped Father Jakob, but you won’t catch me so easily. I’ve given my men orders to keep everybody away.”
“Father Jakob was a long-time abuser of young girls. Are you comparing yourself to him?” Peter asked, bracing himself. “Surely you wouldn’t be so foolish as to make such an admission.” There were no hidden cameras or friends poised to rescue him as had been the case when Father Jakob attacked Sandra. That had indeed been a trap, but now it was Peter that was cornered.
Eileen, Peter called out, mind-to-mind. I’ve been cornered by the inspector. Things are not looking good.
Where are you?
In the caretaker’s house. 
That’s going to be difficult. Her thoughts were laced with worry. The police have formed a cordon round the building. I’ll see what I can drum up.
Thanks. He knew what she was referring to. They’d managed to overpower a gang of youths using drum beats and chant. Chant? Not exactly. It was a new technique they’d discovered in which the voice was intertwined with emotions of fear and foreboding that penetrated directly into the person’s mind. The effect could be devastating.
“Father Jakob was too greedy,” the inspector said, belatedly replying to Peter’s question. “Just because he was protected by the Cardinal, he thought he could keep the best for himself and make everyone else pay through the nose for the dregs. With him gone, the pickings are much better.”
So. It would seem some of the Father’s associates had slipped through the cracks and continued plying his trade. Shame there was no tape recorder, the man’s mutterings would land him straight in prison.
The inspector licked his lips as he halted inches from Peter. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have someone like you,” he mused, his breath fetid. One of his teeth must be rotten. “The best of both worlds.” He chuckled, but there was no humour in his laughter, instead he sounded unhinged. His patience at an end, he made a grab for Peter who dodged. Frustrated, the inspector spun round till he located Peter who stood some distance behind him.
When the man sprang again, Peter dodged a second time. He wouldn’t be able to avoid capture much longer. The inspector was getting wary of his movements. Hoping to catch the man off guard, he attacked, knocking the inspector’s legs from under him with a sweep of his foot. The man hit the ground hard, winding himself as his sheer bulk smashed a low table and sent several chairs flying. The ruckus would have had any self-respecting policeman running, but nobody came.
Peter’s unexpected manoeuvre had revealed how unfit and out of practice the policeman was. Still, he was a powerful man capable of inflicting serious damage. “Here,” Peter said, extending a hand to help the man up. The inspector shied away, no doubt expecting some new trick. “Come off it,” Peter insisted. “You’re much stronger than me. I could never beat you.”
Refusing Peter’s aid, the inspector struggled to stand, but collapsed backwards onto the ruins of the table. A sharply sucked in breath whistled between the man’s teeth. He was clearly in pain. A broken leg, Peter guessed. “Come on,” Peter reiterated. “Let me help you up. If you want, I can take a look at that leg of yours. It might be broken.”
Rolling over to free himself of the shattered table, the policeman gritted his teeth and heaved himself up till he stood teetering on one leg. “I’ll make you pay for this,” he hissed, taking a tentative step in Peter’s direction. His leg gave out the moment he put any weight on it and he keeled over, grabbing the boy’s proffered hand for support. 
The moment their hands touched, Peter jumped to the man’s mind and took control, elbowing a confused Inspector to one side. Unable to hold up both the inspector and his own body at the same time, he rendered the man unconscious, immediately returning to himself so as not to lose consciousness too. Clearing a path through the wreckage of furniture, he dragged the man to the settee and dumped him there. 
He poured himself a glass of water at the sink and sipped small mouthfuls of the bitingly cold liquid as he surveyed the man slumped in an ungainly heap. What should he do with the bloke? The healer in him wanted to set his leg right. The righter-of-wrongs was eager to root out evidence of abuse. A part of him even toyed with idea of inflicting a lasting handicap to punish the man for his dreadful crimes.
Finally he decided to begin with the easiest, check on the man’s leg and heal it if possible. The leg was not broken, but accumulated wear and tear of the knee had been accelerated by the fall. There was little Peter could do. He used the body’s blueprint to build back some of the bones and muscle fibre, but it would never be as good as new. The man would limp for the rest of his life.
The next step, uncovering the extent of the man’s evil deeds, was not necessarily difficult, but was bound to be unpleasant. Healing didn’t require him to enter the person’s mind, but what he was about to do couldn’t be done any other way. Entering a mind was always a shock - no two people thought alike - but when the person was frankly evil it was difficult to ward off the stench that emanated from the thoughts and memories. 
Mentally holding his nose, Peter jumped to the man’s mind. He could rummage backwards through the inspector’s recollections, but that could take ages and might reveal little. Instead he drew back, seeing the jumble of memories laid out in front of him like a moving kaleidoscope. His hope was that the salient memories would be exactly what he was looking for. Sure enough, as the memories jostled for a place in his attention, a number of young girls’ faces rose to the surface and stood out in stark contrast.
He resolutely kept to the surface, not wanting to suffer the details. Instead he sought out the girls’ names and where they came from along with summary information on how they met the man. Even that was too much, forcing him time and again to withdraw as the fear and suffering of the children threatened to overwhelm him. 
He had one more task before he could escape the man’s distressing memories. He needed to know if he’d acted alone or was part of a network. At no time had anyone else been involved. He sought out memories of money changing hands or children being delivered to someone else. He found no indication that anyone else aided or abetted him. Unlike the enterprising devil from the church, this one apparently worked and took his pleasure alone.
Relieved to be free of the man’s disgusting mind, Peter went in search of a sheet of paper and a pencil to jot down the list of names and addresses. Only one question remained: what to do with the man? Placing a hand on the inspector’s arm, Peter made a rapid check of his health to make sure the prolonged unconsciousness didn’t finish him off. 
The man was in no immediate danger, however, his liver was in bad shape. Too much alcohol probably. The discovery gave Peter an idea. The Lost Girls kept no hard spirits. They had no use for the stuff. But he remembered spotting a flask in man’s hip pocket. Sure enough, once Peter had managed to shove the man on his side, he found a full flask of schnapps. He poured a part of the fiery liquid down the man’s throat, giving the unconscious body a helping-hand to swallow. The liver would have a hard time handling so much neat spirits, but it couldn’t be helped. Being drunk, the man would be confused and unsure what had happened for quite a while. The hangover would be devastating. 
Giving the man a shove with the heel of his shoe, Peter sent him crashing onto the ruins of the table as if he’d fallen in a drunken stupor. To complete the tableau he spilt some of the schnapps down the inspector’s shirt-front and, having carefully wiped his own finger prints from the flask, he squeezed it into man’s grubby paw. Surveying the scene, Peter thought it looked contrived, but he had no time to refine the tableau. The distant sound of drums and the wailing voices announced the arrival of the Lost Girls driving the police in front of them.
All that remained was to escape and leave the inspector to his fate. That was easier said than done. There were no secret tunnels under the police cordon. He was climbing up to the rafters to watch what happened, when it crossed his mind he should have warned Susanne to bring her camera. Some snap shots of the scene might have been useful. Then he remembered the girl was away with Kate.
He needn’t have worried. As it turned out there were loads of cameras. When the police forced their way into the house, closely followed by the Lost Girls and their drums, they were trailed by an eager pack of journalists and photographers. Someone had tipped them off that the kidnapped girl had been found.

4.
“Am I glad to see you,” Kate said clambering out of the car. “We ran out of petrol just down the road and this kind man, who chanced by, offered to drive us to the nearest petrol station. You don’t happen to have a spare jerrycan do you?”
The young policeman manning the roadblock was caught completely off guard. He’d no doubt expected a different reaction. “But…” he began, shaking his head.
“That doesn’t matter,” Kate continued, gifting him a winning smile. She laid her hand lightly on the back of his as if it were his problem not hers and he needed consoling. “We’ll make it. Don’t you worry. How far is the next petrol station?”
“Well, er…” the policeman mumbled, glancing at his hand now grasped in hers. He was behaving like an enamoured servant who’d stumbled on the young lady of the house. Unfortunately, confronted with the love of his life in all her majesty, he was completely at a loss for words.
“Could you be a sweetheart and move your car so we can get by?” Kate asked, lowering her voice and leaning closer as if it were their very own secret. With his hand still grasped in hers, she pulled him even closer and planted a rapid kiss on his cheek, murmuring, “Thank you.”
He stood there, stunned, his eyes half-closed. Wanting to avoid him the embarrassment of drooling - it was clearly the sort of thing a policeman shouldn’t do on duty - she released his hand and reminded him what he was supposed to be doing. “Your car.”
Her words startled him, jogging him into motion. “Ah, yes.” He hurried to the car and, fumbling with the keys, climbed in and parked the vehicle by the side of the road. Kate strolled nonchalantly back to their car not wanting to break the ‘spell’ by any hasty movement. Pausing at the door, she waved before clambering onto Regina’s lap.
“Wow!” Regina exclaimed once they were out of earshot. “Did you bewitch the poor fellow? It certainly looked like it. He was enthralled. You must teach me how to do that. It could prove very useful.”
Susanne burst out laughing, but Sis looked worried.
“Don’t you dare!” Heinz warned, raising a hand as if to ward off a curse.
“There was no magic to it,” Kate reassured everyone. “Just hormones. I suspect the young man has a little too many. My behaviour made them brim over.”
“Will he be alright?” Sis asked, surprisingly concerned for the young man who could easily have arrested her.
“He might be a little confused at first, but the worst damage he’ll suffer will be to his ego. He made a bit of a fool of himself.”
“I can’t hear talk of boys making a fool of themselves without feeling personally concerned,” Sis confessed. “Boys are so clumsy, so stupid, so ungainly. There’s not a day that doesn’t go by than I wish I’d be been born a girl.”
“Girls can be horrible too,” Susanne pointed out. Kate had to agree. She’d crossed swords with several of them.
“For me, girls are what’s best about humanity,” Sis continued, ignoring Susanne’s comment. “That’s one of the reasons why I long to be a girl.”
“You should meet Peter,” Susanne said, glancing at Kate as if seeking permission to mention him. He was after all Kate’s girlfriend. Or should that be mate? “He’s a boy - after a sort - but he always dresses as a girl, even in public. He lives with us girls and sings in the Lost Girls choir.”
“You’d have to ask him,” Kate added, “but I don’t think he wants to become a fully-fledged girl, even if he insists on dressing as one. Although, like you, he loathes most boys and their ways.”
The car pulled round the back of a rambling one-storey mansion surrounded by a forest of oaks and came to a stop with a scrunch of gravel. “The end of the line,” Heinz called out as he opened his door.
“I sincerely hope not,” Regina replied.
Realising what he’d said, Heinz began to apologise, but Regina silenced him with a kiss. “We know what you meant,” she said, turning to help extract Gina from the car.
“Is she alright?” Sis asked, taking in the limp form of her unconscious friend.
“I put her in a deep sleep to protect her,” Kate explained. “As long as it doesn’t last too long, she’ll be okay.” Taking the girl’s hand, she quickly checked. “She’s fine,” she reassured Sis. She wasn’t going to frighten the girl with talk of broken blueprints. “Once we find a bed, l’ll bring her back to consciousness.”
Regina unlocked the back door and invited them in. “We come here when we need to prepare a publication. The tranquility and isolation are conducive to clear thinking.” She led them along a corridor, throwing open windows as she went. “Sorry. It’s a bit stuffy,” she apologised. “We haven’t been up here in a while.” When Sis coughed, Regina added, “I’ll close them in a moment. We don’t want you or Gina catching cold.”
They laid Gina on a bed in a small room at one end if the house. Regina produced blankets which Kate wrapped round the girl. “You should put a blanket round your shoulders,” she told Sis. “You’ve been exposed to the cold and you’ve had a bad shock.”
Once Gina was comfortably installed, Kate pulled up a chair and set about waking the girl. Sis sat on the edge of the bed, holding her friend’s hand, concern written all over her face, while Regina and Heinz stood near the door clearly eager to hear Gina’s tale. As the girl stirred, Kate turned to Regina saying, “She’s going to need something warm and sugary to drink when she wakes.”
“Not ‘she’,” a croaky voice said from the bed, “‘he’.” 
“He,” Kate corrected. “My apologies. I’m Kate from the Lost Girls. This is my friend and colleague Susanne. Sis called us for help. I gather you’ve been having a hard time.”
“Where’s Freya?” Gino asked, struggling to look round the room, frowning  when she caught sight of Regina and Heinz.
“Meet Regina and Heinz. They’re good friends. This is their place. I would have liked to take you to the Lost Girls Village, but it’s not possible at the moment.”
“Freya’s not here,” Sis said caught between anger and sadness.
“Is she alright?”
“We don’t know.” Sis hesitated a longtime before continuing. “She sold us out to you parents.”
“Surely not,” Gino exclaimed, his voice getting stronger the more he surfaced.
“From what I’ve heard,” Kate said, deciding someone needed to set things right, “she was very worried about you. She didn’t trust us to heal you, so, in her concern, she turned to your parents as the only people she knew who might have the means to save you.”
“They’ll blame her,” Gino said. “That’s how they work. Someone offers them a helping hand. They take it, then slap you round the face.”
“I don’t understand,” Regina said.
“Not only will they accuse her of kidnapping me, which in their eyes is probably true, but they’ll also blame her for my ‘deviant ways’, as my mother calls them.”
“How come?”
“Bad example. Bullying. Brainwashing. Any trumped up excuse to blame someone else for their daughter’s reprehensible behaviour.”
“My best friend always dresses as a girl,” Kate said, thinking mentioning Peter might make the boy feel in sympathetic hands. “That said, he has no desire to become a girl. He’s even kept his boy’s name.”
“He’s not at all like me. My name’s Gino. I’m a boy,” he insisted. “I’ve always known I was. But this damned body contradicts me at every turn. Imagine how you’d feel waking up every morning to find you’re a prisoner in a body that is completely alien to you. It’s enough to drive you mad. There are times when I wish I could take a knife to it and carve out the parts that don’t belong. It’s a nightmare. Why me? Why did God decide to torture me?”
He burst into tears at which Sis took him in her arms, cradling him, whispering words of endearment. When he finally calmed, Kate asked, “What are we to do with you?”
Mistaking her question as a reference to a ‘cure’, he replied angrily, “Leave me alone. Why does everyone want to change me?”
“I’m not your mother,” Kate replied, her tone firm. “I’m certainly not suggesting some form of ‘cure’. Rather, the way I see it, you have several immediate needs. You need a safe place to live where you are protected from your parents efforts to ‘realign’ you. You need other people like Sis here, to keep you company, with whom you can discuss the joys and tribulations of the journey you’re on and learn from each other. I also think you need medical care.”
When the boy stiffened at the mention of medicine, she hastened to add, “You’ve been subjected to all sorts of violent treatment which have done you no good. Some work will be needed to set that right. Sunshine, good food and exercise will help, not to mention friendship. Finally, you need access to experimental hormones that temporarily halt the development of sexual characteristics, like, for example, the growth of breasts while you decide what to do next.”
“Talk about dreaming!” he exclaimed. “I doubt such a place exists anywhere, let alone here in Lucern.”
“I’d have to talk to the other Lost Girls to see if they agree, but I reckon we could offer you just such a place.”
Gino looked at her in disbelief. “I don’t know what you’re playing at…” he began. 
“I’m deadly serious,” Kate interrupted. “In your case, it really could be a question of life and death.”
“Listen, my life has been a long series of cruel deceptions, so I couldn’t bear it if your promises, as tempting as they are, turned out to be empty.”
“I can’t promise it’ll be easy, either for you, or for us, but I’m sure we can offer the protection, the company and the care you need.”
“Let’s go then,” Gino said.
“There are several reasons why we can’t,” she replied.
“You see,” Gino spluttered. “Hardly a minute has gone by than you are already breaking your promises.”
“I’m pleased to see you are getting back some of your fighting spirit,” Kate said with a grin. “But there really are good reasons. Foremost is the fact that your mother and a hoard of policemen are currently swarming over the Lost Girls Village.”
Gino turned deathly pale and gripped the edge of the bed for support. “I knew she’d find me,” he said, his voice coming out as a strangled whisper. “There’s no escaping the bloody witch.”
“Let me point out,” Kate said, “she hasn’t found anything. You are not yet in our village. As soon as I get word she’s left, we can go there. The other reason is that you are still not on top form. With your permission, I’d like to see if I can do anything about the damage that has been done to you.”
Sceptical, Gino looked around. “I see no medical equipment.”
“We need no equipment.”
“I saw them at work,” Sis burst out, brimming with enthusiasm. “They just lay a hand on you, and it works. You were in a terrible state what with the illness and the cold, but Kate brought you back and drove the illness away. I wish I could do that.”

5.
“Where’s my daughter?” a stout woman demanded, elbowing her way between the journalists who were jostling to get a better look at the inspector. Photographers were at the forefront of the scrum angling for the most salacious photo for tomorrow’s front page. The man lay sprawled on his back in the wreckage of a table. In one hand he was clasping a flask of spirits. The heady smell of schnapps hung heavy in the air. The other hand was shoved resolutely down his trousers in search of comfort in such distressing circumstances. 
“I was assured my daughter would be here. I paid good money to have her located. Where is she?” she asked, prodding the inspector in the ribs with her cane, presumably in case he didn’t know it was him she was talking to.
He stared at her, his mouth fallen open, uncomprehending and unresponsive.
“Don’t just lie there gaping, man. Do something. Are you in charge, or not?”
“I’m so sorry, Frau Graf. He’s been attacked,” a fellow policeman said, timidly taking the defence of his superior. “We should call an ambulance.”
“Nonsense!” Frau Graf exclaimed. “I know a drunkard when I see one.”
Journalists were frantically noting down her words. Not everyone might recognise drunkenness, but they certainly recognised a key quote when they heard one.
The woman stared at the scribbling journalists in disbelief. It was only then she noticed the Lost Girls massed at the back of the room. “Get those girls out of here,” she ordered. “This man is not decent.”
“This is our house Frau Graf, not yours, nor his.” Eileen said drawing herself up to her full height, with the other girls closing ranks around her. “If anyone is unfit to be seen in public, he should be removed. Not us.”
“You have to admit, Frau Graf, the girl’s got a point,” an enterprising journalist responded. “Why is a police inspector in this state in a village inhabited only by young girls?” He paused to let the innuendo take its toll. “Surely he can’t have got into this state on his own. Was he lured into a trap? Who did this to him?”
“Your imagination is getting the better of you,” Eileen reposted, anger giving an edge to her voice. “This man came accompanied by at least twenty colleagues, none of them invited, none of them welcome.”
“That still doesn’t explain his state,” a second  journalist pointed out.
“He had his men cordon off this building. No one could get in or out without his permission. I can’t see how you could call that a trap, lest it be of his own making.”
Another policeman began to object, saying the inspector had not been alone, but Frau Graf was having none of it. “Get the man out,” she said, once again asserting her authority. “If he’s hurt, call an ambulance.” As the police lugged a resisting inspector out, the woman turned to the young girls. “Have any of you seen my daughter, Gina?” She went on to describe the girl, saying she was emotionally unstable and urgently needed to return to the clinic where she was being treated.
Of course, none of the girls had seen her, nor even heard of her.
Talking of her daughter, the woman couldn’t help wondering, not for the first time, who’d fed her daughter the crazy idea she was a boy. Her thoughts flew to the deviant who’d revealed the whereabouts of her daughter. Freya he’d called himself. A walking caricature in high heals, a ridiculously short skirt and a face plastered with makeup, masquerading as a girl. It must have been her that had twisted her daughter’s mind. Grabbing the sleeve of a passing policeman, she pulled him back. “Where’s that…” She was at a loss for words. What did you call such an aberration. “…thing that tipped us off about my daughter?”
“Outside, Madame. As you requested, we’ve been keeping her for further questioning.”
“Her? Him? Whatever? Bring her in,” the woman ordered. Noticing the Lost Girls were still standing there she dismissed them with an imperious flick of her hand. When they didn’t move, she snapped, “Get out!”
“You’re forgetting yourself,” Eileen replied, her voice just as imperious. “This is our house, our village.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” the woman shot back. “A village can’t belong to a gang of teenaged girls.”
“Wrong again,” Eileen said, her hands firmly placed on her hips. “Not only does this village belong to us, but all the land for miles around. And we’re not a ‘gang’, as you called us, but a community dedicated to learning, that focuses on healthcare and music with the support of several key figures in town.”
A cough interrupted her. It was the policeman. He led in a tall girl with broad shoulders and a startling bruise on her cheek. Her exaggeratedly frilly dress had been torn in several places. She walked with a stoop, her head bowed, her hands attached behind her back. “The girl,” he said.
“Have you got the key?” Eileen asked him, clearly shocked at the state of the girl.
His sneer at her question didn’t augur well for a favourable response, but his expression quickly changed to one of doubt and confusion the moment one of the Lost Girls placed a hand on his. “Sure,” he mumbled, pulling a bunch of keys from his pocket and selecting one.
Taking the keys from him, Eileen unlocked the manacles, pocketing both them and the keys. “Hey! My keys!” he complained.
“You’ll get them back,” Eileen informed him. “Later. Now run along and play with your colleagues.” Outside a siren could be heard, an approaching ambulance, and the sound of cars being started. “Hurry. You wouldn’t want to be left behind by your friends.” For a grown man to be treated like a kid was deeply insulting, but he left meekly as ordered.
Gina’s mother hadn’t missed what had transpired, which might explain why she was edging towards the door. “Leaving already?” Eileen asked as several girls moved to block the door. “I thought you wanted to question our friend here.”
Eileen pulled up a chair in the middle of the room for Freya who was clearly exhausted. The girl slumped onto the chair relieved to be off her feet. Eileen pulled up a second chair for Frau Graf who categorically refused to sit. “This might take a while,” Eileen pointed out. “You’ll be more comfortable seated.” The moment Eileen took a step in the woman’s direction, Gina’s mother scurried to sit, a look of abject terror on her face. The Lost Girls sat on the thick rugs, forming several concentric circles around the two chairs. 
Eileen spotted Peter slip into the room behind the woman’s back and took his place amongst the girls seated there. The police have left, he informed her. I think they’d had enough. Eileen winked before turning back to the woman. “So what is your first question?”
The mother shot her a startled look as if she’d been expecting to be interrogated herself. “Er yes…” she said, struggling to regain her composure. Her eyes boring into Freya, she accused, “You kidnapped my daughter.”
The girl looked pleadingly at Eileen. “This is not a trial,” Eileen told her. “We are all eager to know what happened. You can tell us the truth. We will not punish you for anything you say.”
“But she will…” Freya blurted out, pointing an accusatory finger at the seated woman.
“I imagine she’d like to,” Eileen said, glancing at the furious expression on the woman’s face. “But, rest assured, we have the means to protect you should that prove justified. The same goes for you,” she said turning to the woman. “We will not punish you if it turns out you’ve done terrible things. That’s not for us to do. There are judges and law courts for that. As I said, we want to know what happened. So Freya, did you kidnap this woman’s daughter as she accuses?
“Not exactly,” the girl replied, eliciting a hiss from the mother.
“Explain,” Eileen coaxed.
Freya gave Gina’s mother a look that could have killed. “Gina has wanted to be a boy as long as I can remember,” she began.
“That’s not true,” Frau Graf exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “You lot fed her those poisonous ideas. She would never have dreamt them up on her own.”
“Please be seated,” Eileen insisted, rising from her seat amongst the Lost Girls. “I realise this is extremely emotional, but we’ll get nowhere if we have angry outbursts every time you don’t agree.” A step in the woman’s direction was enough to make her scuttle back to her chair.
“We’d never force anyone to be like us,” Freya pursued. “Why would we? It’s a hard and often painful journey. No. Gina knew she was a boy from a young age, but on the rare occasions she tried to broach the subject with her parents,” she shot a hate-filled look at Gina’s mother, “she quickly learnt to keep quiet. Her being a boy was inconceivable for them…”
“I should think so,” the woman muttered.
“… when they finally stumbled on their daughter dressing as a boy, they were horrified and immediately thought there was something wrong with her. They took her to see a whole army of specialists who all agreed she was ill and needed urgent treatment. Their sole goal was to rid her of the crazy idea she was a boy. They went to great lengths to break her of the habit. They never succeeded, but they almost broke her mentally and physically in trying. Their mistreatment lasted years, resulting in Gina becoming ever more desperate. On a recent, rare visit we learnt she was determined to end her days. We couldn’t let that happen. So we broke her out. In a way we did kidnap her, but only to save her life.”
“What utter nonsense,” Gina’s mother exclaimed. “Our daughter never tried to take her life. We made sure she had the necessary medication to ensure she never did.”
“Why don’t you tell your version of the story?” Eileen suggested.
“Imagine my surprise when I discovered a book in Gina’s room about a girl who became a boy. I also found a set of boy’s clothes. She was barely eleven. At first we thought it was the influence of her tutor who gave her the book. We fired him immediately. Later, when I quizzed her, she claimed friends had encouraged her. I didn’t even know she had friends. I forbade her to see them. When that didn’t suffice, I kept her at home as much as possible. But, despite my precautions, it didn’t stop. At first, my husband and I sought advice from our priest. He said the church ran special programmes to set such twisted children right. That turned out to be a catastrophe. With so many deviants thrown together, it only encouraged her.”
“Yeah,” Freya exclaimed. “My parents forced me to attend such a programme. The organiser were fanatics. They were convinced believing we were a different gender was a sin and tried to batter it out of us. But we had a wild time the moment their backs were turned. I learnt so much there.”
“Exactly,” the woman exclaimed. “So we turned to a psychiatrist who’d had considerable success curing such cases. I didn’t like the idea of administering newly developed drugs, but the man convinced us it was necessary.”
“What do you mean by ‘curing’?” one of the younger lost girls asked. “I work a lot with healing plants so I’m interested.”
The woman looked startled at such a question from someone so young, but she answered, maybe because of the intensity with which the young girl fixed her. “Rid her of her obsession about being a boy, when it was clear she was a girl.”
“Is it not possible to have a body of a girl yet be convinced you’re a boy?” the young girl asked. “As if the creator got things muddled up when he handed out your body. Imagine the misery and confusion that would cause.”
“That’s nonsense. A boy is a boy and a girl a girl,” the mother countered.
“You think it’s nonsense, but can’t you conceive it might be possible. If your daughter is convinced she’s a boy, who are you to say her feelings are wrong?”
“Simple! You only have to look between her legs.”
“Biology is one thing,” the young girl insisted. “But how she feels could be quite different. What if she hates the idea she’ll be growing breasts in a few years? What if she wants to run and jump and be free like boys? What if she feels drawn to girls?”
The woman shot her a look of disgust. “Homosexuality is against nature,” she intoned. “The Bible says so.”
“We are not necessarily referring to homosexuality,” the girl retorted. “If your daughter is intimately convinced she’s a boy, then loving a girl would be quite natural according to your criteria.”
“You’re twisting my words,” the woman objected. 
“What will you do if you get your daughter back?” Eileen asked Gina’s mother.
“Take her back to the clinic as soon as possible,” the woman replied without hesitation. “Only the doctors have a chance to cure her.”
“Do that and you’ll have blood on your hands,” Freya shot back. “You don’t want to cure him, you want to force him to comply with your simplistic vision of male and female. Your cure will drive him over the edge. Whatever you do, your daughter is lost to you. Forever.” These last words came like a slap that had the woman reeling and silenced any words she might have wanted to say.
“What would you do Freya, if you got your friend back?” Eileen asked.
“Keep him safe. Reassure him. Let him be himself.”

6.
“You handled that really well,” Peter said, once everyone else had left the caretaker’s house. “So much could have gone wrong.”
“Thanks. In fact, I just imitated Kate”  Eileen said, gifting him an unusually shy smile. “What surprised me was that the mother finally accepted. I was sure she’d hold out with her accusations and demands,”
“For now,” Peter commented. “Once she’s back with her husband and all that good advice from experts, I imagine her determination will waiver.”
“Does Kate have the girl?”
“Boy, you mean,” he said, giving her a twisted grin. “Yes, he’s shaken and weak but he’ll be okay. Kate’s bringing him.”
“What are we going to do with the girl who led the mother here? I imagine this boy will not be pleased to see her.”
“I don’t know. From what Freya said, she really does care for the boy, but will he forgive her?”
“Maybe we should keep them apart, at first.”
Peter had just got comfortable with a book in one of the armchairs in the common room on the ground floor of the caretaker’s house when the door opened and Kate stepped in. She was closely followed by Suzanne supporting a bald-headed boy he guessed must by the runaway. Accompanying them was a young girl sporting immense horn-rimmed spectacles that made her look like a startled owl. Unlike Freya’s profusion of frills, this girl was more soberly dressed in a pleated skirt, knee-length socks, blouse and jacket. Peter found himself approving if not appreciating her choices. Freya was too flamboyant for his taste.
He greeted Kate with a lingering kiss on the lips which earned them confused looks from the two newcomers. “This is the Peter I talked to you about,” she said. Taking him by the hand, she led him to meet the arrivals. “Peter meet Gino and Sis.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Sis said eying the tights and flower-print dress Peter was wearing with more than polite interest. As for Gino, he nodded but said nothing, the lines of his face drawn from exhaustion.
“Why don’t you sit down?” Peter said, taking the boy by the arm and leading him to an armchair by the fire. “You look exhausted.” He made the most of the brief contact to check on the boy’s health. Even in such a fleeting glimpse he had the impression something was wrong, but he couldn’t identify what. Could it be the characteristics of someone born in the wrong body? It seemed unlikely. 
Kate must have seen him frown, because she whispered in his head, We’ll talk about it later.
“Are Regina and Heinz not staying?” Peter asked Kate.
“No. They had to go.”
A timid knock sounded at the door and Freya peered in, her face creased with worry, her frilly dress in desperate need of repair. Sis growled at the sight of her one-time friend, but Gino got unsteadily to his feet and held out his arms to her. “Freya,” he said, as if saying her name were an invitation. Encouraged, Freya stepped into the room and hesitantly moved towards Gino, her eyes fixed on him. Sis was having nothing of it. She moved to block her, but Gino put up a hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Let her come.”
“But she betrayed you,” Sis complained.
“Freya loves me,” Gino insisted. “She did the only thing she thought she could to save me. She was wrong. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t care.”
Tears were streaming down Freya’s face as Gino pulled her into a hug. “I’m so sorry,” the girl said. “So terribly sorry.”
“Shhh,” Gino crooned as he cradled the sobbing Freya. “I know.”
The two of them, who stood close to the fire in a tight embrace, swayed dangerously in their fatigue. “Why don’t you sit before you fall,” Peter suggested, helping them to adjacent armchairs. 
Sis remained standing, her fists on her hips, clearly furious. “How can you possibly forgive her?” she complained. “She sold you out. Yet you take her in your arms and console her. While I, who stood by you, and almost died of the cold because of it, am just ignored.” She burst into tears. 
“I do love you,” Gino sought to reassure her. “But I’m so exhausted I no longer have the strength to come to you. You’re going to have to come to
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