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PROLOGUE


The Tale of King Richon and the Wild Man





A HUNDRED YEARS AGO and more, before our current line of kings was founded, long before King Davit or his grandfather or his, the animal magic was thought of as no more or less than a gift of growing corn higher than others or having a way with a needle to make a fine dress. Those who had animal magic spoke to animals and learned from them where water was polluted or which caves were filled with blood-sucking worms. They were good at training horses in particular. And they were prized for their use in a hunt, for they knew how to kill animals swiftly and kindly.


But there was one hunter who would have none of those with the animal magic. He was proud, young King Richon, who hunted on horseback or on foot, in the great forest in the south or in the smaller, quieter woods around the castle and to the north, by Sarrey. Best of all, he loved to hunt on the plains, where a wild animal could be set loose to the sounds of horns and chased to exhaustion in plain view, with no place to hide or find respite. The terror of the animal’s screams was part of King Richon’s pleasure, and for all his skill with a spear, ax, or knife, he would let a beast go free if the chase had not been sporting or long enough.


Yet when the beast was dead, King Richon did not even bring the meat back to the cook, for flesh from wild animals was always tougher and less flavorful than that from the animals kept soft and quiet in the castle yards. Now and again, if the head was large and impressive enough, he would cut it off and have it stuffed and mounted, to impress visitors to his hall. But that was all the use he made of his hunts.


Those with animal magic kept away from King Richon naturally, and so in time King Richon was surrounded only by those who encouraged his penchant for cruelty. They had discovered that the king was generous at the end of a particularly long and exciting hunt. To those who had hunted with him, King Richon offered fewer taxes and other favors, such as a gentler sentence on judgment day or the promise of an advantageous marriage.


Even those who had no animal magic, but who disliked the king’s hunting, found themselves cut off from his attention. Some complained loudly of this. Others kept their dissatisfaction quiet. Still others began to save a certain amount each month and pool it together, in search of a hero to offer it to, someone who might have the power to change the king.


But they did not use their money, after all. Their hero came of his own will, though he was not at all what they had expected. He was small and thin, with a long, dirty beard, and he smelled of animals and forest and walked as if he had learned natural grace from the animals themselves. Yet even those with their own animal magic stepped back when they saw him, for his power was far beyond anything they had ever wielded themselves. It was boundless, uncontrolled, wild, a raging river in comparison to a trickling mountain stream.


As he made his way north through the kingdom, the wild man did not ask for assistance but accepted the food or drink that was offered and listened to the tales of King Richon as if he could recite them from memory himself. He had heard them all, it seemed, and more. Then he was on his way, and those who watched him shivered as he passed and felt a little sorry for their king, despite all.


When the wild man reached the castle gates at last, he called out in a loud voice and demanded an audience with King Richon. The king was busy preparing for a hunt. He told his guards to take the man to the kitchen for a good meal of fresh bread and soup and send him on his way.


But the wild man would not take the soup, nor would he leave the castle willingly. The guards set him out at sword point.


By evening he was back with his own guard, a hawk whose claws were closed about the bare arm of the wild man, who showed no signs of pain. And this time when the wild man was stopped, the hawk flew from his arm and attacked. Four of King Richon’s guards were blinded by the time one of them made it to the throne and begged for assistance.


“It is a trick of the animal magic, no more,” said King Richon. But he did agree to see the wild man—if the hawk remained in the open air, where it belonged.


The wild man sent the hawk away and went into the palace. He did not bow before the king. Instead, he spoke as if he commanded an army at his back. And he demanded from King Richon the promise that he would cease hunting forever.


King Richon laughed at the boldness of the wild man. Why should he make such a promise? Why should he not hunt? The animals belonged to him after all, as did the woods they lived in, the grass they fed on, even the air they breathed.


At that, the wild man walked out of the gates without a backward glance. King Richon thought that would be the last of him, but he was wrong.


Soon there was a royal parade through the town of Wilbey, which surrounded the castle. King Richon was dressed spectacularly in the green and black of the kingdom and mounted on his favorite horse, a gelding named Crown, who was large and strong, and well trained.


Suddenly Crown took off on a wild canter through the streets, and nothing King Richon did could stop his course. He galloped past the familiar woods, toward the dark southern forest. There he stopped short and threw King Richon overhead. Then he galloped away, back to the castle stables.


King Richon wandered in that strange forest a week before he was found at last by his fearful guards. They brought back a much thinner and quieter king. Those with the animal magic thought the king must have learned his lesson. But when the wild man returned that evening, a wolf striding at his side, King Richon still would not promise to abandon the hunt.


Instead, he offered a bag full of ten thousand golden talers. “If you leave here today and never return, it is yours.”


The wild man spat on the ground and told the king, “Your third lesson will not be so painless.” Then he strode out of the court.


For a few weeks King Richon was cautious and remained inside the castle, in case the wild man dared appear again. But then it was summer, and so fair that a hunt had to be made, and besides, what could such a small man do against a king and all his court? So he sent out his call, and his greedy nobles came to him for the hunt, fearing the result as little as he did.


This time King Richon went in search of a bear he had caught a glimpse of in the dark southern forest itself. It was larger than any he had seen before. He intended to make a rug of it and to keep the head as a trophy above his throne, in case the wild man dared come again. His confidence great, he slew the bear in one motion, with a spear through the head. Jubilant over the kill, he returned to the castle to celebrate.


A bear dance was presented for his amusement, and minstrels sang new songs of his hunting prowess. But the celebration was cut short by the cries of sentries stationed atop the castle walls. In the dawn light they saw in the distance signs of a great army approaching. King Richon came out with his men, drunken and swaying, and saw the army for what it was, an army of animals.


Bears, wolves, stags, bobcats, foxes, wild horses and hounds, eagles, hawks, and smaller creatures of every kind: raccoons, possums, mice, sparrows and robins, deer, and bees. Together they stood at the top of the hill overlooking the castle. And slowly, out of their midst, came the wild man himself.


King Richon felt a chill in his heart, yet he was still too stubborn to offer the promise he knew the wild man wanted. After all, what could animals do to his well-trained men?


“Attack!” he shouted.


They did their best. Footmen loped forward with swords and spears. Archers loosed their arrows. There were dead animals everywhere in a few minutes’ time, but it seemed there was an unending supply to take their place. Meanwhile the king’s soldiers lost ears, eyes, and limbs. They stumbled or became confused. They threw spears at their own kind or ran away in terror.


By the end of the day the battle had been lost. King Richon, defeated, stepped forward in the dying light and held up his hands in surrender to the wild man. Then he knelt and bowed his head.


“I will make the promise now if you will take it,” he said.


But it was no use. The wild man laid his hands on the king’s shoulders, and a few of the wounded then saw the plain and terrible workings of the most powerful animal magic of all. They saw King Richon transformed from a man to a beast, a huge, towering black bear like the one he had killed that very morning.


“You will live as a bear until you understand what it is to be hunted,” the wild man proclaimed. “But there is hope. I promise that much. If only you will ask.”


And so it was. King Richon was never seen again as a man, but there are those who claim to have seen a certain bear on the outskirts of the dark southern forest, taller than others, with very black fur and a human look to his eyes. A bear that will stand if you speak to it and cock its head to one side, as if it were asking a question and listening for an answer.


As for the wild man, he has never been seen again. His army disappeared that day, melting back into the uncanny forest from which it came.


Some say his magic was an evil perversion, that it has nothing to do with the other, smaller animal magic. But there are few who believe this. And so now all those with animal magic are burned when they are discovered, no matter what their age. It is a kindness perhaps. For what man or woman would choose to live stretched between those two worlds?














CHAPTER ONE





PRINCE GEORGE COULD not remember seeing his father without the crown on his head, except perhaps in bed, and even then the imprint on his temples was clear enough. But the crown could have been melted down or stolen away, and it would not have mattered. George could see kingship in every movement his father made.


When King Davit spoke to Cook Elin, he always complimented her on how well suited her cheese was to her tart, how her salad reflected the colors of the autumn mountains in the distance. George had no idea if his father liked the flavor of the salad or the tart. He did not know if his father knew either. He knew only that the king had a duty to offer approval to his subjects who strove to please him. And the king always did his duty.


When speaking to the scarred and muscular lord general of the mounted army, King Davit nodded and talked wisely of the best way to deal with the effects of the war. George had no sense of what the war had been like for his father, whether he had been afraid of the sound of the enemy’s war cry, as had the guardsman at the gate. The war was the kingdom’s war, and so it had been fought.


Even when George was alone with his father, it seemed there was no difference. The king told George the story of the baker who had made too many loaves but at the end of the day would give none of them to the poor and then found in the morning they had been eaten by mice instead.


The king told George of the seamstress who left an unfinished seam in a fancy ball gown, thinking it would never be noticed, then went to the ball herself—only to watch the gown gradually spin away from the wearer until she stood in nothing but her undergarments and wrath at her betrayal.


In the stories there was always a message for George to remember. For the prince of Kendel, from the king. Never a story for fun, with magic and wildness, with adventures and threatenings and the promise of more to come. Never a story that made George want to cry, or to laugh, or to dance. Only a story to make him think.


And though George had seen the king’s servants take off their uniforms and play like children outside in throwing or wrestling games, he never saw his father play. His father smiled when it was right for the king to smile. He frowned to show the king’s displeasure. He was always right and good, but he never felt like a father.


Yet George’s mother, for all she wore long gowns with glittering jewels and even the fragile, ruby-encrusted crown on her head when she had to, seemed to be his mother no matter what else she was. For when she looked at George, whether she had come to his own chamber to play with him or held out her hand for him to meet her in the throne room, she had a way of making him feel complete in himself. And as though there were nothing he could do that would make her turn away.


That look was the most wonderful thing in the world.


She started taking George to the stables before he was old enough to speak his own name. That was where he learned to recognize the smell on her hands and sometimes even the dirt beneath her nails. She seemed most alive there, and the smell of the stables fit her as the crown fit his father’s head.


The horses perked up when she came close to them, before they could possibly have heard or even seen her. They began to stamp their feet, and their heads came up, all turned in the right direction. George used to think this was a delightful trick and would clap his little hands in delight.


“This is Sugar,” his mother said, introducing George to the new foal that stood shakily in a stall with his mother, Honey.


George held out his hand. The little foal came and licked at it, and George laughed at the delicious, gentle sensation.


His mother then bent over and gave Sugar the full attention that she often reserved for George.


He might have been jealous, but she kept her hand warm in his the whole time.


Then she brushed Honey until she shone, and Sugar too, talking with every stroke. Nonsense words, it seemed at first to George, but gradually he began to understand them. They weren’t human words at all; they were horse words.


Words for things that had no names in his human language, except the words that George made up for them.


Sweet-green, for the smell of his mother’s hands.


Warm-red, for the touch of her brush.


Purple-light, for the sunrise in spring.


Summer-burn, for the hot light that made them blink.


They were private words, George learned quickly. For if there were others in the stables who might cross their paths or if the stablemaster had come with her, she wouldn’t speak the horse words at all.


She would sing or let out a stream of syllables that had the cadence of the horse words, but left their meaning up to George to fill in. He had grown very good at it by the time he was four years old, and now and again he tried to say a word aloud himself.


His mother smiled at him if they were alone, but if someone else was present, she put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head very gravely. Never with fear in her eyes, but with enough darkness that he stopped instantly.


It was only three or four times before he learned that lesson, and likely those who heard him speak to horses in the animals’ own language thought simply that they did not understand his babyish pronunciation or that he was speaking nonsense words as babies sometimes will, even when they are too old to be babies anymore.


George and his mother knew better.


The horses were dear to his mother’s heart, but now and again she took George to the kennels as well. George liked how the hounds danced and barked at him, and he was sure that if only he listened long and hard enough, he would begin to understand them. But it did not happen.


Stranger still, he never heard his mother talk to the hounds as she did to the horses. She let them lick her hand, and she patted their heads or scratched behind their ears when they seemed to want it. She knew words to speak to a passing sparrow, but not to the hounds.


Yet she nonetheless seemed to understand them, for when the great white hound that was one of the king’s favorites had a tick burrowing behind his left leg that not even the houndmaster had seen, she knew it was there. And she understood when Solomon, the old, drooping hound that had ruled over the kennels for as long as George could remember, was entering the long illness that led to his death. She knew he could not be saved, that the best the houndmaster could manage was to offer comfort.


George could see that his mother did not love the hounds as she loved the horses, but he did not understand why. He thought it was no more than a matter of taste. George knew that his favorite sweet, made light and fluffy with egg and then colored brightly, made his mother shake her head and hold a hand to her mouth, while her favorite, a dark, hard licorice, was no more than passable to him. So it must be with hounds and horses and his mother.


Then, on the day of George’s fifth birthday, his mother took him to the houndmaster, a great big man with a red face and a broken nose who laughed too loud. He stood up when George and his mother entered, and at his feet George saw one of the bitch hounds and a litter of newborn pups. They were slick and wet yet, and the houndmaster shook his head at the queen’s ability to know that the bitch had been delivered of them just this minute.


The houndmaster turned to George. “Happy birthday, Your Highness. I had planned to bring news of these to the castle tonight as a gift. But as long as you’re here, you may choose which one you like the best right now. You can’t take it with you, but you can come back and visit until it’s ready to be weaned. Then it will be your very own hound.”


George had never before felt so excited. He knelt down and watched the pups for a long while, unmoving. The bitch had a shaggy red coat and long ears that flopped around her face. Two of the pups looked just like her. The other two were more golden colored, and their ears were not as long. They had sharp noses, though, and seemed perfect to George.


He pointed to the smaller of the two, the one that whined less for its mother’s milk. “That one.”


“If you’re sure?” asked the houndmaster, his eyes turning to the queen.


“The choice is my son’s entirely,” she said in a grave tone that made George look at her, but only for a moment. Then his attention went back to the pup.


“You’ll want to think of a name for it,” said the houndmaster.


A name? The horses always named themselves.


George moved closer and put his hands to the tiny pup. It nudged at him, then tried to suck at his fingers but was soon disgusted at the lack of milk and pushed him away.


“I’ll think about it,” George said.


He thought about nothing else during his party or in the days that followed. He dragged his mother with him to the hounds every day, hurrying her through the stables, and then he sat and watched, intent on every sound of the pups. He waited for a name. He knew there must be a name.


But not yet.


Three weeks later the houndmaster said it was time for George’s pup to be weaned. He lifted it away from its mother and its littermates in a small blanket, then wrapped it up in it and handed it to George.


George went to his bedchamber with the squirming, wiggling package, his mother at his side. There was something she wanted to say to him. George could tell that, and he waited for her to say it when they were alone again.


But as he teased the pup, she did not speak. And when a bit of meat was brought from the kitchen, George put it in front of his pup and watched him tear at it.


“This pup is a pet,” his mother said at last. “Do you understand that, George?”


Of course George understood that. His mother went away for the night, and George waited until it was too late for anyone to check on him again, then got out of bed and curled up with the pup by the fire. There they slept together until morning.


George was sure then that he knew the pup’s name. Teeth, he called it, because that was the word the pup used most when they were playing together.


The pup spoke a simple and incomplete language, but George didn’t think about that or about the fact that the older hounds did not speak words at all. He accepted it as easily as he accepted the wounded war veterans in his father’s guard and the girl in the kitchen who had been born without an arm.


If he did not speak to Teeth as his mother spoke to the horses, well, he was pleased that he had learned to communicate with his pup in his own way. That seemed to be more than his mother had ever done with the hounds. And George was proud of himself for that.


Of course for the next few weeks George took Teeth with him wherever he went. He showed him to any of the castle servants who were willing to take a moment to admire the prince’s pup. There was no detail of his pup’s life that George would not share, if one was willing to listen long enough.


George’s mother came as she always did and asked if George wanted to visit the stables with her. But now George said no more often than not, and she would sigh and go alone. Now and again she would stay with George and his pup. Yet there was a sadness about her. A look in her eye when she watched Teeth, something like the look that she had given Solomon, the old, dying hound.


Then came the day that George used a word he had learned from Teeth, the pup’s own sound for water. But Teeth would not respond. The pup stared up at George as if he had never heard the word in his short life.


George shrugged it off, thinking that the pup was tired or that he himself was tired.


But the next day it happened again. With the word for jump.


And it kept happening, over and over, every day.


Until Teeth knew none of the words that George knew, the words that Teeth himself had taught George. But when George would say a short human word, Teeth knew it.


Teeth had forgotten his own language and learned the language of humans.


George had never seen it happen before, not with any animal. And yet why should that be so bad? Why should George mourn over it? He told himself that it was the pup’s way of showing love for him.


But George could not bear it.


Day after day he watched as his pup began to sound like no more than any of the other hounds that George had heard in the stables, barks meaningless and empty. There was no more communication between them. George spoke. Teeth understood. But he could not speak back. He could only obey.


George remembered then what his mother had said.


“This pup is a pet.”


George had not understood then what she meant. Now he did.


And it seemed to him that there was only one thing left for him to do.


He wrapped Teeth once more in the small blanket the houndmaster had given him and, tears streaming down his face, he took the much larger package back where it had come from.


“What’s wrong?” asked the houndmaster, utterly bewildered at the prince’s return of the birthday gift and of the stubborn and hurt expression on the prince’s face.


“I don’t want it anymore,” said George.


“Why not? What’s wrong with it?” the houndmaster asked. “Is it sick? Did it bite you? Young pups will do that sometimes. It doesn’t mean anything. A little nip like that doesn’t really hurt, anyway, does it? Take it back; take care of it and train it. It will be a fine hound, you’ll see.”


George shook his head. “No, I don’t want it,” he said. And he turned his back on the whining pup and did not look back, though nothing he had ever done before was so difficult.


The houndmaster took the pup back to his littermates, and though the pup moped about for a time, eventually he seemed to forget that he had ever been chosen by the prince and became quite a good hunter.


The houndmaster did not think well of George, however. The queen went to him later and told him that he should not mind a young prince’s whimsy, but it was not whimsy that bothered him. It was the way the prince had given up on the hound. Without a second chance, without mercy. What kind of prince does that? What kind of prince can feel nothing for a pup that has lived with him for weeks?


The queen did not answer the houndmaster, but she went to George, took his hand in hers once more, and led him not to the stables this time but out to the forest that lay beyond the castle. It was a long walk for a five-year-old’s short legs, but she did not offer to carry him, and she did not coax him to hurry. They went at his pace, and he walked faster when he smelled the forest and had the first taste of its sounds.


The animals of the forest were even louder than the horses in their anticipation, and each group had a language of its own that George could learn easily. His mother went from one to the next, teaching George a few words at a time. It was so exhilarating that he did not think of anything else until she said it was time for them to go home.


She promised him that they would come back many times and speak with these animals. She also promised him that there was a deeper, darker forest with animals in it he could not imagine, of such great power and beauty that he would weep when he saw them. She would take him there someday soon, when he was ready.


But by then it was cold and almost dark, and George shivered against her as they headed away from the forest.


“Can I come back here alone?” George asked. He did not know of this forest his mother spoke of, and the way she looked when she thought of it made him unsure he wanted to go at all.


“When you are older,” said his mother.


George began to grow tired and stumbled over his feet. Finally, his mother picked him up in her arms and carried him flung over her shoulder as if he were much, much younger. He did not wake until he was snug in his own bed once more and his mother was kissing him good night.


“Wait,” he said sleepily.


She put her hand to his cheek. “Yes?”


“Why do the hounds stop speaking?” he asked.


“Because they are with us so much, I suppose,” said his mother. “They lose themselves.”


“But not the horses,” said George, struggling to make sense of it. After all, the horses were with humans just as much as hounds, weren’t they?


But his mother shook her head and sighed. “I don’t know.” Then her eyes twinkled. “Perhaps it is because horses are simply more obstinate than any other creature.”


George could believe that. He had never met a horse that could be made into a pet. But—


“What if I brought home a rabbit?” he asked, thinking back to the feel of the little creatures against his chest, the way they nibbled at each other and chided him without restraint. They did not know he was a prince, and they did not care.


He could love them for that alone.


His mother shook her head, and George had the sense that there were a great many stories she could tell on the subject. But for now all she said was: “You would not want to do that.”


George thought of poor Teeth, who had become only what he had thought his master wanted. Then he shook his head in fervent agreement.


“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t want that.” And after a long while, his mother standing by the door to watch him, he went to sleep.


He dreamed of pup words and woke crying, to find he was alone.













CHAPTER TWO





ONE NIGHT, WHEN his mother came to tuck him into bed, as she often did, George demanded a story. She often told him stories about the kingdom of Kendel, such as the tale of King Richon and the wild man. Or stories from even farther back in time, about the founding of Kendel, how it had been torn from Sarrey by the great hero Alan, King Richon’s great-great-great-grandfather. Other fiefdoms or principalities had come and gone with good or bad leaders. But Sarrey had remained because of the ruthlessness of Sarrey’s kings. And Kendel had its kind ones.


For this night the queen told about George’s father’s father, King Taran, who had been known as such a great warrior that no one had dared challenge him. Even when he was seventy years old and near blind, he had struck a man through the heart when on judgment day the man’s case had gone against him.


“Was my father there?” asked George, remembering how his father had told him that when he was older, he would come to judgment day as well.


“He was indeed,” said his mother.


George could only imagine his father’s watching with no expression on his face, as stalwart as he was now. “Was he afraid?” he asked, knowing that he himself would have been.


“He was afraid of being afraid,” said his mother.


When George’s face twisted in confusion, she laughed gently. “With a warrior for a father, he knew that he had much to live up to. He thought he must be like his father.”


George nodded.


“But your father has had to find his own way, and it has been a difficult path for him.”


George saw his mother’s face soften, as it always did when she talked about his father. He never understood it. How could she feel like that about a man George found as terrifying as any soldier he had ever seen?


“I think that I admire him most for his fairness. At the beginning of his reign some saw him as weak, but he has never been that.” Her voice was fierce. “He is so deep I sometimes wonder if I will ever come to the end of him.”


But George did not like to hear about how much his mother loved his father. He wanted her to love only him. And perhaps horses and other animals, as he did, but no more than that.


So he said, “Tell me a story about animals. Please!”


His mother thought for a few moments. “Once there was a young girl,” she said, winking at George so he understood it was a story about her.


“And she loved animals. Her father was a traveling man, who did odd jobs here and there. He never stayed in any place more than a week or two, and he never spoke a word about her mother. She knew she must have had one once. All children had mothers, living or dead. Even the animals had mothers. But where hers was, what she had looked like, and what had happened to her, the girl could only guess at.”


Thinking of the little girl his mother had been, George felt sorry for her. To have no mother, to have only a father? That would be the worst life he could imagine.


“Sometimes her father was asked to shoe a horse or to see to an ailing dog. He was so good at everything else he did, seeming to find as much ease in cutting wood for a new table as he did in making a dinner of stone soup or opening the neck of a dammed stream, that the girl believed he could do anything. Yet he would always refuse.


“‘Why?’ the girl asked when she had been given the pick of the litter among a sow’s piglets by a boy she had befriended, a boy with a wild eye whom others shunned.


“Her father would not let her take it, nor would he give her any reason for his response.


“She wept. She pouted. She begged and pleaded. All to no avail. He would have nothing to do with animals.


“After that, the girl watched her father carefully. She noticed that whenever there was a horse nearby, he held his shoulders straighter and kept his head turned to the side. Yet he did this before the girl had any knowledge of the horse. Before it could be seen or heard.


“And once, when the girl came across a dying otter by the bank of a deep, cold stream, she saw her father weeping. His hands twitched, and he made a strange sound in his throat, one that seemed to match the sound the otter made in return.


“‘Come away from there,’ he said then.


“But when the girl was poking at the fire that night, her father told her the story of a male otter that had died saving the lives of his mate and children from a wolf. There was no question in the girl’s mind that her father was telling the story of the otter they had seen, that he knew the story just from the sight of him or perhaps from the one word that had gone between them.


“She had always thought that her father hated animals, but now she began to see the ways in which he made sure that any ailing animal he had been asked to cure got the treatment it needed. He would talk in a roundabout way to the owner or to another, or he would sneak off himself at darkest night, when he thought the girl was asleep.


“The girl followed him when she could, and she began to learn to speak to animals as he did. Never when he could hear her. Never when she could be seen by others, but always in secret.”


As she had taught him to speak to animals, George thought.


“The girl had never thought that there were any others like her or her father. Until the day came that they found a man in the woods who was speaking to his horse. They had come upon him so quietly that he had not heard them. But he started at the first sight of the girl and went very pale at seeing her father.


“The girl watched as her father put a hand on the horse and spoke a single word of peace to him. Then he nodded and went on.


“The girl asked her father if he had met any others like them. Her father, as always, would say nothing to her on the subject.


“Or he tried to. But she bothered him so much that at last he told the tale of King Richon and the wild man.”


George knew that tale. His mother had told it to him long before.


“‘Can you do that too?’ she asked, in surprise and with a little fear.


“Her father shuddered and said only, ‘That is the great gift that very few have. And certainly not I.’


“‘And me?’ she asked.


“He looked at her and only shook his head. ‘I do not know. I do not believe so.’ After that he was silent on the matter.


“The next day, when she came back from picking berries, her father was gone. She hurried to the village and found him tied to a stake. His body had been burned badly, but she recognized the clothing he had been wearing.


“Weeping with horror, she turned around and saw the man her father and she had seen, the one talking to his horse. With his eyes the man seemed to beg forgiveness. His tongue had been cut out, but he could speak with something like the words of an owl by moving his lips like a beak. She made out at last: ‘My life if I gave up another of my kind. That is always the trade. But your father would not give you up. Not even for his life.’


“The girl went away and made her own life. She knew the danger of loving animals, but her only compromise was caution, especially of those who might hear her and betray her, as her father had been betrayed.


“As she grew, she discovered other dangers. There were people who came into villages and promised they would find those with animal magic. And the promise always came true, whether the girl had heard animal language spoken by the accused or not. When the promise maker left, it was always with the stench of a great bonfire following behind.


“She told herself to look away, and to go on. But she grew in her ability with horses, her favorite of all the tame animals, for they were as stubborn as she was in her heart.


“One day she was asked to come to the king’s stables, to take care of his fine horses. And there she stayed.” She looked at George.


He thought how strange it was that she had told her life history without ever speaking of herself. Always “the girl.”


“But what of the magic?” he asked in a whisper. He wanted to know more about it, and wasn’t his mother the one to tell him?


Her eyes went a little distant, more like his father’s than he liked. Was she angry with him?


Then she said, “Now and again I have heard bits and pieces. But I have never known for certain if it came from those who knew the truth.”


“Knew the truth” instead of “had the magic.” She had said his father was deep, but it was true of her too. Did his father even know she had the magic?


“There is the tale of the turtle and the snake,” she said. “It begins with the turtle challenging the snake to a race in the water. And ends with the turtle snapping the snake into his jaws and holding tight even as the snake thrashes about and transforms from fish to shark to human.”


George swallowed hard.


“There is the tale of the worm’s egg, in which an eagle discovers in her nest a large and unround egg, speckled and throbbing. She sits on it with the others, but when it hatches, she discovers a wormlike creature, without any feathers and with little fur, with eyes large and blinking. She thinks to feed it to her children for lunch, for the creature seems little good for anything else. But then the strange pale thing speaks in the eagle’s language. She still cannot bear to see it in her nest, but instead of feeding it to her younglings, she pushes it out of the nest, then watches to see it fall to the ground. It falls indeed, but just near the ground it is transformed into the shape of a hawk and sails away.”


“But—” said George. He could not finish. He had never seen his mother transform herself. Could she become a horse herself? Could he? It made him feel heady with excitement.


“There is also the tale of the man who could not be made happy,” his mother said. “This man was fed well as a babe. He was rocked to sleep and sung songs. He was shown how to make a living raising and shearing sheep. But he was not happy. And so he began to try to understand the language of his sheep, to hear how to make them fatter and more woolly. He was soon wealthier than all the other sheep farmers in his village. But he was not happy.


“He next wished to speak the language of his sheep, to command them to become fatter and make more wool. Soon they did, and he was the richest man in the entire district. But he was not happy.


“So he began to learn to become a sheep, so that he could make his own wool, as much as he wanted, and his own meat. He learned the secret of becoming a sheep, but he had not first learned the secret of becoming a man once again. He roamed his own hills, baaing for help, but no one else understood the language of the sheep, so people did not know what he was saying.


“And soon, because there was no one to shepherd the sheep, his neighbors began to take them one by one into their own flocks. Then he was taken into a flock, sheared as a sheep is sheared, and sent to the slaughter. And still he was not happy.” His mother made a grim face. “Not much of a story for a little boy for bedtime. I am sorry.”


“But what does it mean?” asked George.


“It means that there are times when one should be happy with what one has and not ask for more.” His mother sighed.


“I am happy, Mother,” George said. He reached for her hand.


She brushed his hair back from his forehead. “I am happy too, George,” she said.


“There is another story,” she added. “About a bear in the great dark forest who can speak in a way that only those with the animal magic can understand.”


George yawned. “And what does he say?” he asked.


“He asks for hope and for the fulfillment of a promise.”


“Promise,” echoed George, trying to stay awake.


His mother smoothed his hair behind his ear. “Someday, perhaps…” she said softly.


But George did not hear the rest of it, for he fell asleep.












CHAPTER THREE





GEORGE WAS SEVEN years old when his mother died. He was not told when she was found missing from the castle. He was too young to know that the searchers had gone south to the great forest on command of the king, who feared she had been stolen by King Helm of Sarrey in some plot of vengeance following the war.


All day he kept busy playing with his “friends,” tiny creatures he had made, to whom he spoke in their own languages, quietly and privately so that no one could hear. And yet he must have a chance to practice, or the animals would laugh at him when he went back to the woods with his mother. When would he go back? He didn’t know.


His mother had been spending more time with the new woman in her court, Lady Fittle, whom George had disliked on first meeting. The other women who were part of his mother’s court had always given her distance and time to spend on her own. But Lady Fittle was everywhere, at the queen’s side at every dinner, bringing breakfast to her bedchamber, helping her dress, meeting her for lunch in the gardens.


George remembered Lady Fittle’s staring pointedly at him when he raced by after a stray mouse Cook Elin had screeched at. George had cornered the mouse, tucked her into the pocket of his vest, and smiled broadly at his mother. He knew her name was Cheep and that she liked bread better than cheese. He had known he could not speak to his mother aloud of what he had done, but he had thought she would see the bulge and be proud.


Not only was she not proud, but her eyes were bright with terror that George could not understand. She was queen. How could she be afraid in her own castle?


Then George saw Lady Fittle, and he knew that he must not give the mouse any reason to show herself. He held himself very still.


“And this is Prince George?” said Lady Fittle in a tart tone.


“Yes. This is my son,” said his mother. In her voice was a trace of herself, but only that much.


“He is very…active, is he not?”


“He is a dear boy,” said George’s mother.


“So much like you there is hardly a breath of his father in him. Do you not agree?” asked Lady Fittle.


“Oh, there is enough of each of us in him. Neither the king nor I would wish for more.”


“Come, let me touch his fine hair,” said Lady Fittle, reaching.


“No!” the queen stepped in her way.


Lady Fittle answered in a pinched voice. “So protective of him. If he is to be king one day, you must let him go a bit more, my queen.”


I never want to be king, thought George. Never.


“I only meant that you would get yourself dirty, Lady Fittle,” said George’s mother, apparently calm, but George could see how her lips twitched at the edges.


“Ah. Well, then, I must thank you for your concern, must I not?” asked Lady Fittle with false gratitude and a slight inclination of the head.


George thought the encounter was over and waited for Lady Fittle to leave.


But Lady Fittle had one more comment, as much a threat as any George had ever heard. “Another time, my prince,” she said, then nodded and went on her way.


George breathed deeply and looked to his mother to offer him comfort, but she sighed and moved a step away without another word.


“Mother.” George called her back.


“Not now, George,” she said.


“I only wanted to know—what is that lady’s name?” said George.


His mother told him as she walked away. “Lady Fittle of the south.”


George had to hear the rest of it later, from the gossip that was passed in the kitchens and by the hearth fire among the guards. Lady Fittle was from the southernmost reaches of the kingdom, and she had been sent as a spy. But no one said a spy for whom. Sarrey? The war was over now.


Nonetheless George was careful to watch his mother as often as he could, to make sure that Lady Fittle did not poison her or stab her in the heart with a dagger, as he had heard in stories that spies sometimes did.


Lady Fittle never so much as grazed his mother’s arm. The queen was very careful about that, George noticed. Though they were often together, the queen held herself apart. George was puzzled. If Lady Fittle was a dangerous woman, then why would his mother allow her in the castle at all?


George began to think that it was his father’s fault, in part because the king seemed utterly oblivious of Lady Fittle’s role in his mother’s discomfort. Could the king not see the way the queen hated to be with Lady Fittle? Could he not see that she needed to be alone? And why did he not allow her time anymore to visit the stables, to be with the animals…and her son?


The very next morning George arrived in his mother’s bedchamber to save her. He had decided to throw a fit and demand that she go with him to the stables again. Then they could go off together and laugh at how clever he had been to get her free to spend time with the horses.


But it did not work that way.


The king was in the bedchamber already, as was Lady Fittle. They were discussing the case of a man in the northern part of the country whose eyes had been burned out because he had been judged to have the power of transforming himself into an eagle.


“But why?” asked George, his curiosity overcoming his distaste for Lady Fittle.


“Because no man should have an advantage like that over another. And because it is unclean for a man to become what he is not,” said Lady Fittle. And then she said, beckoning with both hands, “Come here, dear boy.”


The king pushed George forward to Lady Fittle.


His mother stepped between them, nearly colliding with Lady Fittle as she did so. “George, this is no place for a little boy,” she said roughly.


George struggled not to let his eyes fill with tears. His mother had never spoken to him so before.


He stared at her once, to give her a chance to take back what she had said or to explain it. But she only pointed to the door.


George ran out, all the way down the stairs, past the kennels, and into the stables. He wrapped his arms around Honey, who asked after the queen, but George would say nothing. He would not speak a word of the horse’s language. That belonged to his mother, and he wanted nothing to do with her then.


That night, still hiding in the stables, George heard two of the king’s messengers speaking as they brushed down their horses and readied them for the night.


“There are some who are known to have a gift of touching those with the animal magic, of knowing with that touch if they have it or not,” said one man. “They say Lady Fittle is one of them, that she has been sent to make sure the king’s court is free of such evil
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