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GUR HAD HEARD MANY stories of his beginnings. Although he wasn’t sure of any truths, the stories shared enough similarities that he believed a few things about his early life, and they were these: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***
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“BEKA,” I SCOLDED WHEN we left the darkened tent and returned to the sunlight. I blinked hard against the blinding light. “There was no danger. You were the one afraid I would have nightmares from the monsters, but it was you. And you were right. There are no monsters.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We will? You just let her go.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But not you?” the cat boy asked.

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

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

“No idea.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I think you have to wait,” Gur said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How old are you?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said.

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

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

“No,” Gur said. “What of him?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why do you think I’m a prince?”

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

“No. Merchant’s son. Nobody special.”

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

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

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

“We can follow,” Gur said. 

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

“Wait,” I said. “I have to get home.”

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

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

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

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

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

The prince took another choking breath. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So you have no guards,” I said.

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

“Should you get some?” Gur asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gur said nothing.

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

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

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

Gur smiled at that.

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

“Fifteen. And you?”

“Fifteen as well,” I said.

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

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

“They left me,” I said.

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

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

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

Casimir smiled. “Yes. Thank you.”

***
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GUR STARED AT THE LARGE horse and shook his head. The sky was still too bright, and the sounds too loud. He wanted to stay with Naja, for she was kind. She was a princess. He knew that wasn’t true, not to them, but to him it was true. A princess smiled and stroked him with kindness. Naja was a princess.

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

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

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

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

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

“Hold on?” he asked. “How?”

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

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

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

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

“What?”

“You’re purring. It feels funny.”

“What is purring? What am I doing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You were six?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Those would be animals,” Naja said.

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

“I do,” she said. “You?”

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

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

“Casimir, do you follow a god?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why do you ask?”

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

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

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

“It’s always urgent.”

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

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

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

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

“Also doesn’t mean you’re a monster.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I have blood on my hands.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Go in peace, my friend,” he said quietly. “You have meant more to me than you will ever know.”

***
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THE NORTHERN HIGHLANDS were far from Bishop Bryant’s parish, although they were on the same continent. The group of cities was high in the mountains, tucked into valleys between two mighty empires that had slowly lost their power. Once great battles and mighty deeds had occurred here in the mountains, but now the cities traded with one another, engaging in commerce instead of war. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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