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      Life has a way of leading you into trouble.  In my case trouble comes strolling through the door like an old friend.  That was how this adventure began.

      I inched closer to the crackling fire and held my palms up to the heat.  “It sure is cold now.”

      “That’s the problem with Mechta, winter always comes too soon,” Caius spoke up as he looked over our pile of wood.

      My friends and I were seated around the crackling fire of Father Ferrero’s snug home.  The good father himself was gone to his church to give the evening mass.

      Sage tilted his head to one side and listened for a moment.  “I believe we may expect a white storm tonight.”

      “I like snow!” Marcus spoke up from his seat beside his big brother.

      Caius smiled and ruffled his hair.  “You and me both, but are you ready for the coming snowball wars?”

      Marcus waved away his brother’s affectionate hand, but grinned at Caius.  “I’m always ready!”

      The door opened and Father Ferrero stepped inside.  The brown shoulders of his robes were white, as was his graying hair.  He closed the door swiftly behind him, but not before a few swirls of the white stuff flew in after him and ghosted across the floor.

      “There appears to be a storm coming,” the good father mused as he shook the snow from his shoulders.  “And quite a ferocious one.”

      “We’ve saved you a seat and some soup,” Caius offered as he stood.  “Marcus, fetch the father some soup, will you?”

      “Okay!” Marcus agreed as he leapt to his feet and scurried over to the small kitchen.

      The good father plopped himself into a seat closest to the fire and smiled.  “Something warm would do me good.”

      A terrible gust of wind blew against the house and rattled the panes.  Marcus stopped his ladling and looked out the window in front of him.  “I’ve never seen such big snowflakes!”

      “There was a storm this bad about fifty years ago,” Caius told him.

      “And a worse one a hundred years before that,” Ferrero added with a smile.  “And I am sure there was a worse one before that if we could but find an older citizen of Trava to tell us what that was like.”

      “Probably the same thing as ours, worse than the others,” Caius mused.

      Father Ferrero chuckled.  “No doubt.  Ah, thank you, Marcus,” he welcomed as he took the warm bowl of soup.  He breathed in the warm steam.  “A delicious odor.  I am glad for such wonderful cooks.”

      “You know, Father, you might be committing blasphemy in eating such good food,” Caius teased him.

      Ferrero took a sip of the soup and smiled.  “You forget that we are all sinners, my son.”

      Laughter erupted from our group and we regaled each other with stories of childhood snow men and snowball fights.  In a few minutes the good father set down his empty bowl and stood to stretch his arms above his head.

      “I fear my age is a stalker come to take me to slumber,” he announced as he stifled a yawn.  “If you won’t mind, I will retire for the-” He paused and furrowed his brow.  “Was that a knock I heard?”

      We silenced ourselves and listened.  This time there was a loud pound against the door.

      Father Ferrero frowned and moved toward the entrance.  “What poor soul would be out in this weather?”

      Sage pursed his lips and his eyes flickered over each of us.  “Perhaps unwelcome guests.”

      Ferrero paused at the door with his hand on the handle and half-turned to us.  “Whoever it is I cannot let them remain outside in such horrible conditions.”

      The rest of us stood and stiffened, ready for a fight or flight response.  The good father opened the portal and revealed a gale of a snowstorm.  The white stuff pushed itself into the house and nearly extinguished our fire, and many of the candles were snuffed out.  Among the swirling white snowflakes stood two figures dressed in simple brown cloaks.

      “My goodness!  Come in!  Come in before there is aught left of you!” Ferrero invited them as he stepped aside.

      The two figures stepped into the light of the remaining candles.  One was two heads shorter than the other and the lower half of their face was covered by a cloth.  The rest of their head was hidden beneath the heavy hood of their cloak, but their eyes stood out against the dreary clothes.  They were as soft and as bright as a calm ocean, and showed an attention I’d rarely seen in any individual, much less one half-frozen on the doorstep of a small preacher’s cottage.

      The other companion was quite different.  He was a half a head taller than Caius, but that was where the similarity ended.  His frame was darkly-skinned and bulky, but not grotesquely so.  He moved without waste and bore himself like a commander on the field.  His block of a head had bright eyes like his companion, but they were as brown as dirt and as sharp as knives.

      He looked us over before his gaze settled on Caius.  A smile slid onto his lips.  “I thought I smelled a fink.”

      Caius relaxed his stance and grinned.  “And I thought I smelled a belk!”  He strode up to the man and clapped their hands together in a rough shake.  “How have you been, Massada?”

      “As fit as the day my mother bore me, and twice as wise,” Massada replied.

      Caius leaned back and wrinkled his nose.  “No, I think I see you being a little darker than before.  Have you been trapped in the galleys again?”

      Massada laughed.  “Not again, my friend, but as for the pallor, you’d look the same in my line of work.”

      “What’s it now?  Smuggling through catacombs?  Caves?” Caius guessed.

      Massada smiled and shook his head.  “Not anything like that.  I’m in the security business now.”

      Caius grinned.  “I wouldn’t have though you’d want to babysit anyone.”

      Some of his friend’s humor fled.  “I would have thought the same thing five years ago, but now-” He shook himself and cleared his throat.  “That’s why I’ve come here.  My client has a bad case of stalking and I wouldn’t mind a hand in protecting her.”  He looked down at Caius’ now-normal left arm and pursed his lips.  “I thought you might help, being what and who are you.”

      Caius raised his hand and turned it to and fro so Massada could have a good look at it.  “Not bad, huh?  A little recent fix.”

      “That ‘fix’ wouldn’t have happened to get rid of that technique you had, would it?” Massada wondered.  “The one where you used the elements?”

      “It did,” Caius confirmed.

      The short figure looked up at Massada with questioning eyes, but he smiled down at her and shook his head.  “There’s nothing to worry about.  I think he can still hold his own in a fight.”

      “What’s this protection work about exactly?” Caius wondered.

      “As you know, the Edict of Gad is soon,” Massada reminded our group.

      I looked at Sage.  He leaned over and whispered a few words in my ear.  “It’s sort of like Christmas for this world where the first appearance of Gad is celebrated.”

      Caius shrugged.  “What about it?”

      “At the Edict ceremony a singer must sing His hymn to the worshipers, and it’s this person who needs protection,” he explained.

      Caius snorted.  “In case you haven’t heard, we’re not out here for our health.”  He paused and studied his old friend.  “How did you find us, anyway?”

      “You’re not the only one who has connections, and I’ve got a nose for the Fable Line,” Massada reminded him.

      “You always did like horses,” Caius agreed as he folded his arms over his chest.  “But that still doesn’t change why we’re out here.  I mean, I’d like to help, but it’s not like we’re going to get a pardon from the Blue Binds.”

      Massada leaned closer to him and lowered his voice.  “What if that’s exactly what I could promise?  What would you say to that?”

      “I’d say you’re either insane or you’ve got higher friends than I remember,” Caius retorted.

      Massada kept his eyes on Caius as he nodded at the rest of us.  “They’d be pardoned, too.”

      “Pardon my intrusion,” Sage spoke up as he stepped forward.  “But who would be making this request on our behalf?”

      “It would be at my request,” his companion spoke up.  The figure drew back their hood and revealed a face of a beautiful girl of eighteen.  Her blue eyes sparkled like diamonds and her face was as smooth as a calm sea.  Her long white hair spilled out and cascaded down her back, and her ears were slightly pointed.  I noticed a strange feathery look at the back half of her cheeks.  When she smiled I felt a warmth inside that made my tension soften.  “I am Agacia Belmont, Forty-second Canta of the Edict.”

      Bee leaned toward me and whispered a few words.  “She’s the lovely woman who’s going to sing for everyone.”

      Sage smiled and bowed his head.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Canta Agacia, but I fear your influence may be less than your friend boasts.”

      She shook her head.  “It is I who should be bowing.  Massada has told me much of the deeds of Caius Ornello, and everyone knows the stories of Storm Sage and Beastly Bee.  Now I come to you with my promise that you will be acquitted on all charges if you will but be my guards for the remainder of the Edict.”

      “How would My Lady leverage her influence?” Sage wondered as he looked her over.  “You are the canta, to be sure, but one so young.”

      “She’s young, but she knows her mind,” Massada spoke up.

      Agacia set a hand on his arm and smiled up at him before she returned her gaze to us.  “I understand your hesitation, but I can entrust myself to know one else save Massada, and I fear this task will be too great even for his skill.”

      “Pray, tell us what has happened,” Sage requested.

      She sighed.  “I have been the canta for only eight months, but word of my ascension passed swiftly over the empires.  Four months ago I began to receive anonymous letters praising my beauty, all written in the same hand and in the same ink.  I desired to reply, but no address was ever given.  Then a fortnight ago I received another letter in different handwriting, but in the same ink.”  She bit her lip and looked away.

      “This one threatened her life,” Massada spoke up.  “They would kill her if she sang the hymnus at the Edict, and she should stay away.”

      “But I cannot!” Agacia spoke up as her pleading eyes looked at each of us.  “I am the only one with enough training to sing the hymn, and my family honor would be ruined if I would not sing!”

      Caius stepped up to within a few inches of her.  She kept her ground and looked up into his intense gaze.  “You swear on your family’s honor that you could get us that pardon?”

      She nodded.  “I swear it.”

      “She is the only one with the training,” I pointed out.

      Caius half-turned to us.  “Well?  What do you guys say?”

      “I say we go for it!” Marcus spoke up.

      Caius frowned at his little brother.  “You’re staying here.”

      Marcus face twisted in horror and anger.  “What?  But why?”

      “Because you couldn’t protect yourself, much less anyone else,” he pointed out.

      “But I could help somehow!” he promised.

      Father Ferrero set a hand on Marcus’ shoulder and smiled at Caius.  “I will watch over him.”

      Marcus shrugged off the good father’s hand.  “But I want to go!”

      I knelt in front of him and grasped his hands.  “What if we came right back?  How about that?”

      Marcus’ narrowed eyes flickered to Caius and his lips puckered out in a pout.  “He’s said that before.”

      I grinned and winked at him.  “Yes, but I wasn’t with him last time, was I?”

      He sighed, but nodded.  “All right, but you’d better promise on your family’s honor.”

      “In that case, we will ensure she keeps her promise,” Sage spoke up.

      I crossed my finger over my heart.  “Cross my heart and hope to die should I ever tell a lie.”

      “And the rest of you?” Massada asked my grandparents.

      Sage bowed his head.  “We will-”

      “Be very much coming with you!” Bee finished for him as she clapped her hands.  “This is going to be so exciting!”

      And boy, was it ever.
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      The next day the snowstorm had settled, but not the storm between brothers.  Marcus was a mess of sulk as we prepared the unicorns for the journey.  “I still want to go. . .” he mumbled.

      Caius knelt in front of him with a smile.  “How about I bring you back something from Primium?”

      Marcus frowned.  “Like what?”

      Sage came up behind him and paused.  “Primium is known for its wonderful sculptures.”

      Marcus wrinkled his nose.  “Not that.”

      “What about a book?” Sage suggested.

      The young boy’s face curled back in disgust.  “Definitely not that.”

      “There are many fine weapons to be had in the markets,” Massada spoke up.

      Marcus’ face lit up.  “Yeah!  What about a club?  Or a really big sword?”

      “What about a bow and quiver?” the good father offered.  “It will help with the hunting around here.”

      “Yeah!  That!” Marcus agreed as he grabbed Caius’ shoulders.  “You’ll get me that, won’t you?”

      Caius nodded.  “The best we can afford, and I’ll bring them back myself.”

      With the promises made and unicorns packed, I walked over to the beast held still by Bee.  Caius, however, grasped the reins above her hand and smiled at her.  “I’ll handle this.”

      Bee’s eyes twinkled as she bowed her head.  “All right, but be good to her.”  She walked over to Sage who frowned at Caius, but let Bee take a seat behind him on his unicorn.

      Caius swung himself onto the unicorn and trotted over to me where he offered me his hand.  “Ready for a fun ride?”

      I arched an eyebrow.  “Suddenly you’re a horseman?”

      His eyes flickered over my shoulder.  A wagon sat outside the parish house that belonged to our new acquaintances, and they sat atop the box with Massada holding the reins.  Both of them were bundled up in their cloaked attire so that I couldn’t see Agacia’s face, though Massada stood proud and stern beside her.

      I smiled.  So that was it.  I took Caius’ hand and he helped me behind him.  Caius trotted us over to the wagon close beside Massada.  “How far is it to Primium?”

      “A good five hundred miles,” Massada informed him.

      Caius grinned and turned the unicorn south.  “Hardly a few days on this steed.”  He pressed his heels against the unicorn’s sides and the steed took off.

      I wrapped around my arms around his waist as we sped down the road.  My grandparents hurried after us, and Massada rolled behind them.  The cool wind nipped at my nose, but I buried my face into Caius’ hot back and was soothed by his warmth.

      We traveled out of the northern hinterlands and back into the more urbanized empire of Sylvidia which bordered the Libritain Empire.  Both of them contained our enemies, the Library and the Church of Gad, so we straddled danger along the borders of both, and avoiding the larger towns for the rustic villages with their bartering farmers.

      A week of constant traveling took its toll on my rear, and one afternoon I found my butt whining for relief.  I lay my chin on Caius’ shoulder and caught his eye.  “How much farther do you think we have?”

      “Another thirty miles or so,” he assured me.

      My shoulders sank, but I lifted my face to the warm sun and sighed.  “That far, huh?”

      He half-turned his head to me and smiled.  “We’ll get a break soon.  We need to meet up with the rest of the canta parade at the next settlement.”

      I gazed off into the distance and saw the place he mentioned.  It was a small town of some five thousand souls that could brag about having a wooden sidewalk along the main street.  The people were friendly and smiled at us as we road into town.  Some of the kids ran up beside us and gawked at the wondrous steeds we rode.

      “Is that a real unicorn?” one of the younger boys asked.

      “Of course it is, dummy!” another older boy scolded him.

      We stopped at the local general store and got down.  Caius held out the reins to the younger lad.  “Could you lead him to some water for me?”

      His eyes grew as wide as saucers.  “R-really?  You mean it?”

      “First you have to see if you can hold the reins,” Caius teased.

      “I do?” the boy wondered.

      Caius nodded.  “Yeah.  A unicorn won’t let just anyone touch it.”

      The young boy reluctantly reached out for the reins, but his older companion pushed him out of the way.  “Lemme try it!”  He reached for the reins, but the unicorn flung his head back and whinnied.  The boy was startled by the fiery show and stumbled back.  He fell on his butt into the dusty street with everyone laughing at him.

      “Stop fooling around and get in here,” Massada called to us from the doorway of the general store.

      The young boy snatched the reins from Caius’ hand and grinned proudly when the unicorn calmed.  “I’ll get her some water!”  He raced off with another scamp to whom Bee had handed their reins.

      We walked inside the large room where shelves lined the walls and stood in the middle of the floor to create aisles.  People milled about doing their shopping.  Massada guided us through a doorway on the right that led into a side room.  A few tables stood in the room, and around them were rough-clad men who sported beards and a few tattoos, most of them on their arms but some of them on their faces.

      One of them stood up, a man of sixty with far fewer teeth than that, and grinned at us.  “It’s about time, Mass.  We thought we’d have to go out and fetch ya ourselves.”

      Massada clapped his hand on the man’s shoulder and grinned.  “I’d never live down the shame of a bunch of mutts saving me, but you didn’t waste your time waiting for us.”  He turned to face us and gestured to our group.  “This is Caius and his friends Bee, Sage, and Jane.”

      The bearded man gave us a flourishing bow.  “A pleasure to meet you, I’m sure.”

      Massada gestured to the man.  “This is my right-hand man, Esau, and his boys.”

      “And a better bunch of guards you won’t find on this side of the Rising Seas,” Esau boasted as he clapped his thick, grimy hands against his broad chest.  “The roughest, toughest bunch of cutthroats-”

      Esau froze when Agacia removed her hood and smiled at them.  “I’m very glad to see you all again.  Are you all well?”

      The boastful puffery deflated from Esau’s chest, and all the scallywags who wore hats snatched them off their heads.  Esau bowed his head.  “Yes, Miss Agacia, we’re all fine.”

      “Except me!” one of the men spoke up as he pointed at a nasty cut along his arm.  A bit of puss oozed in the middle of the rough edges of skin that made up the gash.  “I got cut on the boxes!”

      Esau cast a glaring side-glance at him.  “It’s just a scratch!”

      “Let me see it,” Agacia requested as she walked through the rough boasters and over to the wounded man.  “You should get this tended to immediately.”

      The man raised his head and grinned at his companions.  “See?  I told you it wasn’t good.”

      “Let me heal it,” Agacia pleaded.

      The man blushed.  “That ain’t necessary, Miss Agacia.  I mean, you’ve got to save your voice and all.”

      Agacia smiled at him.  “My voice was given to me by Gad to help others, and I would be honored if you would let me help you.”

      Agacia raised her hand over the wound and closed her eyes.  She parted her lips and sang a soft lullaby.

      

      Sweet little creatures, I pray thee come stay

      Here my soft voice now, and wipe all wounds away.

      

      A gentle blue light appeared from her palm and drifted like snow onto the man’s arm.  The nasty ooze shrank beneath the blue light and disappeared.  The ragged flesh knitted itself together until there was nothing left but a thin scar.

      Agacia’s shoulders fell as she beheld the remnants of the wound.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to leave a scar.”

      Esau set a hand on her shoulder and grinned down at her.  “Don’t be sorry for nothing, Miss Agacia.  You’ve probably saved the man’s arm, and that’s a sight more to behold than that ugly scar.”  The men crowded around the pair and nodded in agreement.

      “They’re really smitten with her, aren’t they?” I mused to Caius.

      Massada slipped up beside us and lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Don’t let that sweet face fool you.  The lass has a head on her shoulders, and she knows that being nice to them is something they haven’t had much of in their rough lives and will get her farther with them than drinking them under the table.”

      Caius gestured to the crowd of men.  “Where’d you dig these guys up at?  The local prison?”

      Massada grinned.  “Some of them, yeah.  Others I found rotting away in bars and brothels.  They’re all top-notch protecting what they want, mostly treasures and women, so I thought they could handle protecting someone like Agacia.”

      “Does she really need that much protection?” I wondered.

      He looked across the sea of men at the short figure and his humor fled.  “She didn’t want me to tell you this, but she’s had three attempts on her life already.”

      I started back.  “What?  But what?  She’s supposed to represent the church and Gad at this Edict thing.”

      He nodded.  “She is, but that doesn’t stop people from disagreeing with the church’s choice.  There were a couple of other older spiritus who wanted the canta job, but she’s the one who got it.”

      Caius folded his arms and studied Agacia with new respect.  “So that’s what she is, huh?  I wondered why they’d pick somebody so young.”

      “What’s a spiritus?” I asked Caius.

      “Someone who can use their voice to call nature and do stuff for them, like heal wounds,” he explained.

      “To be precise-” Sage mused as Bee and he joined us.  “The word ‘spiritus’ means both breath and spirit, and so is aptly applied to a singer capable of using their soul to conjure the elements to their will.”

      “So not all canta can do that?” I wondered.

      Caius shook his head.  “Nope.  Most can just sing and make some lights appear.”

      “Agacia’s got the talent to be a top-notch canta, but others don’t want to give her a chance to prove her stuff at the Edict,” Massada warned us as he looked over the crowd of men.  “That’s why I got together so many.  Without these guys she’d be dead already.”

      “So have you connected the letters to the attempts on her life?” Caius asked him.

      Massada shook his head.  “No, and I don’t think they are related, but that just makes our job harder.”

      “So who are these other prima donnas who want her dead?” I inquired.

      “There’s really only two we have to worry about.  Mia van Theano and Lamia von Hetera,” he listed.

      Sage stifled a snort.  “She is still a singer?  Why, she was warbling her terrible tunes when Bee and I first wandered.”

      Massada nodded.  “Yeah, and she’s only gotten worse since you two vanished.  Unfortunately, as high-ranking spiritus the church was obliged to invite them to the Edict, so all of our enemies will be there.”

      “And most likely the creeper split-personality stalker,” I added.

      “That’s why you guys are here,” Massada reminded me.  He pointed his thumb at himself.  “We can handle the obvious people, but this stalker is something else.  I don’t like the feeling I’m getting from those notes.”

      “Then we shall endeavor to keep our eyes open to such sinister and sneaky dangers,” Sage promised.

      I looked out over the sea of men who surrounded the young woman and shuddered.  God help anyone who lay a hand on Agacia.  Their own would be ripped off.
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      Massada clapped his hands.  “All right, lads, time to pack up and pack out!”

      “You heard the man!” Esau shouted as Agacia returned to us.

      The man slapped their hats back on their heads and marched out single file.  All of them were careful to smile and bow their heads to Agacia as they passed her, and she in turn returned the compliment.

      Agacia turned to us.  “Shall we continue on our journey?”

      Massada pursed his lips as he studied her bared head.  “You sure you want to keep that hood down for the rest of the trip?  It’d be a lot safer if you wore it.”

      She nodded.  “Yes.  I want to show everyone that they have nothing to fear when Gad and their friends are with them.”

      Massada didn’t look pleased.  “All right.  They’ll have the wagons pulled around here in no time, so let’s go.”

      Agacia took the lead and strode from the room.  Caius grabbed his friend’s arm, arresting his movement.  “How good are these guys at protecting her with so many people around.”

      Massada grinned.  “You’re about to find out.”

      We heard commotion outside and hurried from the room.  Agacia stood just outside the doorway to the general store, but she wasn’t alone.  A crowd of some two dozen people surrounded her.  Many held slips of paper with charcoal pencils.

      “Please sign my paper!” one of them yelled.

      “You’re so beautiful, Canta Agacia!” a woman complimented.

      Agacia blushed and bowed her head at the same time she juggled three pieces of paper and five offers of charcoal.  “Thank you so much.”

      “She’s that well known?” Caius wondered.

      “The church made sure to send her picture out to everyone church they knew about to advertise the Edict,” Massada explained.

      I jerked my thumb at the smiling crowd.  “So this happens a lot?”

      His gaze was zeroed in on Agacia as he pursed his lips.  “Every settlement we’ve stopped at.  Sometimes I think she’s taking too much on her shoulders, but she never complains.”

      “I could mix her up a nice batch of pickerjacket tea,” Bee offered.

      I arched an eyebrow.  “Is that a good thing?”

      “The pickerjackets are not only useful in relaxing lock mechanisms, but they also relax muscles, as well,” my grandfather explained.

      Massada bowed his head to Bee.  “I’d appreciate it.  To tell you the truth, I could use some of that myself.”

      “You’ve been staying up late watching over her, haven’t you?” Caius guessed.

      Massada folded his arms and shrugged.  “It’s my job.”

      “How did it get to be your job?” Caius wondered.

      Massada turned his face away from us.  “It’s a long story, and one we don’t have time for right now, so let’s get Agacia and-”

      A shout arose from the crowd.  “He stole my charcoal!”

      “I did not!  This is mine!” another man snapped.

      “Please, sirs, I can still sign your papers,” Agacia pleaded.  She tried to slip through the crowd to the men who stood at the rear, but her admirers held her back.

      One of the men pushed the other and a fight broke out as the crowd members chose sides.  That also started a stampede as the more timid men and the women and children scattered.  In the interlude the crowd had grown five times larger and the frightened, writhing bodies scattered in all directions, including into Agacia.  She was pushed forward and into the front wall of the store where she was pinned against the wood.

      Massada put his fingers in his mouth and gave a sharp, clear whistle.  The other members of the security team appeared out of nowhere from inside the crowd, but didn’t stay phantoms for long.  They grabbed the worst of the panicked and the tusslers, and tossed them out into the open street.  Like farmers picking the worst in the herd they culled the rotten apples first.

      That still left Agacia pinned to the wall, and her face was twisted in pain.  Massada and Caius dashed forward as Sage raised his arms.  He swept a tornado ahead of them that pushed most of the people back, but he couldn’t get close to Agacia without the risk of hitting her.

      Massada and Caius hit them running, and like two bulls in a china shop they shoved and tossed the people aside.  Massada reached Agacia first and picked her up in his arms.  She clung to him and even from this distance I could see her shaking.  Her dress and cloak were torn, and charcoal smeared her face.

      The men strode outside and Bee grabbed my hand.  “Hurry along now or we’ll be left behind,” she scolded me as she rushed us into closing path left by the men.

      We managed to slip in behind them as the crowd, cowed by the security team, backed off.  A train of wagons waited for us along with the two boys who’d we’d entrusted with our unicorns.  Bee leaned down and handed each of them a geld for their trouble.  “Thank you so much for your wonderful timing, boys.”

      The boys were all smiles as they bowed their heads.  “And thank you!” they replied before they scurried off.

      Esau’s rough men gathered around Massada as he set Agacia on the rear boards of a covered wagon.  “Is she okay?” Esau asked him.

      Massada looked her over and felt some of her bones.  “I’m not sure.”

      “I’m fine,” Agacia assured them.  Massada paused and looked up at her before he tapped his fist against her knee.  She winced.  “Perhaps a little bruised, but otherwise fine.”

      “That little bruise could have been a broken bone if they’d pressed you up against that wall much longer,” Massada scolded her.

      She hung her head and I heard her sniffle.  “I know.  I’m sorry for causing such problems.”

      Sage half-turned to look behind us and smiled.  “Dry your eyes, my dear.  I believe you have an audience.”

      We all looked and saw the townsfolk, battered and bruised, standing in a long, deep line behind us.  One of the men who’d started the brawl, his face black-and-blue from the scuffle, stepped forward with battered hat in hand.  “I’m sorry, Canta Agacia.  I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “We’re all sorry,” another spoke up, and dozens of voices called out their apologies.

      Agacia wiped her tears and stood up on the back of the wagon.  Her bright smile and sparkling eyes gazed out on each of their faces.  “There is no need for anyone to apologize except for me when I haven’t finished signing all your papers.”

      A cheer rose up from the crowd and those who still had blank pages hurried forward.

      “Line up!” Massada barked.

      The people skidded to a halt and clumsily lined up in a ragged line that ran along the wagon.  Agacia signed each paper and talked to everyone.  The younger kids were given a hug that made them smile and giggle.  By the time the line had finished the day was old and the sun had begun its descent.

      “All right,” Massada spoke up as the last of the autograph seekers was sent merrily on their way with a dotted paper.  “We can get a few miles in while there’s still light.”

      “And a few miles from this place,” Esau added as
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