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The Bear Prince

 


Once when castles flew and
dragons lived in them, there was a very poor family in a very poor
village. What food and clothes the family could get, they gave
first to their son, and then their eldest daughter, who gave her
clothes to the next eldest, and so on, till – mended and ragged –
it got to the youngest.

One day in winter, the youngest girl was out
gathering sticks and twigs for kindling (for she was so weak and
thin that she could not bring true firewood). She happened upon a
fine fur coat, hidden beneath a pile of snow, amidst a bush. It was
as white as snow itself, and glittered like frost, but it was long
and so warm that her chilled fingers were at once as comfortable as
if it were spring. At first, she thought to put the coat on, but
then she thought that she was grubby, and surely the fur was so
fine, it would go to someone else. Her brother would want it, and
so would her sister, though their coats were the warmest in the
family. But perhaps it could go to the oldest granny in the
village. Perhaps it could go to the headman, who collected the
taxes for the lord of the land. Perhaps it could be sent to the
lord himself, and he would not ask for any other tax that
year.

So the girl walked through the woods, holding
the fine coat and thinking of who would need it most, and if she
could give it to them without her parents finding that she had not
given it to them first. She was almost so lost in thought to miss
the scrunching of someone else's footsteps in the snow, and barely
hid in time. (For out in the woods, one might meet robbers, or
wolves, or any number of dangers to a young girl alone.)

The footsteps passed by her hiding place, and
she peeped out. She saw a young, wide-shouldered man walking along,
with hair like snow tinted with sunset's gold, and skin like snow
with dawn's blush upon it. He was dressed finely, but without a
coat, and had his arms clutched around himself as he
shivered.

She looked down at the fur coat in her arms, a
glittering pale like noonlight on snow, and at first she thought
that he was clearly rich, and not dressed too lightly, and
he would not miss his coat long. But a breeze blew around her, cold
and clear, and she knew that the coat in her arms was no longer
some lost fur, chance-found again – but would become stolen
if she kept it now, and no good would come of it.

So she stepped around the tree where she'd
hidden, and called out to the man. When he turned around, she saw
his eyes were the color of snow at twilight – save his pupils,
which were the brown of winter-frozen earth. Still, she said, "My
lord, I was gathering wood when I found a fur coat. I believe it is
yours."

The man came closer, and took the coat. "You
did not wear it?" he asked.

"No, my lord," the girl said. "It is too fine
to ruin by my wearing it, for I have not had a bath all
winter."

"I am glad you gave it to me," the man said.
"My brothers and I were in the woods, and they though it would be a
fun game to hide my coat, which is precious to me."

The girl felt a bit better, knowing the coat
was not just one of many, but was a precious thing. "I am glad to
have found you and it both, my lord," she said.

He turned the coat in his hands, but did not
put it on yet. "What reward would you ask of me?" he
asked.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, surprised. "I . . . I
suppose if your lordship had some coin for the village's taxes next
fall, or an old coat that the village granny might wear this winter
. . ."

The man shook his head, still watching her with
his eyes of ice and earth. "I can only give my reward to you, who
found the coat, and did not wear it, and gave it back into my
hands," he said, and she knew then that he was either magic or a
spirit himself.

So she wrung her own hands and tried to think
of something small she could ask for, that would help her and her
family as well, but she was so hungry and cold, all she could think
of was how warm the coat had been around her hands. "Perhaps . . .
could I touch the coat one last time, my lord?" she
asked.

He said, "You do not ask for money, or food, or
a coat of your own?"

She replied, "No, my lord. For food would be
quickly gone, if I ate it myself, and I would feel guilty for not
sharing it with someone who needed it more. It is the same with
money, or a coat of my own, and my parents and brother and sisters
would be angry if they found I was hiding money, and I could not
hide a coat at all."

The man said, "You are wise, and I am foolish,
both to have lost my coat, and to have nothing that I can give you
that will make you truly happy." Then he put on the coat, but did
not fasten its bone buttons. Instead, he tore a long strip off the
edge, and held it out to her. "Come with me, and be my wife. I will
send deer to your village every winter, and fine wolf skins so
everyone there will be warm, for so long as we both
live."

She looked up at him, and blinked back tears
that such a handsome, magic creature as he would make such an
offer. She said, "My family is very poor, my lord, and
unworthy."

"But you are wise," he replied. "And your heart
is kind. Will you be my bride?"

She could only nod, and around her shoulders,
he wrapped the strip of fur torn from his own coat, and drew her
close. And when she was in his embrace, the fur grew over them
both, and she knew that he was a bear prince, and that his coat was
magic indeed.

He said, in the way of bears, "You know what I
am now, and I hope you will be happy to be a bear
bride."

And in the way of bears, she said, "I am happy
to be with you, my lord!"

So he took her away to his home and they were
married by bear priests, Ice and Blizzard-wind, Winter-Sun and
Frozen-Earth. And as a bear prince's bride, she never wanted for
anything again – not shelter, nor food, nor warm clothes, even in
the coldest winters. And true to her husband's promise, her village
given wolf skins and deer for every winter after that, till his and
his bride's breath returned to wind and their bones to
earth.

 


 



 


 


 The Princess and
the Sheep's Wool

 


Once when castles flew and
dragons lived in them, there was a king whose son had no betrothed.
The royal family were as one: only a royal-blooded princess would
do for a bride. They would not ally to another kingdom through a
child of indiscretions, nor from a family weakened by such weak
bloodlines. But though they had sought some years, sending word
throughout the empire, they had found no suitable princess. Many
had visited, but all had shown some flaw that demonstrated they
were not of pure royal blood.

One dark night, during a terrible storm, there
was a knocking at the castle door. It was a beautiful young woman,
who explained that she was a princess from a faraway kingdom. She
had been sent to answer the call for a potential bride, and her
carriage had been attacked by bandits, her attendants killed or
lost in the darkness and rain.

The royal family took her in, of course, for
her dress, though damaged, was that of a noble. But they also
thought to test her claim that she was a true princess. The queen
bethought herself of the first test: she spoke to the cook and told
him to put salt in every dish of the dinner, for a true princess
would taste it. This was done. The young woman tasted but a morsel
of every dish, and drank much water, and proclaimed herself
satisfied.

As they went to the sitting room, the queen
said she thought the young woman must be a true princess, for she
had not liked the salty food. The king said, "We all took but
morsels, drank much water, and ate no more. She may just have
followed our example. I have another test." So when they sat, he
served the young woman strong wine, unwatered. And soon after, she
pronounced herself tired, and asked to go to bed.

"The bed is not yet prepared for a guest," the
prince explained, "but bide a time, and we will hurry the
servants." So the royal family left to confer. The king was sure
that the young woman was no royal-blooded princess, for she was
drowsy from the wine; the queen thought the young woman was a true
princess, who was only tired from her journey. The clever prince
said, "I have one last test that may prove her claim." And though
she was the most lovely girl he had ever seen, he was too
responsible to make the test easy.

The prince caused a handful of sheep's wool,
raw-cut from the sheep, to be placed in a small box of aromatic
wood. This box was locked, and put into a chest at the foot of the
guest's bed, and dried flowers and herbs were layered atop it in a
pattern that could not be disturbed without the prince knowing.
Then the young woman was led to the room and bid good
night.

In the morning, the prince came to lead the
young woman to breakfast. He asked how she had slept, and she said,
"Ah, I hate to say, for it is not guest-like, but all night I was
waking from dreams that I was in a barn made of aromatic woods,
hung with flowers and full of sheep. Even now, it seems I can smell
a sheep in the room, so vivid were the dreams."

The prince looked in the chest, and saw the
herbs and flowers were undisturbed. He drew out the box and saw it
was still locked. Smiling, he took the lovely young woman to
breakfast, and told his parents, "I have found my bride, who is a
true princess of royal blood." And so they were married, and lived
happily until their breath returned to wind and their bodies to
earth.

 


 


cover.jpg
The Bear Prince

and other fantasy folktales

Elizabeth 2






