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CASIMIR KUBICA LAUGHED as a very large cat leaped soundlessly onto the foot of his bed. The cat was larger than a housecat, larger than any natural cat, and it looked at him with more understanding than a natural cat. As arrogant as a regular cat, it licked its paw and appeared to ignore Casimir, who continued to laugh.

“Gur,” Cas said. “It’s good to see you.”

As Gur walked toward him, Cas studied him. The last time he’d seen Gur as a cat, which was also the first time he’d seen him as a cat, he hadn’t time to look at him. He was black and gray striped, a tabby cat. His fur was sleek, his body powerful and muscular. Cas was almost envious. No, he amended. He was truly envious. During their recent adventures, Cas had lost his hearing, and he assumed it would never be back. Gur, however, had gained something. He was a boy who could change into a cat, a powerful, talented cat who could protect his people. Cas could do almost nothing, something his papa had told him four dozen times in the past ten days.

We’re taking a journey, Gur projected into Cas’s head. We want you to join us.

Cas nodded. “You have a clue, then? You know how to find Galleo?”

Galleo was another cat, only he was a fully grown man. He’d been hurt, exposed to a poison that had taken his mental faculties, and after attacking everyone he loved, he’d disappeared into a forest. Cas had come home to help with his papa’s kingdom while his papa, the king, had healed. The rest of his friends, including Gur, had gone to another kingdom to heal. 

Gem had a vision. A simple one. He has one word: Balivor.

Casimir nodded. “This means something to us?”

The cat tilted its head. It’s a port town on the Great Sea.

Cas was surprised. “We think Galleo got that far? The Great Sea is days away.”

Do you not want to go?

“I want to go,” Cas said. “I’m not good here. But I don’t know if I’m any good there, either. Gur, I might just slow everyone down. You all were hurt going after me. As Papa points out, without my ears I’m not good for much.”

I think it’s time for you to come home. Chessa worried your papa’s poison words might take you, and she was right. I have a surprise for you. It will make traveling with us easier.

Cas raised his eyebrows. “Let me pack. I suppose I should say goodbye to Papa. Ah, do you want to join me? As a person? A cat? I don’t care which. Papa didn’t see you last time. He was already injured and not aware of much. But he saw Galleo. He thinks Galleo was just a wildcat who was sick and went crazy. He has no idea Galleo is a man, a Sekou.”

Gur moved closer and butted his head against Casimir’s shoulder the way a housecat might, although he was so strong he almost knocked Cas off the bed. Cas laughed and ran his hand down his friend’s spine. His fur was thick and deep and incredibly soft, and Cas pulled away.

“I’m sorry, Gur. I can’t believe I just petted you.”

The cat loves it, Gur projected. The girls can’t keep their hands off. It’s inappropriate if I’m a boy, but I think it’s okay as a cat.

As if testing this, Cas ran his hand down Gur’s back again, and Gur purred.

Cas packed his bag quickly, and he took a deep breath before heading out into the hallway. Gur followed him, still the cat.

“Is it dangerous for you to be seen as the cat?” Casimir asked. Galleo always hid his cat form.

I want you to see your surprise, Gur projected. It doesn’t matter if they see me. I’m not Galleo. I don’t feel the need to hide. Your papa might think I’m just a cat.

“You’re a huge cat,” Gur said. “But you’re smaller than Galleo. I suppose there might be wildcats your size. Is that what you want, for me to pretend you’re a wildcat? Not that I can convince Papa that suddenly I have a wildcat that does my bidding. And after Galleo almost killed him, he’s going to shy away from a wildcat. Which I admit makes me want to bring you along as a wildcat.”

They walked the hallways of the elegant palace and passed many servants along the way. Most stopped and stared as they passed, but then they resumed their business. As it was early, Papa would still be in his chambers, and Cas nodded to the guards at the door and entered without being announced. That would rankle Papa, but Cas had played nice for ten days, and he was tired of it. Papa certainly hadn’t gone out of his way to play nice with Cas, although he had let Cas fix a few problems and smooth over some hurt feelings among the council members.

“Papa,” Cas said, glad to see him awake and dressed, eating at a small table near the bed, his most trusted advisor eating across from him. His chamber servant was in the background, tall and silent and invisible. Cas liked the advisor, and the man nodded with a smile and then frowned when he saw the cat.

“Casimir?” Papa said in his haughtiest voice, glaring at the cat. “What is this?”

“My friends sent word that it’s time for me to go home,” Cas said. Papa leaned back, his face pale as he looked at Gur. Cas had to admit he was glad to see his papa afraid. That was such a human reaction. Cas noted the chamber servant trying to hide a smile. 

“They sent word. Is this cat that word? How can you consort with a cat after what happened? Is this some kind of sorcery? Were you behind that other cat’s attack? I don’t understand.”

Cas turned to Gur in wonder, because in his mind he could hear every word Papa said. Gur and Galleo were creatures known as Sekou, near-mythical creatures created by Eleuth to be warriors and protectors. When they were in their cat forms they couldn’t talk, so they projected their words into people’s heads like thoughts. It seemed Gur could do more. He could allow Cas to hear other people’s words as thoughts. Gur didn’t react, simply sitting beside Cas and absently licking his paw as though he was a normal, giant, tame wildcat. Cas worked hard not to laugh out loud.

“Papa, you know I can’t understand you when you talk like that,” Cas said, although of course he knew exactly what Papa had said. Papa’s advisor pulled out paper and pencil, but Papa waved it away. 

“You can’t leave yet,” Papa said slowly, this time meaning for Cas to understand. Gur continued to let him hear the words.

“I’m going,” Cas said. “They need me.”

Papa laughed. “Casimir, they don’t need you. A man without ears is no good on a journey. The fact that I doubt you understand one word I’m saying says it all. Stay here so I can help you.”

“You don’t want to help me,” Cas said. Papa looked startled. “You want to own me. I’m not taking this kingdom. You are a healthy man, Papa, and it could be years before you leave the kingdom to me. I know you will never step down on your own. Even if you did, this is not the life I want. You have a council filled with talented men who can take your place. Your broken son, whom you barely tolerate, isn’t going to be your heir. I don’t even know why you say you want that.”

“Let him go,” the advisor said. “He’s young, Your Majesty. You can’t keep him here waiting with nothing to do until you die.”

Cas smiled, also hearing this man’s words.

“He belongs here,” Papa said to his advisor. “He can’t survive out there as half a man. Nobody will say I let my boy go out into the world with such odds against him. The kingdom loves him.”

Cas sighed. He wouldn’t let Papa know he’d heard that. Instead, he ran his hand over Gur’s head and turned around. 

“Goodbye, Papa,” he said. “Don’t try to keep me here. My giant cat is more protective than he looks. I don’t know how he got in here, but I’m sure he can get us out.”

Very good, Gur projected as they walked back down the halls. Papa was in the doorway calling to him, but Cas didn’t slow down. Are you okay?

“I don’t know,” Cas said. “He’s done that to me for ten days. He wants me here because the kingdom pities me, and taking care of me makes him look human. He’s a strange man. He’s a good king. He keeps peace, and people have plenty to eat and safe homes. But he’s also arrogant and completely unlikeable. Anyway, I’m glad you came. I’m ready to go. Especially if you can help me hear everyone.” He stopped. “You will, right? That’s why you wanted me to see what you can do? So I can be part of everything again?”

Gur bumped against Cas’s leg, and Cas reached down and stroked his fur. It was time to get back to the search for Galleo and then resume the search for homes and purposes for a group of misfit children who apparently were greatly loved by Eleuth.

Gur remained a cat all the way to Gem’s kingdom, Porfirio. They talked, and they laughed, and Cas realized Gur had changed. For the past couple months Gur had been a boy who looked different, a boy who had spent much of his life in a cage in a faire, where his job was to frighten people, for he had a strangely flat face, odd ears, and fur over his skin. He was always shy and uncertain, so used to abuse from people that he didn’t know his own value.

Then ten days ago, everything had changed. An evil man had plotted against them, and after Galleo, their friend and protector, had been poisoned, he’d injured everyone. In his anger and fear, Gur had suddenly tapped into his true nature, a nature he didn’t know about, and he’d become the cat. Like Galleo, Gur was a Sekou. Then, when Gur had changed back to a boy, he had changed more. Now he looked like a normal boy in his human form and a normal cat in his cat form. Chessa, Cas’s sister, had suggested Gur’s previous form had been a mistake, that a very young Gur had once changed to the cat and had not changed back completely, so he’d looked different because he’d spent years between forms. Cas wondered if that change had occurred during whatever had left the boy an orphan, if dark tragedy had started his road to the faire.

Now Gur didn’t seem as hesitant. He seemed comfortable with his place in the world. Cas thought this ironic, because he knew that, as a spoiled prince, he had started this journey an arrogant boy thinking he knew his place in the world and now, having lost his hearing, he was as hesitant and unsure as Gur had been.

You’re quiet, Gur said. He sighed, which was a strange sound from a cat. I should tell you I can sense emotions. The girls think I did this all along. I thought I read heart rates and breathing rates, like a predator might. They think I simply read emotions, similar to the way I can connect people’s thoughts.

Cas cringed. “Can you read thoughts?”

No. Just emotions. And you’re upset.

“We’ve traded roles. You know who you are, Gur. And you’re comfortable in your skin.” Cas grinned. “I can see why. It’s very pretty skin. Now I’m the one who isn’t sure of my purpose anymore. I don’t understand why you needed to come get me. How can I possibly help on this journey?”

Gur stepped in front of Cas and stopped so the prince tripped over him.

“Hey,” Cas said. “What was that?”

You’re one of us. It’s really that simple. We don’t stop until all of us find our way. Had you found your way? Was life in Mesamar waiting for your papa to die the life you wished?

Cas sighed. “No. Everyone is healthy?”

Dane was the worst, Gur projected.  Again. This time he stayed in bed and healed. Naja put her hands on him for hours, and his pain lessened, and his injuries healed. Everyone is fine, and everyone wanted me to come get you. Nobody disagreed.

The walk took several days, and then they found themselves standing at a gate before the largest building Cas had ever seen. Twenty windows across the front, several floors high, with at least one other wing on the side, the building was old. It was also very plain, not meant to be a beautiful, wealthy palace as much as a haven.

Welcome to Porfirio, Gur projected.

“This is Gem’s home?” Gem was a boy a few years older than Cas who had originally told his friends he was a merchant’s son. He’d even lied about his name. But this was the reality, that Gem’s parents were the leaders of a tribal people who now cared for this fortress and helped to lead many villages in a wide, fertile valley.

It is.

“Is he still Gem? Or does he use his real name now?”

Cas heard Gur chuckle in his brain. He answers to both. We still call him Gem, and his family and the kingdom call him Sky. He answers to either, unless he’s angry, in which case he answers to nothing. Just like a prince, you know. Very moody.

Cas grinned. He’d never heard Gur tease before.

The guards knew Gur and let them inside without hesitation, where Gur leaped up a flight of stairs by twos. Cas did his best to keep up. People watched the cat trot past, his thick tail held high, and Cas struggled not to laugh. He liked this new Gur, who teased and trotted arrogantly down the hall like he owned the place.

Here, Gur said as he stopped in front of a heavy wooden door. Everyone is inside. Your heart is racing, Casimir. Why are you afraid?

Cas shrugged, unwilling to say it again. It didn’t matter how many times people told him differently. He knew he wasn’t worth much here. He’d been an arrogant boy prince, unlikeable and difficult. Then he’d lost his hearing, and while he thought he was no longer so arrogant, he was still a problem, because he was a liability. He stumbled into danger more than he should, unable to hear what happened around him. Say nothing of the deep loneliness that came from living in silence when those around him could laugh and converse and share.

Gur took Cas’s hand in his teeth and pulled him forward. Cas followed to keep from getting punctured, pushing open the door. He peered in and found that Gur hadn’t lied. Everyone was there, plus one more. He took a deep breath and hoped Gur was right and they wanted him here.

“Casimir,” his sister cried. They all sat in upholstered chairs and on sofas, and she leaped from a sofa, where she sat next to Dane, the guard, and raced to his side to wrap her arms around him. She slammed into him so hard that he fell against Gur, who stood still to keep him in place.

“Ah, I’m back,” Cas said. He gave Gur a glance, thankful that Gur was helping him to hear, because for the next few minutes everyone talked at once, hugging and greeting him. Knowing that he had once been the most difficult, least liked person in this group, the greeting felt wrong.

“Come and sit,” Chessa finally said, dragging him to the sofa and depositing him beside her. “Oh. Rain. You haven’t met Rain.”

Rain was a beautiful girl, and Cas was certain she was a princess or nobility in some way. Her confident smile was familiar, the kind he had once used. But her eyes were kind, so she was likely not arrogant nobility as he’d been.

“Rain is my cousin,” Gem said. “She’s five years older than me. Almost six, I guess. And she isn’t to come on this trip.”

Rain rolled her eyes. “I am coming on this trip. I’m an adult, Sky. Your parents can’t really stop me.”

Cas narrowed his eyes. This was interesting. “Why do you want to go?”

“I don’t know,” Rain admitted. She looked at the far wall thoughtfully. “I think I’m stuck. I don’t know what to do. Sky just took a long journey, and look what he got for it.”

She gestured around the room, and he realized she meant them, all these people. Gem had come back with friends. Rain wanted to go on a potentially dangerous, potentially pointless trek, sleeping on the ground and eating stale travel bread, because she was lonely. Casimir could relate to that.

“Fine,” Gem said. He looked around, and Cas had to smile. Both of them were lonely. He’d met Gem’s dad, who seemed like a good man. Down to earth, friendly, kind. Why were these kids lonely? “So, Cas, this is Rain, and I guess she’s going with us. Ah, we might take someone else, too. Someone a little more grown up than Rain.”

Rain laughed. “You mean someone who knows how to put up a tent or shoot a squirrel.”

“Yes,” Gem said. “That’s what I mean. Wait. Cas, how’s your papa?”

Cas grimaced. “Same as always. I was very happy to see Gur and have an excuse to leave.”

“He can’t handle your hearing, can he?” Chessa asked. His sister smiled at him sadly, and he shook his head. 

“It didn’t bother him like I expected. What threw me was the entire kingdom has been worried about us. They thought we were dead, and they grieved. So I showed up without my hearing, and they felt very sorry for me. Papa was suddenly much more popular for taking care of his pitiful, broken son.”

Cas rolled his eyes, and the group laughed at him. It felt good. A few months ago he’d have demanded an apology and possibly prison time for someone who laughed at the heir to the throne of Mesamar. Now it just made him feel warm inside.

They talked a few more minutes about everyone’s healing process, and how Gem’s new little adopted sister Peony was doing, and what had changed in Mesamar, and then Dane slapped his hand on his knee. He looked different. Leaner. His injuries had dropped his weight. But when he looked at Chessa, he smiled. That was good. Papa would die to know his daughter was falling for a guard, but Cas had seen Dane put his life on the line more than once for his friends. Yes, Dane had betrayed Gem months ago, and Cas had hated him for that, but he had changed. Chessa couldn’t be in better hands.

“So,” Dane said. “Gem, when should we leave? The surgeons all say I’m ready to go.”

Gem turned to Dane in surprise. “Why are you asking me?”

Dane blinked. “What? You’re in charge.”

Now Gem blinked. “No, I’m... Why me?”

Dane blinked again. “Of course you’re in charge.”

Naja put her hand in Gem’s and smiled. Chessa grinned. Gur licked his paw like he wasn’t paying attention. Gem looked at Cas.

“Gem,” Cas said. “As Dane said, of course you’re in charge.”

Gem frowned. “I don’t want to be in charge. There’s no reason for it. Because my Papa leads a small kingdom? Cas’s papa leads a big one. Because I have visions? It just means I don’t sleep well and I get cranky. I don’t want to lead.”

Dane shook his head. “We get that. But the thing is, Gem, you’re in charge.”

Gem rolled his eyes. “Rain, you’re bossy. You want to be in charge?”

Rain laughed. She had a lovely face. Cas was glad to have her on the trip, although he didn’t know her at all and couldn’t quite explain why he thought she was an asset. “Nope. I might be bossy, but as we’ve established, I can’t do anything.”

Gem clicked his tongue and turned to everyone else. “This is not true. I don’t want you thinking my papa is like Chessa’s papa, that she isn’t allowed to do anything. Rain is an artist. A very good one. She writes poetry. She has taken every school subject I’ve taken. She can’t fight, but that’s because she didn’t want to learn. She can’t cook, and that one is Papa’s fault, I guess.”

Rain giggled. “Not really. Uncle Birch didn’t know when he hired Bay to be the fortress head chef that she would never let anyone in her kitchens. And she cooks well, so I can’t complain. But no, I can’t cook. And art and poetry aren’t that helpful for an adventure. I guess it’s best to say I have no adventure skills.”

“We have lots,” Chessa said. She sighed. “I miss art and poetry. Adventure is nice, Rain. It is. But after a while you long to be spoiled again.”

“I wasn’t spoiled,” Naja said. “But even I was ready for a bed again, for food cooked in a kitchen and not over a fire.” She had once lived on a small noble estate with her large family, helping to farm. She was an egg girl, in charge of the chicken coops. But everyone knew Eleuth had much more in mind for the girl. She could speed healing just with her touch. She was also this group’s heart, although she shared that role with Chessa. Chessa had heart, but she was also cheerful to the point where she didn’t always have the best judgment, seeing good everywhere. Naja had heart and was kind but also used these traits a little more practically.

“Gur, do you have anything to say?” Gem asked. “You’re very quiet.”

Gur twitched his tail. Let’s go soon.

Gem sighed. Gem had always been humble, and it seemed that hadn’t changed, even though this entire group was taking asylum in his home. “Fine. Two days from now. Tomorrow we collect supplies and say our goodbyes. Rain can have one final fight with my parents, and I can say goodbye to Peony.”

The group broke up, and Cas stayed on the sofa with Chessa at his side. Gur stayed, too, maybe to help Cas hear what Chessa had to say.

“Was it bad?” she asked.

“It was hard,” Cas admitted. “I was his favorite for so long, and now he can’t go ten minutes without pointing out how much I need him since I’m incapacitated. I think I wasted my time going back, although I helped smooth over some problems. He really was grieving us. He’d made a few ridiculous laws hoping to keep children safe, but they were heavy handed, and there was growing unrest.”

“You needed to go,” Chessa said. “You needed to know for sure that you didn’t want that life. I assume you don’t want that life. Do you plan to go back once we find Galleo?”

“No. I’m not going back. He won’t let me do anything. I understand more what it was like for you and the girls. I’m sorry I never realized how dull your lives were, never allowed to do anything useful.”

I need to go, Gur projected. I’m sorry, Cas. I’d stay always so you could talk, but Dane wanted my help packing some things. I guess I have to spend some time in my human body, the one that can’t sense anything.

He left the room, and Chessa laughed. “You saw his human body, right?”

“I did,” Cas said. “Why? He was normal, right?”

“Ah, turns out he’s a little better than normal. Gur’s human self is ridiculously handsome. He’ll attract more attention as a boy than a cat. And we think he’s older than we originally thought. I wish we knew his history. But maybe we don’t. For him to end up in a cage at the faire for six years—there must be pain in that story. Maybe it’s best he can’t remember.”

Cas pulled out paper. She was talking too fast, so he had her write what she said. She did so without complaint, and then she put down the paper and hugged him.

“I’m afraid of this journey,” she admitted, grabbing the paper again when she let him go. “I don’t want anyone to know that, but I’m tired of traveling, and I’m afraid we won’t find anything. We’re making a trip based on one single word. Gem and Dane are desperate. But we owe it to Galleo to do whatever it takes to find him.”

“It’s about Eleuth,” Cas said, reading her words. “If he wants us to succeed, we will.”

“Is it really that easy for you?” she asked. “I envy that kind of faith.”

Cas shrugged. “No. It’s not that easy at all. But the words are true. I just hope one day I can believe them more than I do now.”

Chessa smiled. “It’s better now. Knowing you’re coming with us makes this trip better.”

Cas leaned on his sister, glad that months ago she’d run away from home and led him on an adventure that had led him here. He didn’t know if he would help or hinder their search for the ancient warrior, but it warmed his heart to be invited, and he promised himself he would do what he could to make himself valuable.
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“I’M JUST GOING TO BE honest,” Uncle Birch said to Sky. I wasn’t supposed to hear this, hovering outside the door in the shadows, but I had to know. I had to be part of this. “I wish you didn’t have to go. I really wish Rain wasn’t going with you.”

I held my breath, wondering what Sky would say. I knew he didn’t want me on his journey, either. He’d been gone for months, and I didn’t know if the Sky who had returned, a man who had even given up his name, was the same cousin I’d grown up with. I had to know.

“Did you just leave because of Peony?” Auntie Aurora asked before Sky could respond. Maybe Sky had no intention of responding. He seemed harder now, colder. He’d grown up, and that bothered me. I missed the younger version.

“No,” Sky said. Just that single word. I smiled at that. He was surely driving his parents crazy.

“And do you care to tell us what your other reasons were?” Birch asked. I heard amusement in his voice.

“It’s hard to be a prince,” Sky said quietly. I grinned, because I knew he hated the word prince as much as I hated the word princess, but many in the fortress used the terms. They wanted to call Birch and Aurora a king and queen, too, but my aunt and uncle refused the titles. In their hearts, they were still leaders of small villages, even though all evidence was to the contrary. They were very important leaders throughout the valley now, leading or helping to lead thousands of citizens in dozens of villages, not just here in the fortress. “Not a lot of privacy, high expectations... I don’t think that as much now. I took for granted the blessings of this life. Then I met Cas and Chessa, whose papa is not a nice man. I met Gur, who grew up in a cage. Dane, who went to war as a boy and lost his whole family. Even Galleo, who does the bidding of the god at great personal expense. I had more blessings than I realize. I’m sorry I ran away and pretended I wasn’t your son.”

The room was silent, and I wished I could see everyone’s faces. Auntie Aurora spoke next. “When our parents died and we ended up leaders, we thought about running away, Sky. Your papa, especially, struggled to come to terms with leading in his brother’s place, raising his brother’s daughter. He was slowly dying in his life, and nobody helped him. He was the leader. They loved him, but there’s enough distance between a leader and his people that sometimes it’s a very lonely life.”

I thought about that. She was right that Uncle Birch struggled more to be a leader than Auntie Aurora. And she was very protective of him. Their marriage, their friendship, was one of the pillars of my life.

“Well,” Birch said, clearing his throat. “You’re sure this trip is wise, Sky?”

“No,” he admitted. I smiled. That was the old Sky I knew, humble and honest. “Ah, they want me to lead. My friends decided I should lead. I don’t know why. Cas is pushy, but he’s smart. He could lead. Dane knows battle and strategy. All I do is have terrifying or confusing visions. Yes, I’m the son of leaders, but that has nothing to do with me.”

“You’re a leader,” Aurora said. “They see this.”

Sky sighed so loudly I could hear it from my hiding place in the corridor. “Galleo is the leader. I could never be what he was. He always knew what to do and how to protect us.”

“You need an Aspen,” Birch said, meaning his best friend, who had helped Birch lead Porfirio since our parents had first died.

“That would be Dane,” Aurora said. “He’s a loyal friend.” I smiled. Dane was a lovely boy, handsome and strong. The princess Chessa had eyes for him, and it seemed he returned the feelings. I sighed, wondering if I would ever have that. I hoped my reason for leaving was more than a desire for romance.

“He thought you would put him in prison,” Sky said. “He planned to admit he betrayed me, and he was sure you would hate him for it.”

I could hear the smile in Birch’s voice as he responded. “The fact that he came back at all with that expectation says a lot about him.”

“The one that fascinates me is Gur,” Aurora said. “A boy who turns into a cat. Even stranger, a boy who doesn’t know he can turn into a cat for so many years. He’s a very nice boy, and he’s a very interesting cat. Every time I see him that way I jump, startled. I wonder how long it would take for a cat boy to become normal.”

“Not as long as you think,” Sky said. Gur wasn’t the only one in their group who could change. The missing leader, Galleo, was also a man who changed to a cat. “None of us had ever heard of Sekou. Galleo was around for four generations without hearing the term, without ever meeting another one, and suddenly there are two of them, and we ran into two different villages that had heard of them. Eleuth is not being subtle about Sekou. I think this journey is entirely about them. The rest of us will find homes. We’ll benefit. But we certainly aren’t the main players here.”

Birch laughed. “Ah, Eleuth is big enough to have a whole lot of main players. It’s about all of you. If I didn’t believe that, I would be fighting this journey. I think it may be about Rain, too. She’s been quiet lately. Quieter than normal. She missed you, but it’s more. I’m just not sure what. Anyway, take care of her, Sky. Please.”

“You know I will,” Sky said. I heard the man in his voice. Months ago my younger cousin Sky had left his home as a boy, and a man had returned. I knew he was a good man. Sky would never be anything but a good man. But this one had experienced pain and loss and heartache. The promise he’d just made was from the heart, solemn and deep. I swallowed, wondering if I would change on a journey, too. Was it worth it? Wouldn’t it be easier to stay here in safety and live as I’d always lived?

But Birch’s words held the reason I had to go. He didn’t know why I’d changed. Nobody knew. I couldn’t continue to live here, where nobody knew me. Maybe out there I would find more, answers and connection. I had to try.

“And we should talk about it,” Aurora said. “The one thing we haven’t touched in two weeks. Did you talk to Roux? Did you learn anything from our bishop about your visions or your future?”

I tensed, waiting for his answer. Sky had come home haunted by visions, supposedly from Eleuth. They shadowed his eyes and left him shaking some mornings, and I wanted to hear that Roux had somehow fixed them, made them go away. They were killing Sky, and all of us knew it. “I talked to Roux. He’s always felt there was something special about me, about my relationship with Eleuth. He isn’t surprised to hear that I have visions and might end up a bishop. But he isn’t certain that’s what I’ll be. And while we’re talking about things we haven’t discussed, I want to know more about Grayson. He’s still out there, and he’s dangerous.”

That wasn’t what I’d wanted to hear. I wanted Sky to have answers. I wanted him to have healing. Also, I didn’t want to hear about an enemy. Grayson had come to the fortress years ago when Sky had been born, and I hated to think he had an enemy who was still after him seventeen years later. I wanted this journey simply to be us finding his missing friend. The idea of us facing enemies terrified me.

“Yes,” Birch said. “Very dangerous. We don’t know much. He came to see us when you were a newborn. He said he was a priest of Eleuth. He said all the right things and seemed to know Eleuth well. He wanted to pray over you and bless you. He said Eleuth often gave him visions of the future of leader’s children, and he wanted to bless us with some happy tidbit to help us through the difficulty of being new parents. We allowed it. We had no reason to doubt him. Then he prayed over you, and he said you were cursed. He said he’d seen death and blood in your future. He said you needed to be stopped before you could grow and cause harm.”

“Did you believe him?” Sky asked.

“Of course not, especially when he tried to steal you out of the fortress. He said he had no choice, that your future would hurt many people. He almost escaped with you.”

“How did you stop him?”

“Roux didn’t trust him,” Birch said. “Neither did Aspen. They had extra guards watching. They got you back, but Grayson escaped. We put every person at our disposal to work to find him, but he was gone. We never heard from him again until ten days ago, although we did find out that he had a reputation for being an honest bishop who blessed infants. But we think he was simply mad, drawn to power as some men are.”

The room grew silent for a moment, the tension seeming to come through the walls. Sky was the one to break it.

“Do you think I’m cursed? Knowing what you know now, do you think he spoke the truth?”

“No,” Birch said forcefully. “If he saw anything, he saw that you will lead men during a difficult time. That breaks my heart. I had to rule during a difficult time. I’ve seen blood and death. So has your mama. But that doesn’t make us cursed. If Roux believes you are to be a bishop, I believe it, too.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry I worried you. I’m sorry I pretended I didn’t belong to you. You two are the one thing I didn’t take for granted. It’s hard to be a leader’s son, but it isn’t hard to be your son. I love you both. You know that, right?”

I heard shifting of clothes and knew Auntie Aurora was hugging Sky. She’d told me a hundred times while he’d been missing that she just wanted him home so she could hold him. He might be seventeen, but he would always be Aurora’s first baby. And his words had to move them. They feared he’d gone because they’d done something terribly wrong. Nobody suspected he’d left because he’d believed a chamber maid who said Birch had seduced her and left her with child. The chamber maid had lied, and Peony wasn’t Uncle Birch’s child, but as Sky had admitted, he’d used Peony as an excuse to deal with bigger issues.

“Tell me,” Birch said. “How did you end up with Peony?”

Sky cleared his throat, and I realized from the sound that Sky was about to lie to them. That surprised me, although if I understood the stories, Sky had spent the past months lying to everyone about everything. He hadn’t even told his friends his real name until days before he’d brought them here.

“No,” Aurora said. She realized he was about to lie, too. “Don’t tell us. I think it’s best if you just... don’t.”

I wondered why this part of the story had to be a lie. I wondered how much of the rest of the story was lies. I was about to head into an unknown adventure, and yet maybe most of the story wasn’t true. I wondered what had really happened to this group, what I was really stepping into. The thoughts should have made me rethink joining them. It didn’t.

“Naja,” Aurora said. “Sky, I like her. Don’t lie to her. Be honest with someone, and if there’s only one someone who gets your truths, it should be her. She’s strong. And beautiful, both inside and out. If Eleuth had asked my opinion on who should win your heart, she would be it.”

“She was afraid to come here, too,” Sky said. “I know you don’t want me to go on this journey. And it might be a fool’s errand. I know that. My friends trust my visions, but I don’t know if I do. I don’t know if it’s gift or curse. I’m not completely sure Eleuth sends them, especially since it seems Grayson has visions, too. But I feel I need to go, and I’d rather go with your blessing than without it.”

More silence. I didn’t know how they would answer. Sky had no idea how much they’d worried during his absence, how many tears they’d shed. Could they overcome that pain, the feelings of betrayal, and actually bless this journey?

“You have it,” Birch said, his voice rich with unshed tears. I had to see, and I peered about the doorway and found Uncle Birch, leader of Porfirio and co-leader of the entire Wystan Valley, on his knees in front of his son. He pulled Sky’s head toward him, and he spoke a quiet prayer over him, something I’d heard Bishop Roux speak, a call to the god for protection and wisdom. His parents had been hurt and scared, but they were going to let him go. They were going to let us go. 

“I don’t know...” Sky said. His voice cracked. I suspected he found it easier to run away from home than to go with all these goodbyes. Sky was never comfortable with sentimental scenes. “I don’t know how long this will take.”

“We know,” Birch said. “Send word when you can to let us know you’re out there somewhere.”

“I will,” Sky said. “I’m sorry I didn’t do that the first time. Did you think I was dead? Casimir’s papa thought he and Chessa had died.”

“No,” Aurora said. “I worried. I was upset and sad. But I never thought you dead. I guess that was Eleuth’s blessing to me. Hope.”

“I have one more thought,” Birch said into the following silence. “We want you to go with horses, with supplies. But if Grayson is watching for you, a wealthy entourage might give you away. I’ve been thinking, and I can’t come up with a way for you to travel safely and still remain invisible to people on the journey. Talk to your friends and see if any of them has ideas. I’ll talk to Aspen. He always has good ideas. But maybe you should take another couple days to think this part through.”

“I’ll do that,” Sky said. He pulled away from his parents and headed toward the doorway. I backed up, back to the shadows, but he saw me, and he paused, putting his hand on my arm.

“You could have asked,” he said wryly. “Meet me in the stables later if you want to know anything, Rain. You don’t have to skulk.”

I nodded, ashamed of myself. His face was streaked with tears, and I hated that I’d been caught spying on his family’s private moment.

“Let me come with you,” I whispered. He nodded and gripped my hand, pulling me along with him. His hand trembled, and he led me to his room and closed the door.

“You’re shaking,” I said as he sat on the edge of his bed.

“I feel like a monster,” he admitted. “Rain, why do you have to join us? It’s bad enough I have to go again. For both of us to leave them... You have no idea how dangerous this can be. We almost lost Dane twice. Galleo was stabbed clear through his body. I was...” He took a deep breath. “Grayson had me in his possession for several days. That’s something nobody should have to live through. I don’t know if I can protect you from any of it. Galleo was strong, a good leader, a man blessed by Eleuth, and he couldn’t protect us from all the darkness. I don’t think you have any idea what kind of darkness we might face. Why do you insist on being part of this?”

I looked into my younger cousin’s face and realized he was scared to death.

“Sky,” I said gently, sitting at his side.

“Gem,” he corrected. “They call me Gem. If you join us, you have to get used to that. That’s who I am out there. Not Birch and Aurora’s son. Not a prince. I’m Gem, their friend. Just one of them.”

“But they made you leader.”

“Not because I’m Sky. It’s because I see futures. Futures of blood and death and loss. I see darkness as it could be, and they think that means I have some kind of wisdom to lead. They’re wrong. Every one of them is wiser than I am.”

He was still shaking, and I thought about what Auntie Aurora had said. I had always been Sky’s friend, nearly a sister. But I’d seen the way he and the egg girl looked at each other. I’d seen him with his entire group, and at this point they were all closer to him than I was. They had seen him change. They had shared his fears, his terrors, months of experiences. He should be talking to Naja, to any of them, and not just to me.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Do we need to find your friends? Naja? Dane?”

He shook his head. “No. Rain, please don’t come with us.”

“Uncle Birch thinks maybe I have a role to play.”

Sky shook his head. Gem. I had to think of him as Gem. “I feel like I can’t do this. I can’t lead my friends into danger. I can’t lead you into danger. You know nothing of living outside, traveling, chasing evil men. You’ll get in the way. I love you. I love the idea of you being with us. Sharing this with you... It’s not that I don’t want to share this with you. But I might be a terrible leader. I might lose everyone closest to me. I can’t bear the thought of that.”

I pulled him close. “Sky.” I cleared my throat. “Gem. Eleuth is behind this journey. How can you be so fearful?”

“Just wait,” he whispered. “Eleuth is so much bigger than we thought, Rain. So much more complicated, so much more unpredictable. Evil is bigger, too, and sometimes Eleuth lets evil win the battles. You have no idea what’s in store.”

***
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NOBODY HAD IDEAS ABOUT how to travel with a large group of young people and several horses and not stand out. Besides merchants, not many people traveled the roads across the continent. If we’d had many ages, we would have looked like a large family moving from one village to another. If we were older and all men, we would look like businessmen. But there was no way a group of teens and children—even if Uncle Birch sent an older guard with us—would look like anything but an oddity.

That evening we sat in a small sitting room on the ground floor of the fortress. The sounds of several hundred people bustling about their lives filled the hallways, but here the noise was muted. Gem had posed his question, and now we sat in silence.

The door slammed open and Gem’s younger sister ran in with his violin in her hand. I hadn’t heard him play it in months. Even the days he’d been home had been too busy with healing and friends for him to stop and play, which made me sad. Months ago this instrument had been part of him, a limb he needed more than a foot or a hand. And yet he’d walked away without it.

“Mama wants you to take this along,” Laurel said. She was ten, and she was cute. She had missed her big brother dreadfully. “I want you to play it now, before you go. Mama and Papa want to hear it. Everyone does. If you come to the dining hall, people want to hear it. This time say goodbye, Sky. Please?”

Gem looked at his friends in surprise, taking the instrument in one hand, the bow in the other, and cleared his throat. “Ah, I play a little bit.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d hidden this from them. He’d hidden everything from them. And yet they loved him. And he loved them in return. I wondered if any of them knew anything about each other or if my cousin was the only liar in the group.

“You play the violin?” Chessa said, her eyes wide. “Gem, that’s wonderful. You’ll play tonight? Can we come and listen? I love music. I play wood flutes and the keys. Sometimes I sing, but it’s not impressive. We’ve heard you sing, and you sing like an angel. I can’t wait to hear you play.”

“He plays as well as he sings,” I said. “I can’t believe they didn’t know this. Music is your everything, and you’re one of the most talented musicians in the fortress.”

Gem rolled his eyes. “Really? Rain, it’s easier to deal with you when you’re teasing me like a big sister. I play a little violin, and sometimes I sing along. It’s nothing heroic.”

Reluctantly Gem agreed to play, and we walked to the next wing to the dining hall. Well over a hundred people were still here, and others were arriving, so clearly Uncle Birch and Auntie Aurora had believed Gem would come and had invited people to listen. A couple other musicians were in the front of the room, including Hail, who was a master with a drum, and Ivy, who played wood flutes. They ran to us and hugged Gem close.

“I’m so glad you’re going to play,” Ivy whispered to Gem. She was about twenty years older than he was, and she’d always been protective. Beyond playing flutes, she had taught both of us music along with many other children in the fortress.

“I might be a little rusty,” Gem admitted. “I haven’t played since I left.”

Ivy looked shocked to hear this. “What? Were you injured? How did that happen?”

Gem swallowed, apparently not willing to admit he wanted to sell his lies to his new friends to the point where he would turn his back on things he loved. “I wasn’t hurt. Ah, can we get ready now?”

Naja gave him a strange look as people began to move tables to open up a dance floor. Birch and Aurora arrived, along with the rest of Gem’s siblings, and they took seats at the edge of the dance floor. I knew they wouldn’t stay seated long. Nobody stayed seated long. 

“Do you play something, Rain?” Cas asked. Gem laughed, and then he put his hand over his mouth.

“Sorry, Rain,” he said, still grinning behind his hand. “Rain has artistic eyes. She draws and paints. Ah, her ears aren’t too artistic.”

I laughed. “He’s right. I can’t carry a tune, and I can’t play a thing.”

We all settled near Birch and Aurora as the musicians prepared. I watched Gem’s friends, who wore varying looks of surprise through all of this. Chessa was excited, leaning forward and clapping her hands with delight every few seconds. Dane sat at her side, simply staring at Gem like he’d sprouted wings. Naja smiled, but the look held something that bothered me. Irritation? Anger? I didn’t know, but I thought maybe Gem had kept one too many secrets, and this one was going to haunt him.

Gur looked fascinated with everything going on around him. He mentioned that the faire had music and dancing, but it had always happened while he was in his cage. He was shifting in his chair in excitement about seeing it now. Cas simply watched, which seemed Casimir’s reaction to everything. I wondered what it would be like to listen to a concert and not hear it. Would he enjoy watching people dance? Would this entire evening simply make him feel alone? If Gur was a cat he would put words in his head, but right now Cas was alone. I hurt for him.

Finally the crowd settled, and Gem stood in front of the other musicians, which now included two flute players, two men with different drums, and a tall woman who played the bass. She was new to the group, and I couldn’t remember her name.

“Ready?” Gem said, because, as usual, Gem was the leader. He was always the leader, which was what made it so surprising that he’d balked about leading the trip to Balivor.

The musicians nodded, and Gem gave the audience a wide grin and began to play. Because Gem was a very handsome boy, the girls loved him, and a huge cheer of female voices broke into the music. Gem’s eyes landed on the group, close to the back, and he grinned even wider. He loved to perform. In the rest of his life, he liked privacy, but with a fiddle in his hand he became the ultimate performer, feeding off the audience’s energy and giving back as much as he took.

He started with one of Porfirio’s favorite dance songs. Birch, Aurora, and their children were on their feet instantly, clapping and running forward to find a place. The dance consisted of circles of people that interacted while moving round and round. I was a terrible dancer. I had no sense of rhythm, and I forgot dance steps all the time, but this one I could do. Children in Porfirio learned this dance as early as they learned to walk, so everyone joined in, from the oldest to the youngest.

Gem’s friends, however, didn’t know this dance. They were still stunned by Gem’s musical revelation, and they sat in their chairs and watched as chairs were moved back and people packed the floor.

“Come on,” Chessa said, reaching her hand out to Dane. “Come and try it.”

“Try it?” Dane said. “We’ll be trampled. We don’t know how to do this.”

“We can try,” Chessa said. She turned to me. “Can’t we?”

I took her hand and pulled her forward into the closest circle. Naja followed, but only because Chessa had grabbed her hand on the way forward and wouldn’t let it go. Naja looked nervous, and I didn’t want that. I wanted them to have fun. I wanted them to experience this part of Gem to the full, and that meant they needed to feel the music and the camaraderie here.

When Gem added the lyrics to the music, Naja momentarily forgot to dance. Instead she turned her face toward the stage and simply smiled, because Gem had a beautiful voice. Even singing this silly little dancing song, he made the song sound much more important and vital than it was.

“Naja,” Chessa said as she almost ran over her. She put her hand out, grabbed Naja again, and pulled her back into the circle.

Dane was the next one to attempt the dance. He came out to stand with Chessa, and she held his hand and pulled him close while he watched her feet and tried to imitate her. Which was crazy, because she only got half the steps right herself. That didn’t seem to bother either of them, and soon they were spinning away into another circle as the groups mingled and separated and changed through the dance.

I glanced at Cas and Gur and sucked in my breath. They wanted to dance. More than anything, those boys wanted to be out here, but I saw fear in both sets of eyes. Gur had lived his life on display, and I suspected getting on the dance floor felt a little too much like his old life where he had to perform. Cas, of course, was in silence, but I wondered if he could feel the drum beat.

I broke out of the circle and walked toward them, my hands out. “Come on.”

“I won’t do it right,” Gur said. “People will see.”

“People will see a very handsome young man enjoying himself,” I said. “I promise it’s harmless, Gur. Cas? Can you feel the beat?”

Cas nodded and took my hand, still looking upset. He almost looked sick. With one boy on each arm, I led them back to the circle, and we stumbled through the steps until the dance was over. When Gem hit the final note, he slapped his heels together and stood up tall, raising the violin and bow over his head with a great flourish. The room erupted in joy, and he heaved with the exertion and smiled in a way he only smiled while playing.

Next Gem and the musicians played a slower song, again a dance that happened in a circle.  Our circle realized it had newcomers, and apparently Gem’s friends were well-known and well respected, because the group patiently slowed the steps to help the newcomers learn them. Chessa was talented and knew the steps after two demonstrations. Dane was almost as fast. Cas backed out of the circle and stood at the wall, because this song had much less beat, nothing that shook the floors like the last one. Poor Cas had nothing to cling to this time. As graceful as Gur was as a cat, he wasn’t a natural on the dance floor. For some reason, this dance gave Naja trouble, too. She and Gur stood side by side, trying their hardest until Naja turned the wrong way, tripped over Gur, and both of them toppled onto Uncle Birch, who fell against Aurora. Aurora kept her feet so the entire circle didn’t go down, but she started laughing, and then Birch followed, until soon the entire circle had completely lost the steps and stood there laughing.

Gem saw this from the front, and for a moment he looked concerned, but then he smiled at us. He spun while he fiddled, dancing half the steps along with the dancers. He sang, that voice that melted all the girls his age, and again he finished the song with grand showmanship.

Many people sat out the next song. This one was slower, and couples moved out to dance or sway. I sat down. Naja, Cas, and Gur joined me. Chessa and Dane spun away from us in each other’s arms.

“Was it hard to dance to the first song?” I asked Cas, hoping he understood the motion of my mouth as I spoke to him.

“The beat was easy to follow,” he said, not quite looking at me. “If I watch people, I can catch the beat for the other songs, but it’s not easy. I can’t watch for the beat and learn the dances at the same time. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m okay.”

When he said it, Naja took his hand and then pulled him into a hug.

“I wish it had gone differently for you,” she said quietly when she pulled back.

“Thanks,” Cas said with a shrug. “But maybe I deserved it.”

“No,” Gur said firmly. “You didn’t. And I’m not going anywhere, so we’ll make sure you experience as much as you can.” Cas blinked, and Chessa pulled a small paper from her pocket and wrote the words down, placing them in Cas’s hand.

Cas blushed at that, and I felt envious. Jealous, even. What would it take for me to be this close to these people? Was it even possible? I was older than they were. I had missed months of experiences, months of hardship. Maybe it was silly for me to go on this trip. It wouldn’t be what I wanted. 

“Do you dance at home?” Gur asked Naja.

“I do. We have dances sometimes. All different steps, of course. I like it, but maybe not as much as Chessa.”

Momentarily all of us looked at Chessa and Dane, who spun around the room like they had forgotten anyone else was there. Except she saw us looking, and her face lit and she waved. Naja laughed and waved back.

“Chessa loves everything,” Cas said. He sighed. “Papa missed that. He barely let her experience a thing, and yet that didn’t dim her light at all. She should be broken and angry, but look at her.”

Obediently we all looked at her again. This time Dane caught our looks, and he raised his eyebrows, maybe wanting to know why we were staring at him. Gur tilted his head, and Dane nodded and returned to the dance. Gur’s eyes widened.

“Wait,” Cas said. “You just said something to him. While you were human.”

Gur grinned. “I guess I did. I didn’t know I could do that. I wish I’d known it earlier.”

Cas laughed. “You’re projecting your words now. I can hear you. Can you connect all of us, like when you’re a cat?”

You tell me, Gur projected. Cas laughed, and Naja hugged him again.

“This means we can always talk to you, Cas,” she said. Her eyes were damp. “I’m so happy about that. I’m so happy for you.”

Dane and Chessa approached, Dane scowling.

“Hey, you just put that in my head while you were human,” Dane said. The entire group laughed at him.

“I didn’t know I could do it,” Gur said. “I never even tried until right now.”

“So,” Cas said. “This means when Gem sings, I have the beat. I can dance.”

“Does Gem do this a lot?” Naja asked. Ah, I thought. Here it comes. Gem was in so much trouble.

“Yes,” I said. “I can’t imagine how he endured the months away without playing.”

Naja shook her head. “I had no idea, although I guess we heard him sing a few times, and he danced once or twice, but not like this. How could we have no idea?”

“Come on,” Cas said. “We didn’t even know his name. I still don’t know his age. Do we know his age?”

“Seventeen,” Naja and I said at the same time.

“He’s a remarkably good liar,” Cas said, a hint of admiration in his voice.

“It’s not a good thing,” Gur said shortly. “Anything else about Gem we need to know?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He leads things. He loves Eleuth. He has more trust in the god than anyone I know. He did well in school, and recently he was trying to figure out what to do with himself. He helps his papa some, learning how to run the fortress, but it’s not what he wants to do, and Birch plans to do it for many, many more years. He plays several times a year, just like this. People come in from the farthest villages when the fortress holds big concerts a few times a year, and most of them come to hear him play more than anyone else. But he’s not vain about it. I tease him that he should go on the road like a gypsy and play for all the villages in the valley. He would...” I stopped. Playing in the valley. Going on the road. Suddenly an idea hit, and I shook my head, not sure I should pursue it. I had no right to give ideas to this group yet.

“What?” Gur said. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, I had an idea, sort of. About our trip. But let me think about it. Do any of the rest of you play anything?”

Gur obviously did not. Cas said he could sing well enough, but he didn’t know if he could sing now, since he didn’t hear his own voice. Naja said she sometimes played a drum at home, and she liked to dance, but she didn’t think she had a good voice.

“Chessa sings,” Cas said. “She plays the flute. Papa thought that was important, that his daughters could perform. Their whole existence was one giant performance. Ah, I think she plays a couple other things, too. I didn’t...” He ran his hand along the back of his neck. “I didn’t pay much attention. Because he didn’t, and I was all about getting my papa’s attention. Wow. I was a pitiful excuse for a man, wasn’t I?”

“You were a boy,” I said firmly. “And you’re still a boy. An honorable boy.”

“Your papa isn’t even here,” Gur said. “And still he poisons you.”

“Right,” Cas said. “Okay, no more poison. Anyway, she has talent. We don’t know about Dane. Music never really came up on our journey. Maybe Gem didn’t even try to hide it. It just... staying alive and all that got in the way. We didn’t stop and look for entertainment very often.”

“We should have,” Gur said. “How hard is it to learn to play these things? I want to do it. I want to make music.” 

Gem finished the calmer songs and stomped his foot twice before shifting into another group dance. I was terrible at this one. I warned the others that this one was fun but difficult. Cas didn’t attempt it, especially since Gem only played and didn’t sing. Naja sat at
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