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Prolog: The Tale of the Stolen Princess
 
She was born Ina Dagmar, Princess of Sarrey and Kendel, daughter of King George and Queen Marit. In the first week of her life, she traveled more miles than most adults in either kingdom traveled in their entire lives. She was carted from the southern edges of the kingdom near the dark forests to the mountains in the north by the icy sea. She wore gowns that had been sewn for her by the most reputable seamstresses in either kingdom, each one more elaborate than the one before. At last, she and her exhausted parents returned to their home, the castle of Kendel, and she was taken by her nurse to her own room so that if she woke in the night, she would not disturb her parents.
That night, as Queen Marit undressed, she heard a wolf howling in the distance. She went very still and listened carefully.
“Do you recognize him?” asked King George.
Queen Marit shook her head. “What is he saying?” she asked.
King George pressed his lips together.
“It is a call for battle, for blood, isn’t it?” said Marit.
“A wolf is not a hound,” said George, putting a hand to her neck to help with the burden of the thick gold necklace with white stones she had been given as a gift from her father on her daughter’s birth. What he would have sent her if she had given birth to a son was not something either of them spoke of. Ina was Princess of Sarrey, but she had no right yet to inherit it as queen or to rule there when her grandfather had died. King Helm had grown old and he had changed for the better toward his daughter, but he had not changed so far as to wish to see a queen upon his own throne. Or George, the king of a country he still considered an enemy.
“It has been so long since I have seen her. I worry for her.”
“She is a hound. She must have her own life in the woods.”
“Yes. I know what happened to her when I kept her to the castle to suit my own needs. It was not right. But I miss her.”
George kissed her hand gently. “She will return. You cannot doubt that. She will always return to you, when she can.”
“And the wolf?” asked Marit. “What does it want? What does it mean?”
“The wolf is outside the walls of the castle, where it is meant to be.”
The moon rose, and the forest was very quiet. If there was a battle for blood amongst the wolves, it had not lasted long.
Then in the darkest part of the night, when clouds had been drawn in by a fierce wind and covered the moon, there was a dark shape at the edge of the forest, a human in a hooded cloak, staring at the castle and at the tiny room at the top of the eastern tower where the princess woke for a moment and burst out in a fit of wailing for no reason her nurse could decipher, before suddenly falling back asleep.
A dream, the nurse told herself. But she shivered as she thought it.
She pulled the blanket around her shoulders and sat upright by the princess, intending to remain awake.
But she fell asleep soon afterward, dreaming her own dreams.
The farmers near the castle woke early in the morning to find fences torn through, gates broken off at the hinges, and animals missing.
The hooded human stood with arms outstretched as farm animals gathered around him: pigs, dogs, goats, cats, horses and cattle. They made noises that they had not made for most of their lives, the animal grunting sounds that had nothing to do with human language. They milled about anxiously, knocking into trunks of trees, digging at the ground with tusks and hooves, turning up stones and chewing on them.
With a sound like a howling wolf, the human lifted a hand and drove the animals forward, to the castle. They sounded and acted like wild animals, never tamed by humans. More than one of the animals died and was left behind by the mass, unnoticed and unmourned.
Two guards stood at the castle gate and tried to hold back the horde of animals. They were trampled over, their flesh picked over by each passing maw. The next set of guards, on the moat, died the same way.
The human in the cloak turned the animals to the side, and led them into the castle kitchens near the garden. The cook was only just starting to build up the fire in the hearth for morning bread baking. She had hoped to go back to sleep for a little while, for she was getting old, and this business of a new princess had worn her very thin.
The animals attacked her viciously, but so swiftly that she made no sound before she was dead.
Then the animals went inside the castle itself, maneuvered through the halls and stairs until they came to the nursery tower. They pressed up, knocked open the door, and woke the terrified nurse.
She, of all the humans who saw the rampaging animals, was close enough to touch them, to see their eyes and smell their breath and to hear their wild sounds. She reported all she knew to the king and queen when they arrived, too late, to find out what had caused the commotion.
But in days following, her story was believed less and less. Surely it was more logical to believe that she was confused, that it was only some terrifying enemy of the king who had come to take his daughter. The poor woman left the castle soon afterward, and was not heard from again.
There were those who argued that the nurse leaving the castle was proof of her complicity. She had been planted, paid off, and depended upon to tell a wild story of animal magic, when it was a purely political move. King George had many enemies, and the loudest of them were those who hated the way that he had made animal magic safe to use openly once more. And there were other enemies, from the kingdoms around Kendel, who hated King George for his lax taxation, which made their own people more restless and unhappy.
By full daylight, King George and Queen Marit had searched the castle twice over again for their daughter and found no sign of her. The queen was said to have wept a single tear, and then no more, for she wished to show herself strong for her people.
Whether the queen was cold or stoic was a matter for bards to argue as they told their differing stories of the night’s events. The one most commonly told is as follows:
Queen Marit was the first into the baby’s chambers. She ran up the steps as fast as if she had still had the form of a hound that was once so comfortable to her. She threw open the window and looked out at the forest, but there was no sign of any passage, human or animal. No trampled grass, no footprints, no marks. The animals in the farms were missing, and so was the princess.
But there was no blood on the bedsheets or on the stone. Though the nurse was white and trembling, she had not been harmed. The guards and the cook were not as fortunate.
King George saw to their bodies, and made sure they were buried in the castle cemetery and that their families received appropriate compensation for their fearless courage in defending the castle and kingdom. There was never a hint from him that the men had not done their jobs well enough.
It was King George who seemed to be the one in mourning in the days following. He did not go to the village for his weekly meetings with his people, to ask them for suggestions or advice, to listen to their words of wisdom. He had begun this tradition after his father’s death, in lieu of his father’s judgment days, when the people came to the king to ask for his opinion. George felt that he needed more wisdom from his people than they needed from him.
Rumors from the castle were that George did not sleep at night, that he roamed the castle with a candle in hand, and that he would not have animals near him of any kind. He was not seen riding, nor in the stables, nor going to the forest. Those who knew the legends of animal magic watched for signs of the fever in him, and he grew gradually more frail and thin.
It was left to Queen Marit to rule the kingdom on a daily basis. She was stern and did not speak a word beyond what was required of her. No one accused her of being unfair, but she was not seen as a warm ruler and she was not beloved. A mother who could live through the death of a daughter so easily—she was not natural.
It was three months later that the queen insisted that the king come in the carriage with her to the castle village. His eyes were ringed with dark exhaustion, but he stepped out into the sunlight and raised a hand. A ragged cheer rang out.
The queen led him through the village. She ensured that he stopped at each house, hut, or hovel. She nodded to him to encourage him to hold out his hand in greeting, to say a kind word, to nod to those who were too fearful to come closer to the king.
And at last they came to the farthest hut in the village, well-kept inside and out, small though it and the land surrounding were. There were wildflowers near the steps in the same shade of blue as the summer sun that had broken through the clouds of spring for the first time only the week before. Small stones that shimmered with quartz and silver threads were organized in a beautifully abstract design. Someone within had an eye for beauty.
There was the sound of a baby’s cry.
The queen stopped, head bowed, and one of the peasant women behind her moved forward to stop the painful reminder. For anyone who had believed the queen felt nothing could see clearly now the pain written on her face in splotches of red and in the set of her shoulders, straight but forlorn.
But the king held up a hand and went into the hut himself.
When he came out, it was with the peasant’s babe in his arms. She was wrapped in a soiled cloth and her face was shining with happiness at the king’s song. She was blowing a bubble of saliva with her rounded lips. But the king, though his song was merry, looked closer to death than ever.
“What is it?” asked Marit.
He shook his head, and held more tightly to the baby than ever. He took a step toward the carriage.
Marit put a hand to his arm. “It is tempting, but you cannot take her away from them. No matter how poor the conditions are here, they love her. And she is theirs.”
King George murmured a negative.
“George,” said Marit in a more personal tone, lowering her voice so that only he could hear her. “She is not ours. She is not Ina.”
“There is no one else for her. She is meant to be mine,” said George.
Queen Marit raised a hand and sent a servant into the house. The man came out with an expression of despair on his face.
Then the queen went in herself.
She saw a dead man and a woman, dressed in peasants’ clothes, covered in filth, their hands reaching out to touch each other’s fingers, and between them, the tiny cradle of their daughter, who had lived.
She went back out again.
“There was a plague,” said one of the villagers. “Many were struck dead.”
This baby’s parents were obviously among them. And if the king and queen had not chosen that day to visit the village, there was no knowing what would have become of her, for her cries had not been loud enough to reach to the next hut.
Queen Marit wrapped her arms around herself. “We will take her back to the castle,” she said to the king. “And search for other relatives. She may have grandparents or an aunt or an uncle who wish to take her.”
“She is ours now,” the king said defiantly. “Dagmar.” He would not hear her called anything else, and he would not speak of the other daughter he had lost. There was only this one, Dagmar.
So she was raised in the castle’s own nursery, and became Princess Dagmar, the peasant girl who was raised in the palace as the king’s own child. 
What happened to the true princess was never discovered, though the king had sent hounds out to search for her and offered a reward of nearly half the kingdom for her safe return. Gradually, the kingdom ceased to speak of it, for it caused the king only pain. And the new princess was a beautiful, bright thing who seemed to only lack her father’s animal magic. But there were plenty in Kendel who thought this a good thing.
 



 
Chapter One: Dagmar
 
Dagmar never felt at ease in a full gown, with her hair twisted into braids on top of her head, her feet pressed into shoes. She loved her parents and would do anything they asked of her. She knew she owed them very much indeed. But she was conscious at every moment of the eyes that lingered on her, and the looks shared that said—she does not belong. She is no princess. She is only a peasant’s daughter without an ounce of magic in her blood.
“I can leave your hair loose, if you like,” said her maid Anafried. “Is it pinching you or feeling too heavy in that style?”
“It’s fine,” said Dagmar. She did not want to put Anafried to any more trouble. She appreciated her maid and if they were not exactly friends, they were as close to it as Dagmar had. She knew that at a ball like this one, for her sixteenth birthday celebration, Anafried would sleep only a few minutes at a time, in snatches between the dancing. 
And afterward, when Dagmar lay in bed, Anafried would be smoothing out velvet cloaks, repairing tiny rips, freshening the scent under the arm, and washing what pieces could be washed, all before morning when it would all begin again.
So it was when the castle had important visitors from throughout the kingdom and beyond. The festivities lasted for days on end, until even King George and Queen Marit began to droop with exhaustion and plead for time to themselves.
“And your shoes? Do you prefer the lower heels? I could shine them for you. Or if these are too big, I could put some cotton into the toe,” said Anafried.
“The shoes are fine.” Dagmar’s toes wiggled inside them and wished to be free. She went barefoot when she could, which was less often now that she was considered of age for attractive young noblemen of the kingdom to come and gawk at her and make her wonder if they thought her worth asking to marry.
Anafried pinched Dagmar’s cheeks and smiled at her widely. “Come, Princess. Smile back at me. Your smile is the most beautiful feature you have to use on men.”
Dagmar thought this only a commentary on her less the beautiful other features. Her nose was too wide. Her complexion was marred by the pox she had suffered ten years ago, as a small child. Her parents had not suffered from it, nor any of the nobility in the castle. Only the servants. And the princess.
Dagmar had fine teeth, however, and she opened her lips enough to show them when she smiled. She wondered if it looked like a cow’s smile, or the smile of a wild hound. But no one would say such a thing to her.
She allowed Anafried to lead the way down the stairs, watching to be sure that she did not catch a heel on the hem of her gown. It was a new one, made of silk overlay with an itchy underskirt to give added fullness to her figure. Dagmar was quite thin and if not for such a gown, might easily have passed for younger than her true age.
The music was already beginning. Dagmar stopped a moment, her hands picking at the lace around her waist.
Anafried pulled them away and tucked them flat to her sides, then held them there calmly with her own cool fingers. “Nothing to worry about, Princess. Everyone always says how you are the perfect princess, kind and thoughtful, strong and beautiful, the perfect combination of all your parents’ virtues.”
More words to disguise the truth.
I will speak clearly tonight, Dagmar promised herself. I will not let my words be tangled up in fear.
She nodded to Anafried, and they moved close enough to the doors that the uniformed guards, in the green and black full dress uniforms that were newly designed for elegance, stood at attention and then led her in.
Anafried patted her on the back, and then Dagmar was moving forward into the grand ballroom. There were candles lit everywhere and the falling red sun was caught in the glass of the windows ahead of her, like a painting.
Everything was so perfect.
Dagmar looked back a moment, but Anafried was gone.
She felt her heart beat against her ribs and there was a catch in the base of her throat with every breath she took. She was not dizzy, but she almost wished she were, so that she would have an excuse to sit down, to not move forward, to do nothing at all.
But there was her father, King George, motioning to her with an elegant hand. His hair had begun to go white at the temples in the last year and his groom had tried to darken it with a mixture of sap and tree bark seeped in horse urine. The king had declined the offer, insisting that he finally felt as if he looked a king, and had no wish to seem the puppy who had inherited the throne seventeen years before, at his father’s untimely death.
The king was dressed in layers of velvet and ermine, far more than could be comfortable for him. And he wore the crown on his head as if he were not at all afraid that it would fall off if he bent the wrong way. 
Dagmar thought her mother’s choice, however unpopular, was eminently more practical. Instead of wearing a crown, she had golden ink dabbed across her forehead in the style of a crown. She did not change it depending on what she was wearing, though there were women who copied her style and painted their faces in a circle at the temple in a way that was not quite an insult to the throne. Her gown was simple, without a stiff skirt underneath. Her strong arms were covered by long sleeves, but any movement she made showed that she was no ordinary queen.
“Dagmar,” she said, and crooked her arm around her daughter’s. “We have been waiting for you.”
“Oh?” Dagmar swallowed hard.
“Yes, there is someone who has been looking forward to meeting you.”
Dagmar stumbled, but her mother kept her moving steadily to her father’s right hand side.
The king touched her hair gently, smoothing it down as if it had come out of the tight knots that Anafriend had put into it. “You light up my heart,” he said softly. It was what he had said to her since she was very small.
Dagmar sometimes wondered if he had said the same thing to the other princess, the one who had been stolen from him when she was only a week old, right from the castle itself.
Did her father love her, Dagmar? Or did he love the fact that she was as close as he could be to Ina Dagmar? It seemed a cruel thing to believe of her father, for he had never been less than kind to her. But there were moments when she had caught him staring off into the distance, into the woods where it was said the infant princess had been taken. And she knew that he had not forgotten that Ina Dagmar might still live, and that Dagmar was only holding her place while she was gone.
“Dagmar, this is Lord Morlieb,” said King George.
She had not met the man before, though this was hardly a surprise. This celebration was a huge affair, and every minor noble and some merchantmen in the kingdom had been invited to attend, as well as those from other kingdoms King George wished to improve relations with.
Lord Morlieb had dark hair that curled at the bottom, where it brushed against his neck. His eyes were the green of pine trees in the middle of winter. His skin was darkly tanned and he wore a rough cloak over simple trousers and tunic. His hands were well callused, when he held out one to take Dagmar’s.
Then he kissed her hand gently, and she could smell the horse and sweat and grass on him.
“As lovely as you are rumored to be,” said Lord Morlieb. “I am delighted to meet you.”
“And I to meet you,” said Dagmar, glad she could speak without stuttering for once.
“Lord Morlieb is an envoy from the south. He brings the good will of the king of Tirol with him. And the hopes for a treaty between our peoples, so that we can share our understandings of magic.”
“Oh, then you openly speak of magic?” asked Dagmar. Kendel was now far more open than other of the other kingdoms. In Sarrey, there were still places where the animal magic was punished with death, although that was changing as people streamed from Sarrey into Kendel. Kendel had shown the advantage of the animal magic being encouraged rather than threatened.
“We do. Though our magic is not the great, wild magic that King George used to tranform one creature into the shape of another.”
“That is in the past,” said King George. “I have only use the wild magic once, and I still I do not know if it came from me, after all, or from the forest itself.”
“But that is the way of all magic. It does not come from inside of us. We are but a conduit for it. But there are some who are better conduits than others, depending on their characters and their willingness to sacrifice for the magic,” said Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar had gone to a few lessons on magic, purely for the sake of proving to her father that she had no talent in that area. He had not forced her to do more than a perfunctory test.
How different it would have been for the true princess, Ina Dagmar. Her father would have expected her to show great talent. Dagmar did not know if it would have been worse of better to have that pressure, and the hope of succeeding at it.
“My magic allows me to command animals, but not to transform into them,” said Lord Morlieb. He ran a hand through the air and caught a tiny insect. He whispered to it in its own language, no more than a hiss here or there, and when he opened his hand, the creature held very still and Lord Morlieb could press it from side to side and it did not move.
“Marvelous,” said King George. “I speak to animals in their own language, but they rarely allow me to command them. I find them to be a rather fractious lot, with their own intentions. Even when I try to explain to them the importance of what I have asked—they do not always agree. Rather like my own human subjects, I’m afraid.” He smiled.
“Ah, well, these are very small things. Gnats do not have great minds. It is no great magic to be able to sway them. I’m sure that you could learn to do it if you tried, Your Highness,” said Lord Morlieb. “I could offer a lesson in the magic of my kingdom, if you would like. I hear you have a magic school here, so you must believe that teaching is valuable in the use of magic.”
King George held up his hands. “I thank you, but no. That is not my gift. I take what magic gives me and do not demand more.”
“Well, there is little I can do with such a gift. A party trick, no more than that. A paltry offering to a king—and his daughter princess.” He dipped his head in humility.
“But since you mentioned the school, would you be willing to speak there, perhaps in the morning?” asked King George. “About your own gift and any others you have seen in your kingdom? There is so much we could learn from one another, I think, if only magic were to be spoken of freely. I am always interested in how the different magics fit together. It is my understanding that they all arise out of the bond that ties each species to the others. It is a way of reminding of us our origins, and them of their possibilities. Do you not agree?”
“I see things—differently. But perhaps that would take more time than we have at present to discuss,” said Lord Morlieb.
“Of course, of course. Now it is time for dancing.” King George bowed to Lord Morlieb and led Dagmar away. 
“Perhaps you could dance with him later this evening? Talk him into going to the school?” the king said to Dagmar.
“If you wish it, Father,” said Dagmar. She had been taught to dance, but she did not take much pleasure in it. She did not like to be watched, every possible mistake observed and noted by others.
“Well, then, my dear, I will dance the first with your mother. I think they are waiting for me,” he said, nodding to the other nobles. 
“I’m sure they are.” It might be Dagmar’s party, but the celebration was for the kingdom, not for her. There would be a few token favorites for the princess, but this was her chance to serve her kingdom, not the other way around. 
Being a princess was all about service, Dagmar knew. Her parents had taught her that from the first. Wearing a stiff gown, learning to dance when she did not care to, speaking to those she did not care to speak to—they were all part of her the role she had been given.
Sometimes Dagmar wondered what her life would have been like if she had been left in the village where she was born. Would some other peasants have taken her in? Would she be happier there? Perhaps it was ungrateful to consider such things, but the thoughts came to her especially at a time like this.
The king looked to his queen and offered her his arm. In his father’s time, it had been considered bad manners for the king to dance with his own wife, but when George was crowned, he would hear nothing of it. He danced with his wife and no one else. It was when he was not dancing that others in the kingdom had a chance to catch his ear. Besides, the whole kingdom enjoyed watching the king and queen on the dance floor together.
Queen Marit was a fine dancer with a body that was still strong and lithe, despite her age. When she and the king touched each other, they seemed to fall into another world of fire and joy, a world that was only partially held within the walls of the castle. And when they danced, there was a feeling that spread through the castle, of warmth, of purpose, of fierceness. Some might call it an animal feeling, but it left all those watching breathless and wishing for more.
When the king and queen had finished dancing, the players began a jig and others flooded the dance floor. Lord Morlieb bowed to Dagmar. “I am not as good a dancer as your father, but I would be honored if you would dance with me, Princess Dagmar.”
“Thank you,” said Dagmar. She had taken the lessons, but she rarely felt anything in the music. She had never lost herself in it, nor felt that the music was a part of her, as her mother and father said.
She moved to the dance floor and Lord Morlieb put a hand to her side and one around her shoulders.
With the first note of music, Dagmar felt something new inside of her. She could feel her heart matching the beat of the music and she felt her feet dancing without her moving them consciously. How had that happened? She had never enjoyed dancing so much before.
It seemed only a few breaths later before the music had ended, and she was still swaying in Lord Morlieb’s arms. He smiled at her and she caught a glimpse of white teeth that seemed a little long for his mouth.
So, he is not quite perfect, Dagmar thought to herself. It made her smile.
“If I let go of you, do you think you will fall?” asked Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar realized that she was still holding tightly to his waist.
She blushed and let go, then stepped back.
“It was not that I minded. It was only that there were people watching.” Lord Morlieb stepped back and nodded to the other nobles, all staring at the sight of the princess blushing happily at her own birthday celebration.
“You are very kind,” said Dagmar.
He raised a finger in mock warning. “Now you are flattering me.”
“I never flatter,” said Dagmar seriously.
“Never?”
Dagmar shook her head.
“And I daresay that makes you a better princess, doesn’t it? Your people know and trust you, do they not? They have known you for sixteen years and have forgotten your origins as you have.”
“I never forget my origins,” said Dagmar, suddenly stiff again.
“Oh?” said Lord Morlieb. “But why? You are every inch the princess now.”
“I feel—I am not sure all agree with you.”
“Then they are fools,” said Lord Morlieb. “And I shall prove it to them as often as I can dance with you while I am here.”
“Will you be here long?” asked Dagmar, as Lord Morlieb led her back to her father’s side.
“As long as is necessary,” said Lord Morlieb.
“Necessary for what?” That had not been clear to Dagmar when her father had introduced them. He was from Tirol and he had magic that King George wished to know about. Was there more than that?
“For the future of magic and our two human kingdoms,” said Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar’s eyebrows rose. “That sounds very important, Lord Morlieb.”
“It is. Oh, it is. But please, call me Rolf.”
“Rolf,” said Dagmar and felt a little thrill at the sound of the name. She wanted to dance with him again very much. She wanted to have that feeling of oneness with the music once more.
King George seemed pleased enough with the man, and the celebration went well. Dagmar knelt and received a tiny gold scepter from her father and was presented to the kingdom by her father. They received her with a roar as “Crown Princess Dagmar,” the heir to the throne. 
Dagmar’s eyes strayed to Lord Morlieb—Rolf. His smile at her made her feel a little dizzy. But when she looked at her mother, Queen Marit seemed displeased with Lord Morlieb and refused to come near enough even to be introduced to him.
Rolf made a joke of it. “She doesn’t want to see you grow up,” he said. “She wants you to remain a child forever. If you are an adult, that makes her an old woman, and you know what the stories say of old women.”
“No, what do they say?” asked Dagmar.
“That they can only take back their lives if they steal it from their own young,” said Rolf.
Dagmar laughed uneasily at that. “My mother isn’t like that,” she said.
“She isn’t like other women, though, is she? Have you ever wondered if she has forgotten what it is like to be a hound? If she wishes she were a hound still?”
“She is happy with my father,” said Dagmar. “And with me and her place in the kingdom.”
“I’m sure that is so. I’m sure she would never willingly leave. Not even if she had a chance to be a hound again,” said Rolf with a tone that made it clear that he doubted it.
When he was gone early in the morning and Dagmar went to bed, she could not stop thinking of him and the way she had enjoyed dancing with him. But it made no sense. She did not know if she liked him at all, the way he spoke to her and about her mother. But surely if he were dangerous, her father would have warned her.
 



 
Chapter Two: True
 
True was hunting a lynx that had been his nemesis for the last four summer seasons. True had almost caught it two seasons ago, but then the lynx had slithered out of his grasp, almost as if it had been able to turn into a snake and unroll his skin. The lynx had flipped up and mauled True’s face in the moment of surprise, and then the hound was too blinded by blood to see properly and give chase. 
The last two seasons, True had been wary, leaving the lynx be in most cases, following its spur only once, and then backing out of a dark cave he had never investigated before. He had felt terror and a sense of shame, and vowed late that same night that he would never show himself a coward again. 
None of his pack knew of his quest for the lynx. They did tease him about a “secret” that he had, but he never gave a hint as to what it was. Either he would die at the hands of the lynx or he would win a great victory and drag the body back with him to show his triumph.
He was at the chase for the lynx again in that brief passage between dawn and dusk, when the sky was neither dark nor light, but a shade of gray. It was then that True saw the golden she-wolf. Her yellow coat stood out like a human fire and when True saw it, he forgot about the lynx until it made a sound like a hyena’s scream as the golden she-wolf leaped and caught it. 
True stared at the golden she-wolf, waiting for her to kill the smaller and now trapped lynx. But as he turned to the side, he saw another wolf beside the gold one. It was male, and a blue hue. It was larger than the golden she-wolf by a half again, and it looked older, in the certainty of its stride and its sinewy movement.
The blue wolf flicked its head to the side and the golden she-wolf let go of the lynx.
It skittered away, and True did not even think to see which direction it had gone in. He found he was suddenly far more interested in the pair of wolves.
True had seen wolves only twice before. That had been in the time when he had left the forest, in his wandering years, before he had returned to the pack to prove himself as a full grown male. It had also been in the year after his father had died. 
Old Red had remained leader of the pack his whole life, but it had been more out of respect the last few months than out of strength. None of the other wolves of the pack had any wish to take Red from his place, and there were still some of the original wolves with whom he had built the pack to protect them. 
Since then, both Loyal and Lord had died. True’s mother Fierce and her dear friend, Unscarred, were still alive, still able to keep up with the pack. But Fierce was losing her eyesight and was left with only her sense of smell to guide her. It would not be long before the old generation was gone and True was all that remained of his parent’s heritage. He had to prove himself worthy to be the leader or he would leave the pack. He could not stay on at the sufferance of another. He had too much pride for that.
The first time True had seen wolves had been in the south, where they had not been hunted so near to extinction. He had come across a pack of them running through the lesser mountains near the desert. They had been bushy-tailed, rangy animals, with broad foreheads and reddish coloring like his father’s and his own. They even allowed True to run with them for a while.
But wolves were less social than hounds. They had their own language, but they had less to say, and they did not sing as hounds did. They might howl at the moon once or twice, but not as a pack, not in celebration of a beautiful night, or the turn of the seasons, or the birth of a new litter of pups. True found himself missing his home more than he expected, and took his leave. 
The second time he had seen a wolf had been to the north, in the snowy mountain peaks. It had not been a pack, but a single wolf, as white as the snow itself and difficult to see against the backdrop of white stones and white sky in storm. The wolf’s tail had been chewed to a nub and it swayed from side to side as if buffeted by the wind, even when it was still. The wolf looked ill, but when True approached it, it attacked him viciously. He had run from it, then later gone back and found it by the side of a stream, its sides panting, head down.
True growled at it, and it lifted its head to snarl back, but the sound was pitiful. It was dying. True had seen that. He could have left it, but instead he attacked, not because he wanted to, but to give the wolf one last moment of true life, in battle. 
The final battle with the white wolf had left True with a wound on his side, but he had felt the pain gladly for the next several weeks, knowing that he had given an honorable death as a gift in return. If there were wolf packs in the north, he thought they must be farther from the humans in the south than he had traveled.
Fierce had seen the wound and asked him about it. Eventually, True had told her the whole story of the wolf. 
“Did it speak to you at all? In the language of wolves or in the language of wild hound?” asked Fierce.
“No.”
“Did it seem—at all human to you?” she asked.
It was a strange question, True thought. Why would a hound seem human? And so he asked.
“Ancient wolves have deep magic,” said Fierce. “From the beginning of time.”
“Magic for what purpose?” asked True.
“For changing shape, if they wish. Or speaking to humans.”
“A wolf? What would a wolf say to a human? And what other shape would a wolf wish to take?”
Fierce smiled at him and then turned away with a look of pain. “Your father and I did not mind our time in another shape.”
True remembered then that she had told him about when she and his father were human, but that was so long ago, and the thought of being human was nothing impressive to him. Humans were small, hairless, uninteresting.
“Well, it is dead now,” said True.
“Yes, so it is,” said Fierce. That had been two years ago and Fierce had not mentioned wolves to him since.
Now that True saw these two wolves together, he followed after them, sniffing for the prints they left on the forest floor. It was a sweet smell, part hound and part danger. 
The two wolves skirted the edge of the forest and moved to the northern end, where there were huge rocks scattered as if dropped from a cloud above. Tress grew in crevices, but their roots were not deep enough to allow full height, so the forest petered out and became a rocky plain that even humans did not bother with, because it was of little use for their homes or for planting crops.
True was surprised when he saw that the rocks seemed to have been moved into a pattern. They were in a large circle, and vines had begun to grow across the top of them, almost like the roof of a human dwelling. It was dark, and True could not see well enough to be sure, but he saw the flash of numerous eyes, and he could smell animals within. Some wolves, but others, as well. 
Why would other animals remain around what seemed to be a wolf pack? Normally, animals ran from predators like wolves. They had natural instincts and if they did not all escape, that did not mean they did not all wish to.
It made no sense.
There was a low sound of distress, not quite a squeal, and then the air was filled with the scent of blood. Pig’s blood, True was certain.
Humans raised pigs for their meat, but when humans killed, there was no question about the sound of slaughter. Even those humans who could speak the language of pigs could not prevent them from calling out one last time in death. And True could not smell any scent of humans here. 
He was far from his pack and it was nearing dawn. True knew he should go, but he wanted one last glimpse of the golden she-wolf. She had been so beautiful, so sleek, so full of power and purpose. There was no hound anywhere near as arresting in features, as strange and familiar at once, as this creature. He had already given up his chase for the lynx for her. What was a little more time?
He leaned back into one of the larger rocks and pressed against it. It did not budge. And yet there were larger rocks than this in the circle. For them to have been moved would have taken more than a single animal with great strength. It would have taken many animals working in concert. Or humans.
But there was no scent of humans here, not for a long, long time. No sign of human tracks, no trails leading from human villages to here. If the humans had built this, it was long ago. But it looked like a new creation.
True began to shiver as the dark fell into the deep before dawn. He should go, but he wanted to see the golden she-wolf again. There was something intoxicating about even the thought of her. Wolves and hounds were not so very different. Might she see him and be intrigued by him, as well? True did not know, but he hoped for it. He hoped for something.
The circle of rocks was still, and then the flash of gold caught him and he knew that the female wolf was alone.
True watched her as she curled up on a rock and seemed to sleep. But a few minutes later there was another animal that emerged from the rock circle, a tame hound. It was smaller than any in True’s pack, perhaps half the size, and it had been bred by humans for the pretty ruff of fur around its neck.
The hound saw the golden she-wolf and stiffened, then moved cautiously to the side. It looked into the forest with longing and its head was turned to the sky. Every inch of its stance suggested that it was ready to howl, that it wished to join a group of its kind and sing together.
But the golden she-wolf lifted her head and made a short bark of command.
The small hound crumpled and whined.
The golden she-wolf lifted a paw in threat and the sound ceased.
The hound hopped closer to the golden she-wolf and bent over her back. It began to groom the beautiful golden coat and True could see nothing in its stance that suggested either fear or unhappiness now. 
Whatever he had seen before, he must have been mistaken. The tame hound must have become lost in the wood, separated from its human owners, and the wolf had found it and given it a home. It was a kindness, no more than that. If the hound was treated as less than equal, True had seen the same in other hound packs, and within the wolf pack in the desert. There were wolves who were stronger and faster, and others who served them.
It was only when the sun began to rise that True saw what surprised him. The golden she-wolf changed into a human before his eyes. She was crouched on all fours as the wolf had been, but then she stood and waited for the sun to rise. She wore only her skin, as an animal would, and she showed no sign of cold. When the sun touched her, she began to sing, in every animal language that True knew and others that he could only guess at. The only language he did not hear her sing in was that of humans.
The small hound seemed to worship her from a distance, but the moment did not last long. As soon as the dawn was fully spread over the sky in delicate pink, the golden woman became a she-wolf once more.
The blue wolf came out then to stand by her, his flank touching hers.
He nipped her neck when she tried to move away from him too soon, and the blue wolf snarled at the small hound until it leaped away and slid back inside the rock circle.
True left when they had disappeared, and he went back to the forest at a run. He did not stop running until he had found scent of the lynx once more. This time, he did not give up. He did not allow the lynx to escape through the river, nor when it climbed atop a cliff.  True was no longer worried about his own death as he had been before.
At last, the lynx lay dead at his feet and True realized he had not taste for it. He dragged the carcass back to his pack and they howled to the moon and danced around him, nipping at him in mock fight. But he moved slowly and he did not howl except in irritation.
“The chase for the lynx took more from you than you thought,” said Fierce.
“Yes, that is what is wrong with me,” said True. “I am tired, no more.”
“Sleep, then. And tomorrow, be part of the pack once more.”
But in True’s dreams it was not the lynx he chased, nor the lynx whose pelt filled his mouth with blood. It was the golden she-wolf.
 



 
Chapter Three: Hans
 
Hans still remembered his parents, though they had given him to the Order when he was only five years old. They had been peasants, but not so poor that they had to give him up to feed themselves. The Order gave a small amount of coin to the families of the children they took in, enough for a few weeks’ worth of food, a token of their appreciation and a recompense for the years they had cared for the children before they came to the Order. 
Hans did not recall being hungry or cold as a young child. The hut they had lived in had been well-cared for by his father, the thatch on the roof replaced yearly. His mother had tended a garden that brought bountiful vegetables to the table through the summer and even into the long winters.
It was his own dream that had brought him to the Order. He had seen animals gone mad, attacking humans. He knew he was meant to stop them. He had seen the Order, as well, and knew he was meant to be part of it.
He had woken, lucid and unafraid. He tried to explain to his parents clearly, in a child’s words, but with the understanding in his heart. 
They did not believe him at first, of course. They told him that it was something to think about, and put off the journey. It was not until the evil tapir came into the village that they realized the truth of his dream, and the import of it.
It was just after the first snow, when animals sometimes came into the village in search of food. But Hans knew that the tapir was coming before it was seen. It was not a dream, not quite. He had not seen the tapir in his mind, but he had felt the change in the air. It had been sour and tangy, like rotting meat, and he had felt very tired. 
His mother thought that he was coming down with an illness and told him to stay in his bed. She brought him peppermint tea with honey in it and steaming rags to compress on his chest. “Won’t you take the tea?” she asked, lifting the cup to his mouth.
He put his lips tightly together and turned away from her.
“It will make you feel better,” she promised.
But the scent of the honey made him feel a black cloud over his head, as if he could hear nothing else but the hum of the bees that had produced the honey.
They told him later, in the Order, that it was often that way, for the ones coming into the scent. It would take years before he could scent with a full stomach.
His mother lifted his head.
He thrashed at her, and the tea spilled.
“Now look at that. You’ve ruined it. A perfectly good cup of tea. Shame on you, Hans.” His mother had been genuinely sad, looking down at the tea dampening on his bed sheets. They were not so wealthy as to be able to waste their food.
She sighed. “I’ll get you more, if you like.”
“No, Mother,” he said. “Just water, please.”
She brought him water, and he tried to understand what the feeling in his bones was, the heaviness, the fear. 
He slept, and all he could remember from his dreams was that something was coming, and that it was dangerous.
His mother told him it was only the illness, and that it would pass.
She thought the morning of the tapir’s appearance that it was all as she expected, for he woke feeling well again. The darkness was not gone, but it had shrunk into a tiny pinprick and he knew exactly where to find it. He got out of his bed, put on his clothes and boots, and headed for the door.
“Out for a walk?” said his mother. “A good idea. I’ll come with you, if you don’t mind. I haven’t been out of the house for days, just the same as you.”
He hardly noticed her walking beside him, though she chattered on about a friend in the village who had just had a baby, and his father’s hopes that he would be asked to help build the lord’s new stables, for he was good with his hands, and very strong.
Hans thought of nothing but the place where he should go to find the olde tapir, and deal with it at last. He saw it clearly in his mind’s eye and led his mother onward. It was close to the stream that led into the forest. Many villagers gathered there in the mornings, to get their water for the day.
But when he arrived, the tapir was not there. He was bewildered, and faltered. 
“Feeling ill again? I shouldn’t have let you come so far,” said his mother. She went to bend over the stream and pressed the cool cloth first to her neck and then to his own. Though it was icy, both of them were wet with the exertion.
There was a sound like a baby’s cry.
“Must be a mockingbird,” said Hans’s mother. But she crouched closer to him and put an arm on his shoulder.
He ducked away from her and before she could catch him, the tapir had come out of the forest with blood on its face, charging toward Hans.
“Hans!” she screamed.
He did not move. He stared into the tapir’s eyes. He could see a strange darkness there.
He had brought a knife from his mother’s kitchen.
He held it out and let the tapir run into it, headfirst.
Blood spurted and the tapir struggled against him.
Hans could feel the strong muscles of the animal. It was nearly as tall as his father and likely weighed twice as much as him. Ten times more than Hans himself.
If he had not put the knife into just the right place—
But he had been aiming for the center of the darkness, in the tapir’s right eye, and once that was cut out, it died.
His hands were wet and warm and sticky. He could feel the anger in the tapir, even after its eyes had closed. It had not been an animal like any other he had seen. Could his mother not tell that?
She was crying and scolding him for what he had done. She was telling him he had been foolish, he should listen to her, he should be more careful.
She should have been praising him.
The tapir was wild, but it was more than that. Its heart had been full of emotions that even Hans did not understand. Roiling anger, dark terror, vengefulness. It had had murderous, evil intent, which animals should not have. It had not been merely hungry or crazed with pain. It had wanted to bring death and bring horror to all around it.
Hans’s shoulders ached as he pulled the knife free of the tapir. The knife had been turned aside by the tapir’s ribs, the steel broken, and yet he had still been able to get at its heart.
His mother took him home, away from the body, and asked him what he had done. He tried to explain to her as well as he could. The dream. The feeling. The illness. And then the tapir itself.
She shook her head, and muttered to herself. She did not bring him tea or anything else.
When his father came home that evening, he went to see the tapir for himself. He slaughtered it and dragged home the pieces, intending to salt them for winter use.
Hans told him that they were tainted, that the meat would kill him.
But his father ate it anyway, only a small amount, so perhaps he believed Hans a little. He was sick for nearly three weeks, and after that his father began to believe that Hans’ spoke true about the evil tapir, and perhaps about the Order, as well.
That winter, four more animals attacked the village, and each time, Hans was able to warn about them, and people were saved. Hans thought his parents would be proud of him and brag about his skills. But they grew more and more quiet with him, and they never mentioned what he had done around others. They were afraid of him, he realized.
In the spring, his parents took him to the Order, walking the four days to the southern mountains, following Hans’ careful directions. They had wrapped up all his clothes and Hans knew they intended to leave him there.
Before they entered through the small gate, his mother kissed him goodbye. His father patted him on the shoulder and told him to be a good boy. They promised they would return and visit him, but they never did. Hans did not expect it, not even from the first day.
The Order taught Hans to expand on his “scent,” so that he could tell when an animal was much farther away. It taught him how to ensure that such an animal never became a danger to humans, to hunt only in the forest, in the wilderness or other wastes, and to seek out animals with only a hint of taint in them.
It also taught Hans what these animals were.
“We call them ‘Olde,’ for they are what animals were, millennia ago, when humans and animals were no different,” said Sieg, Hans’ tutor.
“Animals changed, as humans did?” asked Hans.
“They did. They became more tame. Even those who live in the forest developed in concert with humans. They became less dangerous.”
“But wouldn’t that make them more likely to die?” asked Hans.
“There is an unstated promise between animals and humans that there is a balance of life. Humans will never hunt one species exclusively. They will not cut forests so far that there is no place for the animals of the forests to live and breed. They will leave the young to grow and mature and to bear a second generation. And they will not kill for pleasure alone.”
“And do the animals have a promise, as well?”
“The animals promise that they will not attack humans in their villages, and that they will give up their lives when the magic calls upon them.”
“But the tapir I saw—it broke the promise.”
Sieg nodded. “As humans break their promises, at times. But there are others whose task it is to deal with the humans. The Order is to deal with animals who disturb the balance.”
Hans thought of the tapir again. Its eyes had been full of fire, its hooves like weapons. He had seen horses passing by the village, but the tapir had thinner legs and looked more like a goat. Still, the sight of it gone wild made him shiver, even in retrospect.
“What causes the animals to become like this?” asked Hans.
“Sometimes they are born to destruction,” said Sieg. “Other times, it is the work of the ancient animals who have lived long past their own time, and now seek to turn back to the past.” 
“Back to when you were a child?” Hans found it difficult to imagine a past beyond then. Sieg was heavily bearded and his hair was all white. His face was weathered and he was strong enough to slam his wooden cane into the wall when Hans was not paying attention. But it must have been more than fifty years since Sieg was a boy like Hans himself.
“Even before that time. When I was a child, there was a human king far from here in the west. He lived badly and broke the rules. But he learned his lesson and since then there have been fewer humans who stir up the animals to anger. But still the Olde Wolf does his work.”
“Perhaps the Olde Wolf will learn his lesson like the human king,” said Hans. “And the other animals who follow him, if we teach them.”
“Animals do not learn lessons so well as humans,” said Sieg. “And the human king was young. He had not practiced his evil for so long as the Olde Wolf.”
“Is it magic, then? What the Olde Wolf does to the other animals, like the tapir?”
Sieg shook his head. “I would not call it magic. Magic is what makes animals and humans alike. It is what draws us together, in the forest or in the village. But this is something different.”
“What, then?” asked Hans.
“The Olde Darkness. It is the basest part of all animals and humans, to refuse to live in harmony, to wish to kill all others unlike yourself,” said Sieg.
“But how does he do it?”
“That does not matter to us,” said Sieg. “It is only the effects that matter. When he touches an animal and it goes dark, then we must kill it. If there are other Olde animals like him, I do not know. There may be, though I hope there are not.”
“Why not just kill him?” asked Hans.
“Ah, yes. Well, we would do that if we could. But those of the Order who have sought him out personally have never returned.”
Hans found this difficult to believe. “All of them?” What good was the Order, then?
“All of them. My own brother went, when he was but a little older than you are now, at fifteen,” said Sieg. “He was my twin, exactly like me in every way. I knew the moment that he died.”
“And so you have given up?” asked Hans. “You only treat the animals you see, not the one behind them all who causes them to go Olde?”
Sieg shook his head gravely. “Of course not. Every year, there are several who leave from this Order. I cannot say for other Orders, elsewhere in the world and the olde animals they fight against. 
“But the Olde Wolf here senses somehow when we are coming for him. He has many animals to send against us. And I think that perhaps he has a way of turning the minds of humans to help him. I don’t know how. I only know that he was gone and my brother lay dead and no one had seen anything.”
Hans grew up and saw that it was as Sieg said: every year, young men left the Order to find the Olde Wolf, and every year, they disappeared without sending word back as to what had happened to them.
Hans vowed that one day, he would find the Olde Wolf, and he would discover how to defeat him at last.
 



 
Chapter Four: Golda
 
If her father found out that she had taken human form, he would be angry with her. She had done it once before, when she was very young, half the size that she was now. She had seen humans before, and her father had told her how misshapen they were, how far from the true ways of animals. But she had wanted to try the shape for herself. She had tried others and he had not minded that. He seemed to like for her to speak with other animals, and to show a mirrored face to them.
But when she turned into a human, Golda had done it in full view of him. 
“See, Father?” she said. “I can do this one, too.”
It was as if he changed into a different wolf. His fur stood on end and his jaw dropped to show his teeth clenched together. There was a low sound coming from his throat, not quite a growl, for it said nothing at all. It was pure emotion, and the emotion was black anger.
“Father, what is wrong?” she asked, turning in a circle, sure that she would see some sign of danger, or perhaps some animal who had been taken by humans and tamed. He was always angry when he saw those, and either worked hard to make them wild again, or killed them in merciful swiftness.
“Do you not like it?” She looked down at her own form. She saw the two thin legs, hairless, pale, toes without claws, feet that looked like mushrooms, knobby knees, hands grasped at her sides. She could feel the cold of the wind around her.
“I do not understand why anyone would choose this. It is so weak,” she said. She meant to please her father, who hated humans. 
“Surely they would want to be animals again, the same as you wish for them. You would only have to show them,” she said, speaking as a wolf though she had a human’s voice. She had no chance to say more.
Her father had leaped toward her, his ruff up around his neck, his teeth bared in threat.
She reacted instinctively, running from him. It was difficult on her new human feet, but she was too afraid to change her form. She did not even think of it. She only thought of escape, of safety.
She knew the forest well, but it was different as a human. The trees seemed shorter, rocks and dirt harder, branches sharper. She could see things and colors she had not seen before, and they distracted her. 
Perhaps if she had concentrated, the human form might have served her better. She was young and full of energy, but he had more experience. She did not know exactly how old he was, but it hardly showed in his pelt or in his stride. He seemed to be ageless to her.
She felt him nip at her side, and she cried out, the high-pitched human voice strange in her ears. Then she saw a tree and jumped as high onto the trunk as she could manage. She could hear her father behind her. He had not leaped as high as she had, and she could hear the sound of his breathing, heavy and low, very close. 
It was that same breath that teased her to sleep at night, that had told her stories of her own birth and her mother’s death, of her childhood without a pack in the woods.
“Father,” she gasped, using her human tongue again to form the wolf words.
The wolf—her father—snarled at her.
She threw herself toward the first branch she could see, yanked herself up, and was on her toes. From this vantage point, she could see the whole forest laid out before her, and even the winking of the lights of the castle in the distance. She could not hear the human voices, but she knew that they were there. She was caught by the sudden reality of the humans her father hated. Here they were, so close. Many humans, all living together, all content to be as they were, without any sense of the way they had gone wrong.
If they saw her now, they would think there was nothing wrong with her.
Her father’s claws raked her left foot.
The moment for contemplation was over. It was time for action. 
Golda jumped higher into the tree, and higher still. She could feel the beat of her own heart in her throat, and in her ears. She took a daring chance and jumped to the nearest tree. She reached for a branch and missed it. Sliding, she fell and let out a yelp for her father. But he was too far away.
For a long moment, she believed she would die. This would be her last moment, and it would be in human form, which she hated. Her father would see her in a human form and he would want to forget that she was his child. He would turn away from her and never think of her again.
It was the most terrible end she could think of.
But then she landed on a fork between branches and her reflexes were quick enough that she was able to pull herself up. Her head rang and her fingers bled, scraped raw, but she was alive. 
She slid down the tree and began to laugh. She ran again, and this time she could not hear her father behind her. She came to the river and rushed into it, heedless of what it would do to the human body. 
She would not be in the human body much longer. As soon as she could, she would change again, and it would not matter that she had worn it for a little while, however disgusting it was.
Within moments, she was under the water, fighting currents and cold. The human body had no fur to keep her warm, no tail to stabilize itself. Stupid, stupid, she thought. Stupid as a human.
When she was at last spit out on the bank in an eddy, she used all her remaining strength to change back into a she-wolf, not yet grown. And still, she shivered until her father found her and nuzzled at her.
“Home?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, teeth chattering.
He nudged her with his muzzle to her flanks and she found herself on all fours. It did not take much thought to move forward, paw by paw, until she was back home under the stones.
“I did not like being human,” she said to him, the next day, after a long, restless sleep.
“I do not wish to speak of it,” said her father.
Golda wondered if he would have killed her. She had not doubted it in the moment, but now that all was well between them again, she saw her loving father, kind, gentle, always providing for her. 
In a way, it was he who had changed forms, not she.
But she told herself that she would obey him, that she had no need to be human again. And for four long seasons, she was able to keep her promise. She was tempted to be human when she saw a robin’s nest full of eggs high above her. She loved the taste of eggs, but it was so hard to reach a nest with only a wolf’s claws to guide her up the trunk of a tree. That her father had been able to follow her at all when she had taken human form had been a surprise. That she had bested him in the end was not.
She had resisted, however, and watched instead as the robin’s eggs hatched and turned into birds. She had come close enough to one that she had been able to bat at it before it flew away, but otherwise the desire for eggs went unfulfilled.
Another time she saw a human atop a horse. She crept closer, for it was near the edge of the forest, and she did not often leave the protective canopy of the trees without her father’s guidance. But she was curious about both the human and the horse. Her father hated to see humans use animals in this way, though he did say that he thought horses were the least tamed of all the domesticated creatures. 
She could see nothing of resistance in the horse. The rider did not use a saddle or a bridle, which her father had described to her in detail. The horse was not in a cage or on a rope tied to its neck. The rider did not wear boots with spurs or carry a whip to spur the horse on. The two of them seemed at peace with each other and with the world. In fact, Golda could not tell for a moment if the human had two legs or if the appendages around the horse’s belly belonged to the animal itself.
She drew closer and saw the human bend forward, pressing face to face, whispering in the horse’s ear. She could not tell if the human spoke the language of horses, but for some reason she believed it was so. It was in the way the horse responded, as if the two of them were sharing a sly secret. When the human leaned forward, the horse took a step. When the human sat up straight, the horse stopped. When the human stiffened, the horse began to bounce.
The horse smelled like a human and at the same time, the human smelled like a horse. They breathed in the same rhythm, and Golda never saw the human off of the horse, though the two spent all day in the forest, until the sun set and they were called back to the castle by the all of the night bells.
By then she had determined that it was a female human and a male horse. They were friends, and Golda envied them. Her father had great power over the animals of the forest and could command them to do anything for him. He commanded them to care for her, to hunt for her when she was small, and he had more than once commanded them to play with her. But when it was commanded, there was no pleasure in it, no individuality. She had rather watch the animals playing with each other than have them misused in that way. So she told her father that she preferred to spend her time with him, and he was pleased with this.
Now, watching the horse and the human, she wished she could change into a human. She imagined walking out of the forest and toward the castle. Would they let her in, if she appeared human? Could she ask them to borrow a horse? Or could she simply take one without them knowing?
This was a fantasy that was difficult to dispel. She thought about it so often it became part of her dreams, and she had to be careful when she slept at night to put her head to the ground so that her voice was muffled. She found herself speaking in the language of horses when she was asleep and she did not want her father to hear her and ask why.
But when she saw another human child alone in the forest while her father was gone, searching for tame animals he could liberate while she guarded the others against humans who might come to the stones. It was a girl, about the same age she had been when she had first changed into a human. She was alone in the forest and was making a terrible wailing sound, with water dripping down her face.
At first, Golda meant to keep to her promise and only appear as a wolf. But the girl was terrified and ran from her, then fell and bruised herself badly and held her hands in front of her face while Golda tried to sniff at her and then to speak a few common words of wolf that she thought the girl would understand. She did not. She spoke none of the animal languages that Golda knew so well, though her father had told her that most humans could speak animals to either kill or tame them.
Golda tried the shape of a smaller animal, in hopes the girl would be less fearful. She was a squirrel and then a rabbit. But those, too, frightened her and made her shiver and put her head under her arm to hide it.
At last, Golda changed into a human. She could not pretend that it was not a change of intent, as it had been before. She did not do it unconsciously. It was done willfully, and it took several minutes, for she was used to keeping her mind from the thought of the human shape.
Once she had changed, however, Golda felt as if she had stepped out of a cage. She felt as if she had been meant for this form. It was like slipping into her father’s warm embrace. There were so many things that were easier this way. She loved the hands. She loved the way her toes could grip the dirt and let her stand upright with ease or help her to run with purpose and speed.
She was so caught up in herself that she forgot entirely about the girl.
“I’m lost,” the girl said. “Are you lost, too?”
Golda glanced up at her. “No,” she said, the human words coming easily to her.
“I did not see you before. Do you live here in the woods? Do you have a house?”
“I live here,” said Golda. She let the girl assume that it was in a house. She did not dare to show her to the stones. That would be taking things too far.
“I’m hungry,” said the girl.
Golda was unsympathetic to this. “Do you not hunt?” she asked.
The girl spread out her hands helplessly. “I don’t know how. I don’t have a knife or a bow.”
“How did you come here?” asked Golda.
“With my father and my brother. Only—they did not know I was following them. And they went faster than I could go. I did not call after them because they would have been angry at me if they knew I had come. They would have taken me home.”
“But why?”
“Because the forest is dangerous and the animals might eat me,” said the girl.
For a moment, Golda was struck with how much like her father this sounded, when she was younger and had asked why she could not go to the castle and see the humans.
“I will help you to go home,” Golda offered.
The girl offered her a hand and Golda took it. How soft and warm it felt. The girl trusted her implicitly, never thinking that a wolf might suddenly come at her, and tear her to pieces. She was afraid of animals, but not other humans. It was so strange.
Golda led her to the edge of the forest. “Can you see your home from here?” she asked, pointing at the castle.
“Oh, I don’t live there,” said the girl. “That’s where the king and queen and the princess live. I live in the village.”
“Can you find your way from here?”
“I think so. But why don’t you come with me? I will give you a piece of pie if you come.”
Golda did not disbelieve her, but she did not think she would like human food and she was happy enough with what was provided in the forest. Also, she wanted to be at the stones when her father got there, so that he had no reason to ask her what she had done that day while he was gone.
Golda watched the girl for a while, until she had turned at the path that led away from the castle, to the village east of it, toward the rising sun.
Then she went back into the forest. To be safe, she turned first into a deer, then into a hawk, and into a mink, before she turned into a wolf once more. She dipped herself into the river twice, and then made sure that she came home with a killed duck from the river’s edge, blood on her hands so thick that there could be hardly any other scent detected.
Her father did not seem to suspect what she had done at all.
It was months before Golda dared to be human again, but this time, it was by her own choice, without any other humans around. And in the years that followed, she became human more and more often, but only when she knew that her father had no chance to see her.
It was only when she was full size that she began to think that her father should have so say as to her form, and that the next time she was human, she would let him see her, and try to stop her.
 



 
Chapter Five: Dagmar
 
Princess Dagmar and Lord Morlieb danced together every night after their first meeting. She did her duty and danced with other noblemen of the kingdom. She listened to their stories and asked questions that showed that she had paid attention. But there was nothing like dancing with Lord Morlieb. 
The princess expected her father to tell her that she should not dance so much with the same man. Or for her mother to notice that Dagmar was breathless and nearly insensible after every dance with him. She felt she had almost lost herself to the rhythm of the dance. There was a danger in it, but it was a danger that she could not stop herself from going back to. 
The rhythm of the dance, the feel of Lord Morlieb’s heartbeat at one with hers, was something that had become as necessary to Princess Dagmar as water itself. She woke in the middle of the night sometimes and tried to hum a tune to herself, and dance with her eyes closed, as if Lord Morlieb were there with her. But it was nothing like the man himself. 
Her whole life after meeting Lord Morlieb seemed to be waiting. She waited for the next evening, when Lord Morlieb would be able to dance with her. Then she waited for him to see her first, to ask her. She waited for a dance with another nobleman to be finished, so that she could dance once more with Lord Morlieb. 
If her parents had indeed told her that she could not dance with him again, she would have refused them. She could not have been in the same room with him, heard music, and not danced in his arms. Her greatest fear was the moment that Lord Morlieb declared that he had to leave Kendel and return to his native Tirol.
As for Lord Morlieb, he seemed as interested in Princess Dagmar as she was with him. He watched while she danced with other noblemen, but he did not ask anyone else to dance. More than one noblewoman was frustrated in her attempt to encourage him to do exactly that.
Lady Ethel passed him by on several occasions, stopping to fan herself and smile prettily at him. 
On the third such time, Lord Morlieb said, “You look lovely this evening, Lady Ethel.”
She was only a year older than Princess Dagmar, and had a face suitable for painting. In fact, it had been painted more than once, by professionals and by amateurs who could not resist the temptation.
Lady Ethel smiled and moved closer to Lord Morlieb, just as Princess Dagmar was returning from a dance to stand at Lord Morlieb’s side. “It is a good gown for dancing. It floats freely and shimmers in the light,” Lady Ethel hinted broadly.
“Indeed. I must say that I wish that I were dressed suitably to match your glory. I would look a poor stone compared to your sparkling diamond,” said Lord Morlieb. “I see a man there who is very eager for a dance.” He pointed to the second son of Lord Peter, who was without doubt the most handsome man in the ballroom. 
Without waiting for Lady Ethel’s encouragement, Lord Morlieb stepped forward and introduced them. Then he turned back and held out his arm for Princess Dagmar to dance with him once more.
Later that evening, Princess Dagmar saw her father moving toward Lord Morlieb as she intended to dance with him again. She turned aside and hid behind a pillar so that she could hear what her father had to say.
“There are many young ladies here who would be pleased to dance with you,” said King George.
“I suppose there, but I have come not to please them, but my king.” 
“And my daughter? Has your king sent you to court her in his stead?” asked King George, as Princess Dagmar listened so intently that her muscles screamed to be relaxed.
“He has not,” Lord Morlieb admitted.
“She has a tender heart. I would not like to see it broken,” said King George softly.
And it would not be broken, though Dagmar, so long as her father did not interfere and continue to allow her to dance. Why would he not go away right now and leave Lord Morlieb be?
“You are a loving father,” said Lord Morlieb. “I admire that. Should you say the word, I would not say another word to her. It would be difficult for me, but I would never disobey a command of yours, nor encourage her to do anything you deemed inappropriate.”
Princess Dagmar’s heart sunk. How could Lord Morlieb say such a thing? Did he not see how important he had become to her?
“You would leave the kingdom on my word?” asked King George.
“I could not do that. I must do as my king has asked me. But I would not so much as look at your daughter again, if you told me. I would not dance with her, nor speak to her, nor kiss her hand in greeting.”
Princess Dagmar felt a sharp pain in her chest at the thought of this. She was nearly ready to run forward and push her father away. If Lord Morlieb asked her to, she would leave her place in her kingdom and run away with him, back to Tirol or wherever else he wanted her to go.
But King George said, “That, too, would hurt my daughter. I’ve seen how she looks at you. She is enthralled, almost as if she did not wish to be.”
“She is only a young woman who is enjoying the attentions of a handsome, foreign man. The other men here have known her all her life, as she knows them. There is nothing special there.”
“Perhaps that is all that is it. But eventually, you will leave here and return to Tirol.”
“My duties will take me home to Tirol, yes. Unless there were a reason to remain here,” said Lord Morlieb.
Princess Dagmar held her breath. Here was an opening, if her father understood it. He could offer Lord Morlieb the chance to stay here in Kendel.
“I am always in need of loyal men.”
“But I would lose much if I did not return to Kendel.”
“I have properties I can dispose of. And perhaps a position at court,” said King George.
It was all that Princess Dagmar could have wished for.
“I thank you, King George. I will consider it.”
Princess Dagmar waited until her father had moved away, and then went to Lord Morlieb’s side again. He said nothing of what her father had said to him, and Dagmar did not ask. There was no need for speech when she was dancing.
At last, they were finished dancing and Dagmar’s feet were on fire with the heat of the steps. 
“You must rest,” said Lord Morlieb.
She nodded and allowed him to take her hand in his. They walked to the balcony and looked out at the kingdom of Kendel. Dagmar put her hand in Lord Morlieb’s.
“There are stars that shine so brightly that they fall from the sky,” said Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar flushed.
“And all stare as they watch them burn, jealous that they had not such daring and such faith in the single moment of pure delight.”
“I don’t know what to say,” said Dagmar. She wished that she could speak as prettily as he did. She was not sure what she felt for him when they were not dancing. It was not the same, but it was better than being away from him.
“It does not matter what you say. I see your heart, and it is your heart that I love,” said Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar felt herself trembling from head to toe, and it was his strong arm that held her up.
“Tell me of yourself,” said Lord Morlieb. “I want to know every detail of the amazing woman before me.”
Amazing? Dagmar had been flattered before, but it had never struck her like this. “There is not much to tell,” said Dagmar.
“Oh, come. You have lived with a legend all your life. Your father’s magic is stronger than any in living memory. What is it like to live with such a man? To see him every day, to know him as a child?”
Dagmar wished she could dance again, but she tried to answer as well as she could. “He is my father. I suppose I do not think of his magic. He is just a man, like other men.”
“Surely not like other men. He has the great magic. He can change men into animals and animals into men. Or women. How many in his court are afraid that he will do the same to them.”
“He would never use his magic in that way,” said Dagmar. “He has not used it for many years, in fact.” If she thought it strange that Lord Morlieb was asking about her father, she also found it a relief, because it meant she did not have to bring up the truth that she was not born to her parents. Surely Lord Morlieb had heard already and would not need her to bring up such a difficult subject?
“Do you think his magic is fading, then?” said Lord Morlieb.
“I do not know. I do not think so.”
Lord Morlieb held her wrist tightly. “Or because he has given that magic to you?”
Dagmar blanched. “I have no magic,” she said. “My father cannot give that to me, whatever else he gives me as his daughter.”
“Is that because you were not born to him?” he asked directly.
“I don’t know,” said Dagmar. She felt a chill run through her, and she forgot all about how much she loved to dance with Lord Morlieb. She wanted to get away from him now, but he was blocking her path and his hand was still on hers. She would create a scene if she called out, and she felt confused. How could things have changed between them so quickly?
“He would not want to give you what his other daughter might want, if she returns to him, would he? He must be saving it for her. Does he still believe that she is living?” asked Lord Morlieb.
“He has always believed that she is alive,” said Dagmar. “He has always hoped that someday she would come home.”
“I see.”
Did he see? “I am the princess now,” said Dagmar. She wanted Lord Morlieb to dance with her again. She did not want to talk to him anymore.
“You mean you think he loves you better than he loves an infant he has never known, whatever she has grown into,” said Lord Morlieb.
“Yes.”
“But his magic he saves for her. What does that say to you?”
“It says that I cannot use it. I have no magic in me. If he tried to give anything to me, it would be of no use at all. It would be wasted.” Though Dagmar was not at all sure that Lord Morlieb was right about the magic to begin with. She had never heard her father talk about giving his magic away. Then again, he wouldn’t tell her about that, not since he knew that she had no magic at all.
“In my kingdom, everyone is born with some degree of magic. One may have more than another. But a parent gives to a child. That is why an only child will always have more magic than a child who must share with other siblings. It is an inheritance, as much as land is, or other property. A father gives to a son before a daughter. And a king takes from his subjects. Not much, but a little. A tax, even if they do not know it. It is what keeps the crown strong,” said Lord Morlieb.
“It is not the same here in Kendel. Not with my father’s magic,” whispered Dagmar. She had always believed that, in any case. Why should she doubt it now?
Lord Morlieb was quiet for a long moment. “Has no one ever heard of her again, truly? Not a sign of her? No demands for her safe return?”
“No.”
“Then perhaps she is truly dead. I hope that your father does not die before he accepts it is true. It would be a shame for the kingdom to be left without his magic, when he has been the inheritor of so much of his mother’s, and has learned so much of how to use it.”
“He is not ill. He will live for many years yet,” said Dagmar. She could not think about her father’s death with equanimity.
“You will make a fine queen for Kendel, in time,” said Lord Morlieb. “You cannot doubt yourself. I have every faith in you. In some ways, you may be better than your father. You would never hold anything back from your own child, I am sure. Your heart is too true.”
“Don’t speak about that. I cannot imagine myself as queen. It is too far off. It may never happen.”
“Then you think the other princess will be found?”
“I don’t know,” said Dagmar. 
Lord Morlieb left her there on the balcony, to be found by her father when the other guests had gone. She was shivering and King George asked her what was wrong, but she would not tell him. How could she say that she doubted her father’s love for her, and her ability to take his place when he was gone.
He loved her, she knew. But was it enough? She was still a peasant’s child.
 



 
Chapter Six: Dagmar
 
The next night while Lord Morlieb and Dagmar were again dancing, there were horns sounded in the village nearby. At first, Dagmar thought the horns were a part of the dancing music, and Lord Morlieb encouraged her to keep dancing. But then she saw that the others had moved to the windows to look out into the night. 
She pulled away from Lord Morlieb, and moved to the windows herself. She felt his presence behind her as she stared out at the signal fires that were burning all along the edges of the village.
That was her home village, the place she had been born, the place she would still be living if not for the fact that the true princess had been taken from the palace. Was that where she belonged still? 
Lord Morlieb put a hand on her arm. “I wonder what has happened,” he said
Her father called for a report from his guard and the dancing for the night was finished. All semblance of revelry disappeared from the palace. The musicians went to their beds, and the food was quickly cleared. The king sat, waiting, and when the guard arrived, he spoke in clipped tones that Dagmar could not remember hearing from her father before. He sounded like a general, and not a king.
“You should move closer, so that you can hear what is being said,” Lord Morlieb whispered, and so Dagmar moved closer.
This was her kingdom, she thought. She was the princess now, and she needed to know what her father knew.
Soon after, a troupe of guards returned, dirty and worn, smelling like blood and death. They marched into the ballroom where the king stood waiting, and reported what they had found.
“Four horses attacked the villagers, Your Majesty.”
“Horses?” said King George in astonishment.
Dagmar began to shiver.
“They had gone mad. The villagers think they were tortured or poisoned. There is no other explanation for what they did. They were horses from our own stable.”
“But those horses are my own. I know them,” said King George. “I have trained most of them. They were well treated.”
“They killed sixteen villager, Your Majesty. The bodies are—terribly damaged. They were kicked at, then trampled. Hooves and teeth tore at the flesh and then left it in the street to find more.”
“Impossible,” said King George.
Dagmar looked up at Lord Morlieb, who was very intent. “Is it impossible?” she asked softly.
“I think not,” he said.
“Then you know more than my father,” she said. “Tell me why.”
When he leaned close to her and spoke, Dagmar felt a thrill go through her that reminded her of when she was dancing with him. She could feel the beat of his heart in his voice. 
“Your father has a small view of magic. He thinks that it can only be used in one way. But it is not so.”
“You have seen animals do things like this before?” asked Dagmar.
“I have seen animals attack and kill in groups. I have seen them move like armies, many different kinds of them.”
“And horses?” said Dagmar. “Or cows and pigs? Goats? Domesticated creatures?”
“They are only domesticated because they choose to be. They can make another choice.”
“But why would horses attack villagers?” asked Dagmar.
“Who knows what the villagers have done?”
“You think that they committed some crime?” said Dagmar, who could not imagine what that might be.
“There are many crimes against animals that humans never see,” said Lord Morlieb.
“But you do?” asked Dagmar.
“I know that you do not speak to animals, but that does not mean that you cannot feel for them or see the world as they see it? They are enslaved and made to do work for humans. They are not free to simply live happily, in their own surroundings.”
“Of course,” said Dagmar. She believed Lord Morlieb must be right.
“We must see to the rest of the stables. It may be a disease passing through,” said King George. “There may be others to be put down.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Henry, the leader of the guard. He saluted and then led the king to the stables.
Dagmar and Lord Morlieb followed behind.
“One of the horses was described as a tall black with white markings on his hooves and as big as a bear,” said Henry.
King George stopped walking as if he had met a wall. “Warrior?” he said.
“I should think so, Your Majesty,” said Henry. “There is no other horse in the stables who would fit that description.”
“But I just saw him yesterday. I rode him, not for long, but around the gates,” said King George.
“He thinks he knows animals so well,” whispered Lord Morlieb to Dagmar. “But he does not.”
Dagmar turned to watch her father, who went ahead now at a run. He crossed the dark ground and threw open the door to the stables.
Dagmar had to hold up her skirts and step over the dirt with Lord Morlieb’s help. When she reached her father, she found him on his knees in front of a stable door that had been broken into pieces the size of matchsticks.
“Warrior,” he whispered in anguish.
“He names a horse that, and then keeps him in a stable. Now he is a warrior indeed,” said Lord Morlieb.
Henry rushed back to the king. “There are three others missing, Your Majesty. Wind, Dancer, and Midnight.”
The king flinched, and tucked his head to his knees. “My four best horses. My friends,” he said.
“They are killers now, Your Majesty,” said Henry.
“Of course. You must go after them. Bring them back if you can.”
“And if we cannot?” asked Henry.
“Then you must deal with them as you would deal with any other madman who has killed and will not return peaceably to face charges,” said King George.
“What of the other horses here?” asked Henry. “What if they, too, have been infected with this disease?”
“I will watch over them,” said King George. 
“All day and all night?” asked Henry. “If the guard are gone to look for the others, they cannot spell you here. Would you ask servants or those who do not have the animal magic to take your place?”
King George rose to his feet and his full height. He looked at Henry with all the strength that the years of ruling had given him. “I said I would watch over them. Do you doubt the promise of your king?”
Henry hesitated a beat. “No, Your Majesty, of course not.”
“I will stay here and watch over them. I will make sure that there are no other horses who go mad and escape here. That is all you need to know. Now you can go and do your part.”
Henry turned away, but stopped. “Your Majesty,” he said, but he did not look up to meet the king’s eyes.
“What is it?”
“The villagers. They are already spreading rumors. I fear that by the time we return with the horses, they will have reached the very edges of the kingdom, and perhaps beyond.”
“What is it they are saying?” asked King George.
Dagmar had never seen her father so still, and yet so full of energy. He was like a snake, coiled and ready to fly. But fly where? Onto whom? Who was his enemy here? Besides the horses, of course.
“He has brought this on himself,” said Lord Morlieb. “He must see that. He has used animals for too long as pets, as friends. Animals were never meant to be that to him or to any other human.”
“Many people think of him as a hero. He has saved many lives,” said Dagmar.
“Human lives,” said Lord Morlieb with disgust. “But what of the animal lives? Has anyone counted how many of those have been lost? Or forever ruined?”
“I never thought of it that way,” said Dagmar.
“How could you, with your father always whispering lies into your ears? He tells you how valuable his magic is, and makes you feel the lack of it. But it only means that you do not use them as he does. It makes you purer than he is, and guiltless in all this.” Lord Morlieb gestured at the broken stable door.
Dagmar had always thought of her father as the best father and best king in the world. But suddenly she could see so clearly what Lord Morlieb meant. Her father was weak and selfish. He had this magic and he had made it possible for all in the kingdom who had the same magic to use it. Was that supposed to be progress?
“They are saying that this is some kind of animal magic. They think that someone spoke to the horses and convinced them to attack. They say that it is your fault, Your Majesty. That your new laws allowing the magic have led to this. They speak openly against you and of your death.”
King George’s eyes flickered briefly. “Then I will have to prove to them that they are wrong. This is not animal magic. This is nothing to do with that.”
“In this, and only this, your father and I are in agreement,” said Lord Morlieb.
The king continued: “There has to be some other power at work here, perhaps magic, perhaps something else. But first we must deal with the horses. Then we must make the villagers feel safe again. And after that, we will find out who has done this.”
Henry bowed, then called the guards after him.
King George remained where he was. It was several minutes before he realized that Lord Morlieb and Dagmar were there with him.
“Dagmar,” he said gently. “I did not know you had seen all this. And heard—I wish you had not. You should go back to your room in the palace where it is safe. I will deal with this later.”
“Father—your animal magic—could it be used to do something like this?” asked Dagmar.
King George opened his mouth, then closed it again. He took a deep breath. “I hope that it is not possible. I cannot imagine anyone who can speak to animals wishing to do this to them.”
“But you are not saying it is impossible.”
Another hesitation. “No,” said King George at last.
“Then perhaps this was why animal magic has been banned for so long.” Dagmar had heard the old stories, though she was the king’s daughter. The old superstitions against the animal magic could not be stopped with a simple declaration by her father, even if he was the king. And the fact that Dagmar was not in the school for animal magic meant that she had had more time to hear lessons from those who were like her, without magic.
There were reasons for killing the ones with animal magic, reasons that the king had always refused to hear. There might be some who had good intentions, but the power itself was a dangerous one. Humans and animals were never meant to be able to speak to one another, to be so known to each other. Animals and humans should remain separate, always. To be like animals was dirty for humans.
“Good,” said Lord Morlieb, and when Dagmar looked at him, he nodded to her encouragingly. He put a hand on her arm, and she felt again the rush of his blood, the heat that came with it. He was the man she could trust, not her father.
“It could be one of the people you brought to school,” said Dagmar.
“You cannot trust anyone in the palace, Your Majesty,” said Lord Morlieb. “Any of them may have betrayed you.”
“The people at the school have been trusted allies of mine for years,” said King George.
“Yes, but now you must reconsider, I think. This must have something to do with animal magic and where else is it most concentrated but here? Perhaps it is someone who has always planned to betray you.”
“Perhaps,” said King George.
He remained in the stables all night, while Lord Morlieb took Dagmar back to her maid and her bedroom. She slept uneasily there and woke in the morning to the sight of the dead villagers lain out in front of the stable.
Dagmar did not know if this was meant as some kind of honor, or if it was a reminder to her father that the villagers considered him personally responsible. Dagmar looked down and saw her father’s face go gray when he stepped out of the stables for the first time since the night before. He looked as if he had been the one kicked by the horses gone wild.
Henry met King George and gave him a report, but Dagmar did not hear of it. She remained by Lord Morlieb in the castle until the bodies of three of the horses who had killed were brought in and laid aside the villagers who were dead. There was one missing, however. Warrior, her father’s favorite, was not here.
Nonetheless, her father knelt beside the horses and wept as much for them as for the humans who had died. He whispered something in the ear of each animal, then stood.  With that, he stood and made a motion, and the animals were taken away to be burned. The villagers were to be buried on the castle grounds with the most honored dead of the kingdom. But even so, Dagmar heard the whispers inside the castle.
“What of the last horse?”
“The king knows that his own horse is still missing.”
“He does nothing to find the most dangerous horse of all.”
“The king cares more about the horses dead than he does about any of the villagers who died.”
“The king does not even bother to look for the animal magic in this. He wants to ignore what happened and protect his own magic.”
And one of the cooks who brought Dagmar a special baked treat said, and Dagmar was quite sure she was meant to hear, “It is just as well that we have a true Kendel woman as our princess. We will not need to worry when the king is dead at last that there will be another one with animal magic on our throne.”
Queen Marit came into the castle late that afternoon, and she looked as exhausted as her husband was, and far dirtier. Where she had been, she did not say. This was not uncommon with the queen, who was used to doing what she pleased and did not always enjoy the company of other humans.
But she passed by Dagmar and said, “I think we must look more carefully at those who are new to the kingdom. This evil is newly come, and I think has nothing to do with our own magic.”
The king’s own horse was not found that week, nor the next. Instead, two of those who were at the magic school from outlying towns were found dead in the castle, and more than a dozen students fled the school entirely. 
King George did nothing to call them back, and he did not even seek for the murderers. He said instead that the whole kingdom must practice “forgiveness and understanding.”
“Forgiveness and understanding is what humans are least able to practice,” said Lord Morlieb. “And your father with his years of experience should know that. Better to give the kingdom to the animals.”
“You truly think so?” asked Dagmar, trying to imagine what that would mean.
“They could hardly do worse, I think. But it will not happen. What is better is if the humans go north and the animals are called south. There can be no place where they belong together.”
“Yes, that makes sense,” said Dagmar. It would be safer for both groups. And Lord Morlieb was, so far as she could tell, never wrong.
 
 



 
Chapter Seven: Hans
 
Hans had smelled the darkness and followed it to a horse in a small village two days from the Order. There was no Sieg this time to tell him what to do or why. He could return to the Order if he wished, but by leaving without a warning, he had declared himself grown and in search of the Olde Wolf. If he came back, he would be the first one who had admitted failure. He would rather be known as one of many who had died in pursuit of the darkness of the Olde Wolf than be known as the one who had returned. 
The horse reminded him very little of the tapir, though there were certain physical similarities. Both animals ran on four legs, both had a long face. Both had mouths with blunt teeth for chewing grass, not meant to be used for killing. But the horse was black and as big as a bear. It towered over the villagers who had gathered together to attack it. It was not afraid of death or the smell of blood and Hans thought that it was too used to battle. This was what came of bringing animals to war. They turned to darkness instead, to their own kind, to the Olde Wolf
Four men lay dead already. The great, black horse stood like a general on a field of battle, viewing the enemy and sending out orders from the front rather than behind. It raised its head at the sight of Hans and met his eyes, and for a moment, Hans shivered at the thought of such evil intent there. It was unnatural. It was too human.
Hans shuddered and turned away, and in that moment, the horse attacked and two more humans lay dead.
There was no time for Hans to hesitate. He moved in. 
He had brought several weapons with him. A dagger to be used in close quarters, a spear for distance work, and a scythe for in between. He should have thrown the spear from a distance. He had practiced with it often enough that he might have landed it directly in the horse’s eye, with some luck. But he was shouting for the villagers to get out of his way, and he was afraid that he would hurt them.
He ended up so close to the horse that he could only get out his dagger and slash at the animal’s neck. Hans could feel the horse tense at the first parting of flesh. The weapons were specially made to drain the darkness. Hans smelled the acrid smoke as it dripped from the neck wound, and the horse screamed as the Olde Wolf’s anger slipped out of it.
The horse looked back at the others behind it and they let out a stream of angry grunts. Then the horse turned back to Hans and reached for the dagger with its teeth.
Hans ducked to one side, holding his dagger close to his chest, and then, breathing hard, faced the horse once more. 
He felt no thrill, and no sense of coming triumph. If he won, he would best an animal, a horse that had been dear to some human somewhere, that had once known other tame animals and lived in peace with them. If he lost, then the horse would go on to do its work without being stopped, and more humans would die. 
This was not the real battle, and it could not end with any real triumph. Not until it was the Olde Wolf he faced. But it was what Hans had to do now, to live in to face the Olde Wolf, and perhaps to find a track that would lead to him.
The horse reared up and knocked Hans backward with its front hooves. Then it fell forward and nearly landed on Hans.
He had to scramble away, and then reminded himself that he must focus always on each moment, not on the future or the past. Not the larger battle, but this smaller one.
His right hand was hot and slick with sweat against the dagger. He switched hands, then lunged at the horse. He caught it this time with a slice just below its withers. It was deeper than it had been before, and he could feel more of the darkness flow out of the horse.
It swirled around him, and tempted him. If he took it into himself, he would be stronger, more powerful in battle, more feral. But Hans brushed it aside. Let it return to the Olde Wolf. He wanted nothing to do with it, no matter its promise.
He could smell the horse now, as well as the Olde Wolf. The animal was afraid. He could see that in the whites of the eyes and the skittish way the horse reacted to every movement.
He made no sound, but waited for the horse to attempt another surge. It leaped and snarled at Hans, more like a wolf than a horse. Hans almost expected it to begin to howl at the moon. 
Hans kept his wits about him and cut the underside of the horse.
It was a long cut, but not a painful one. Little of the darkness came out this time. It had been a dangerous move, to go in so close.
But Hans would have to take more such chances to end this.
Hans could hear the villagers behind him, mustering more men. He did not have the time or energy to tell them to hold off until he was finished. They did not know who he was, and they did not think the chances of a single man were good against a single horse who had killed many.
Hans feinted at the horse’s left side, then gripped instead to its mane and pulled himself atop it. 
The horse went wild with attempts to shake him off, but he put his neck close to the horse’s own, and kept his body tightly coiled so that he was like a second skin. 
The horse tried to nip at him. Hans let it.
He had never ridden a horse before. As a peasant, he had been too poor to own one himself or to even know anyone who owned one. The Order did not own any animals, because of the danger of them being turned by the Olde Wolf. 
But it was a glorious feeling. Hans could understand why it was that humans did not care about the danger, not in the moment that they could feel a great beast like this one, its muscles flexed, its sounds reverberating through the muscles and skin and blood and bones. Tame or wild, Hans could think of nothing as beautiful as a horse.
It bucked, but Hans was not fooled into letting go. He imagined himself part of the horse, no longer a human. He felt a little of the darkness seep into him, just for a moment. He had been trained not to allow this, for fear of the taint that would come with it, but he felt as if he understood the horse better now. He even understood the Olde Wolf to a degree.
The horse flailed, losing all grace in its movements. Hans saw the moment before it came. All he had to do was to put his dagger into the horse’s flank. Not deep, but just enough to unbalance it.
It was all about the balance.
The horse reared up and Hans slipped off.
The sudden change of weight unbalanced the horse and it fell backward suddenly, breaking one of its hind legs and its neck.
It made a terrible sound of disbelief combined with terror and frustration.
Hans stood over it and put a hand to its head. He held the dagger, but he did not need it to cut with. He pulled the darkness out at first, but he felt sick with the taste of it. He had not known that it would be like this, either. There was no real darkness in the Order, no way to practice how it would make him wish he could clean himself until his skin was raw, or wash in water so cold that it would turn him numb. 
The other horses did not dare to come closer either to Hans or to the fallen horse.
When Hans was finished, then the fallen horse looked up into his eyes. It whispered a word to him, in the language of humans, at least as much as any horse can say a word in the language of humans. “George.”
The name of its owner, its human, Hans realized. It remembered him in the end, and died as the darkness bled out of him.
The villagers behind him were ready to attack. Hans called out to them to stop, that the horse was already dead. But he did not wait for the villagers to come forward and help him. He dripped blood and gore, but he ran from the village into the forest. 
He had no wish to be celebrated. The Olde Wolf was still out there, and besides, there was no triumph in killing an animal that had once been a tame friend of a human. The poor creature had been tainted by the Olde Wolf and the villagers would now be angry at all animals, readier to kill them. That, too, was the Olde Wolf’s fault, setting animals and humans against each other.
Here in the forest, Hans thought he could scent strong darkness. Perhaps the Olde Wolf himself was here. Hans had only to wait for him, and he would have his chance.
 
 



 
Chapter Eight: True
 
“What is wrong?” Fierce asked True in her direct way. “You have not been eating. But I smell no illness on your breath.”
“It is nothing,” said True.
“It is a female, isn’t it? Which one? Beautiful? Vain? Or Tail High?”
These were his mother’s private names for the three younger adult females in the pack. They called themselves Dancer, Pure White, and Full Moon. In the past, True would have laughed with his mother over the personalities of the three females, but he was in no humor for jokes now.
“No,” said True. “None of those.”
“Not one of the older females in the pack, is it?” asked Fierce.
True shook his head, embarrassed. Why must his mother speak of this at all? Could she not leave him alone?
“Then who?”
“It makes no difference,” said True. “I cannot have her.”
“Why not? Is she from a different pack, then? You have spent days away from us here. I had not thought you would leave the forest, but did you see her passing by and followed after her scent?”
“It is not a hound in another pack,” said True.
“Is it one of the male hounds, then?” asked Fierce, her head tilted to the side, as if seeing him from a new angle. “There are hounds who are born with other inclinations. You might not even know of them yourself, except that you are not interested in mating with a female.”
True cringed. “Please,” he said. He would have done almost anything to stop his mother from going on in this way.
“You would tell me if it were? You would not lie to me? When I named you, I thought it was your nature and I hoped that you would always keep it as part of you. But sometimes children age and change and they take another name because they have never grown into the one their parents expected. If that is so—”
“Mother, I am not in love with any hound, male or female.”
“Not a hound,” his mother echoed. “Then—is it a human woman?” Her eyes were wide and True knew that she and his father had met as humans first, then had chosen to remain hounds, for that was their true form.
“I had always wondered if you would feel a special affinity for humans. When you were conceived, your father and I were given the gift of being human for the day, by the princess with the great, wild magic. I did not think you would remember, for she changed you fully to a hound when we returned. But—”
“No!” howled True immediately. Then he whispered, “No. A wolf, if you must know. A she-wolf.” His mother was able to make him talk about things he did not wish to, only by saying things that were horrible herself.
“A wolf,” said his mother. “I see.”
“You don’t. She is golden and so perfect. It is not only the color of her coat. It is the way she holds her head. It is the way she breathes. Her hind legs are sleek and powerful. The muscles along her back and in her forelegs—” he stopped.
“Wolves and hounds are not so different,” said Fierce.
“She is different,” said True. “I am sure that she would never look at me.”
“I see. But you have looked at her.”
“Secretly,” said True. He was a little ashamed of this. “I could not help myself. But it was only once. I will not seek her out again.”
“Does she have a pack? I have seen no wolf packs here recently. Perhaps she is lost. You could help her find her way north to the wolf packs there and she would be grateful.”
Grateful? How would that help True? To see her for a little while, and then say goodbye to her forever? “She is not alone. She does not seem lost at all. There is another wolf with her. A blue wolf. Her father, I think.”
Fierce nipped at his shoulder. “He is why you do nothing. You are afraid of him.”
“I am not afraid. She is no ordinary wolf. She has magic. Of her own.”
“How do you know this?”
“I saw her change shape,” said True.
“A magical wolf. And you have never used magic. Is it because you do not think that you can?”
“How would I use magic? I am a hound,” said True.
“But your grandmother was a special hound. She discovered her own magic. She told me of it, once. She said that all animals have magic, if only we look for it inside of ourselves. She said that we sometimes think it is only for humans, but it is not so. Magic is the same for animals and humans. It is the heart of life for all.”
“Then you think I could change myself into a wolf and make the golden wolf see me as her equal?” said True, with a snarl in his undertone.
“Do you wish to be a wolf?” asked his mother.
“I am a hound,” said True.
“I am a hound,” said Fierce. “But I have been a human, as well. I know what I am because I know what I am not. What do you know?”
True shook his head. He would not speak of it more to his mother. She did not understand. And why should she? True was not sure he understood himself.
He began to separate himself from the pack, in part because he did not want to be near Fierce. Even if she did not speak to him about the golden she-wolf, she looked at him in a knowing way that bothered him. As if she knew everything about his life already, because she had already lived it.
But it was the other members of the pack who bothered him, as well. The females bothered him because of the way that they smelled. Like a she-wolf and not like a she wolf. They moved like her a little. He could let his eyes go to slits and almost pretend—
Then they growled or teased him and the illusion was gone.
The males in the pack rushed at him, bared their teeth at him, all in play. But True had no interest in play now. 
He began to sleep at night and roam the forest during the day. He encountered different animals than he was used to, and he was surprised at how everything looked different, now that he had seen the golden she-wolf. There were more colors in the full sun, and the trees stood out more clearly against light. The music was brighter, and there was more living and less dying. Even the cold river smelled different, and the dirt that was all he found to eat tasted rich.
True did not intend to go near the golden she-wolf again. It would only make the impossible more painful if he continued to see her. He kept to his part of the forest, but she did not keep to hers.
The golden she-wolf was with the blue wolf again and they crossed the river and shook themselves off within a few lengths of him. He froze and then tried to look away, but the wolves came toward him and sniffed at him.
True could held his stance next to a tall linden tree. He sniffed back at the blue wolf. He did not want to show subservience, but he did not intend to instigate a battle, either.
It was the blue wolf who first raked his claws across True’s face.
True reacted instinctively at first, growling, then stepping back and jumping at the blue wolf.
It was only after the blue wolf had turned into a hawk that True realized his true danger. This was no battle between animals. It was a battle against magic. Magic that True did not have and knew nothing about. He had never asked his mother about magic. He had never thought he would need to know about it.
The hawk that had been the blue wolf circled him, then fell into a dive and made a shrieking sound. It cut into True’s shoulder, and before he could react, it was flying again.
The golden she-wolf moved closer to True.
He tensed, sure that she, too, would attack him and then turn into another shape he could not defend himself against. He had seen her turn into a human shape once, so he knew she could do at least that shape.
But instead, she pressed herself against him and when the hawk came again, she spat at it and howled out a plea in the language of wolves, close enough to the speech of hounds that True understood it clearly: “Stop, Father, stop.” 
She might have said more, but True did not understand all the words, though many were similar.
The hawk circled high again, and then floated down more gently. 
True took a breath of relief, thinking the moment was over. But the hawk changed into a felfrass and ran quickly at True’s unprotected side and dug its teeth into him.
True gasped in surprise, and then the pain sunk in and he began to push at the felfrass. Blood sprayed, and he went dizzy. He felt himself falling forward and he thought he could see the golden she-wolf’s round face next to his before his vision went black.
When he woke, the felfrass was the blue wolf again.
“Father,” the golden she-wolf was saying. Something, something, then “like human.”
“Not human,” the blue wolf said.
True tried to crawl away slowly, hoping they would not notice him, or would not care. They were not starving, and wolves generally preferred to eat animals that were not predators. 
But as soon as True thought he had a chance to escape, he heard a sound behind him and turned. It was the blue wolf, who leaped forward and yanked on True’s tail. The pain was so intense True blacked out once more.
He prepared himself for death when he woke again, for he was being dragged through the forest on either side by the two wolves. He did not know why they had not killed him already. 
True had always been careful that his own prey was dead before he tore into them, but not all wolves in his pack were as scrupulous. Some even claimed that the blood tasted better if it was from a still-living animal. His mother did all she could to prevent them from infecting the pack, but these two wolves were not hounds.
His mind thinking slowly, he clung to the hope that it was the golden she-wolf who killed him in the end. He wanted her face to be the last thing in his life.
The pain was so great that he did not realize he was inside the stone edifice he had seen before until the wolves had let go of him and he realized he was trapped, that there was no way to escape. He tensed for the attack as the blue wolf moved to the side.
But the blue wolf slipped through the stones and did not come back.
He was with the golden she-wolf now. Alone. It was something he might have wished for, in other circumstances, if he had dared to wish.
She was doing something. What? He could not tell. He could not move his head to see. 
Then she came closer to him.
He made a small sound like a groan. He was ashamed of it, and bared his teeth to show his courage.
She leaned over him and whispered in his ear, in the language of the hounds, “Hush. Do not worry. I will help you heal.” Then she licked at his wounds.
He felt a sting at first, and then there was a strange smell in the air. She had put a mashed pulp of a plant into his wounds.
“If you allow me to, I will use magic, as well,” she said.
“No magic,” he barked at her in the language of hounds.
She seemed to understand. Her head inclined just slightly. “As you say,” she said in her own language. Then she licked at his wounds again, more mashed plant in her mouth.
Soon, True felt blissfully free of pain. The world seemed a little distant and he felt as if he were floating above it.
“You are a wild creature,” she said. “Not at all like humans. Do you understand that?”
True was confused. What did she mean?
“Humans are to be fought against. We need your help. There are others in our army who work with us against the humans. I could see the wildness in you and told my father that you were truly part of the forest. But he tested you. If that frightened you, I am sorry. He wanted to be sure that you did not have any taint of human magic yourself.”
True murmured something to her. How could he tell her how he felt about her? She would laugh at him and send him away. If he stayed with her, in whatever capacity, that was better than nothing.
He slept and woke in a cycle that had nothing to do with night and day, but only with his pain.
Then one morning he woke and all he felt was stiffness in his shoulder and a clear-headedness that surprised him. It was as if rain had washed over him and made the world wet and soggy and now everything was sharp and bright again.
He could not see the golden she-wolf, though her smell was everywhere in the stones. 
He got to all four feet and stretched himself. It felt good. He took a leap in one direction, and then in another. He was a little tired, but he knew he could escape from this place, if he wished to.
“There you are.” Her voice reached him before she did. She was turning a corner around a smaller stone and suddenly True was acutely conscious of how close she was to him.
In the fight, she had pressed herself against him, so close that his breath and hers had mingled in the air.
Now she was close again. But he ached to be closer even than that.
“I will not stand in your way if you wish to leave,” she said.
He stared at her.
“Father would be angry with me, but he does not expect me to keep you here against your will. He thinks all animals must hate humans, and that if they knew the truth of his battle, they would agree with him.”
“I—” said True.
“He is harsh. You do not like him,” said the golden she-wolf. “He has his methods. He has a grand plan, he says, and there is not always time to be gentle.”
“I will stay,” said True.
 



 
Chapter Nine: Dagmar
 
The next day, Dagmar was with her father in the throne room when Lord Morlieb expressed his condolences to the king for the loss of his horses, especially the one that had not been found. “I hear that he was a very fine animal and had been with you for many years. I’m sure it must be a terrible loss for you.”
“It is possible he may yet be found alive,” said King George.
Dagmar had seen her father with Warrior. She knew how much of a friend her father considered him. Sometimes the king would leave the throne room and his duties as king behind and go to the stables to be with Warrior, where he felt he was able to be himself, and to be truly understood. 
It was not something Dagmar understood, since she did not speak to animals herself, but she loved her father and knew he needed it. There was some part of him that was an animal, she supposed. Or perhaps all animals. Even her mother, as unconventional as she was, as little as she liked company and as much as she liked the woods, Queen Marit did not need to be with animals as her husband did. She wanted solitude and contemplation, not company with animals.
“But of course you could not allow him to live after what has happened. Your people would not accept it. He is dead now, whether he returns or not,” said Lord Morlieb.
“I suppose,” said King George with a sigh.
Dagmar had an arm resting on Lord Morlieb’s, and she could feel the warmth of his skin against hers. She knew that it was hardly the time for dancing, but that was still what she wanted. To dance and to dance. What was wrong with that? When there was a man like Lord Morlieb to be danced with?
But she bade her time until the evening and kept to Lord Morlieb’s side. To be with him was nearly as good as dancing with him. But nothing of her father’s conversation about the kingdom seemed to matter to her. What were animals and magic when there was dancing and Lord Morlieb?
“But you will have need now of another horse fit for a king. Has one already been chosen?” asked Lord Morlieb.
King George shook his head. “It is too soon for me to think of replacing Warrior. I do not think I could ride another horse without comparisons to Warrior and that would not be fair to either of them.” 
He looked at Dagmar with concern in his eyes, but Dagmar turned away. There was nothing wrong with her that a little dancing could not fix.
“Dagmar, you look tired,” said the king. “I wonder if you should rest.”
“Not all, Father. I am very well indeed.”
“But you have been up very late these last nights, entertaining our guests at the balls. I do not think you realize how changed you look.”
Dagmar had seen herself in the mirror that morning. She thought she looked very well. Her eyes were darker than usual, and her chin seemed more sharply defined. Her fingernails were growing long and thick, and she might have painted them if she wished. But she had no interest in that sort of thing, not any longer.
“Your maid could help you to bed. Please, Dagmar. Listen to my advice. Lord Morlieb, tell her that she looks peaked.”
Lord Morlieb turned to Dagmar and she felt as if she could suddenly hear music. He smiled at her.
“I see only a beautiful princess, Your Majesty. I cannot think that she needs anything at all, least of all sleep.”
“If your mother were here,” muttered King George.
But Queen Marit was once again absent, away from the castle.
“I am well, Father. Please, do not worry about me. Indeed, I am very happy,” said Dagmar.
“Back to the question of a new horse for Your Majesty,” said Lord Morlieb. “I know little of the bonds between animals and humans that come to those with your depth of magic, but I offer you my own horse as a replacement. It is from my own land, an animal of the deep forests, only newly tamed, taller than I at full height, and with great strength but even more intelligence.”
“I do not know,” said King George. “Your own horse.”
“Of course if he does not suit you,” said Lord Morlieb. “But would you come to see him at least? I think he is too much for me. But your own horse, Warrior, I heard that no one else in the castle could ride him but you. I fear my horse will have to be put down, or sent back into the forest when I return. It is too much trouble for me to continue with it.”
King George hesitated.
“Come, Father. It is a gift. And if you do not take it, what will happen to it?” said Dagmar, after Lord Morlieb had tightened his pressure on her arm.
“Then I will see it,” said George.
Lord Morlieb led the way and when the stable door opened, Dagmar gasped at the sight of the white stallion. It was even taller than Warrior had been, and Dagmar had always been afraid of that animal. This one breathed loudly enough that Dagmar could feel it as a trembling in the floorboards beneath her feet. She thought that she could see a smoke rising from it, but as soon as she let go of Lord Morlieb’s arm, the smoke was gone. She must have imagined it. 
The smell from the horse, however, she had not imagined. It was not rank, but it was overpowering and it made Dagmar feel as if her throat was closed, as if she were choking. She turned away and gasped, leaning to the wall. There was no one there to notice her. None of the other courtiers had come with them to the stables. Only she, the king, and Lord Morlieb were here with the horse. What if it were dangerous? What if her father could not handle the horse?
But she need not have worried. As soon as King George saw the horse, he seemed enchanted. He put out a hand and placed it on the horse’s nose. Then he leaned forward and breathed in the smell of the horse.
How her father could bear it—or Lord Morlieb for that matter—Dagmar did not know. She felt tired now, and wished she had listened to her father about going to bed, but there was no maid to take her now. She was too tired even to make her way back to the castle.
“What is his name?” asked George.
“My king has always called him ‘Great One,’ but you have the ability to ask him what he calls himself.”
Lord Morlieb stepped away from his position close to the horse and allowed King George to take it.
The king put out a hand, just below the withers, until the horse had calmed a little. Then he slowly ran it up and down the right side and leg.
The sight of the animal and her father so close made Dagmar feel ill. Her head was empty of music now. Did not Lord Morlieb see her distress? He had not looked back at her once. It was as if she had not come. Neither man seemed to see her. It was only the horse they were interested in.
King George said something to the horse that Dagmar could not understand. It was strange to see her father like this. She had known him her whole life, had seen him in many different circumstances, but she had never heard him use his animal magic. It made her wonder how much of her father was truly human. 
She thought again of the people who hated animal magic, the ones who had said that they would be glad when King George died and Dagmar became queen, because she had no animal magic. To see her father speak to a beast like this was truly terrifying.
The horse seemed to answer back, but Dagmar did not understand what it said. Then it sniffed at the king and turned its head aside. It shifted its legs, but then, slowly, the horse’s head came back around and it snorted.
“I am sorry, Your Majesty. I can see the horse is not a friend to humans. I should never have brought it. I kept thinking that it needed time to be tamed.”
“No, no. I like a horse with a mind of its own. What else would we talk about, on those long journeys when I am with no one else who dares to speak to the king?” King George leaned forward and met the horse’s eyes with his own.
Dagmar could only think about how easy it would be for the horse to kick her father in the stomach and wound him, possibly fatally. She was not ready to be queen. She knew so little of the kingdom. She felt so weak and so ignorant.
“Let me step in. I may have some power with him. I could whisper in his ear. He knows me,” said Lord Morlieb. He put a hand between King George and the horse, but the king stood firm.
“If you are the one who forces me on it, it will not forget. It will think of me as weak ever after,” George said.
Lord Morlieb’s mouth twisted, and then he gave a slight bow.
Was this courage or stupidity, Dagmar wondered.
George slipped his hand up the horse’s neck and put his face a little closer. He spoke more in the language of horses. Dagmar thought it strange to hear her father’s voice make those sounds, to see his mouth moving like a horse’s, wide and open, with teeth showing fully.
“What is he saying?” whispered Dagmar.
“They are greeting each other, I think. It is nothing to worry yourself about, Princess.”
“But he looks—so wrong. He looks like an animal.”
“Do you think so?” said Lord Morlieb. “I would say that the animal looks more human. Too human.”
Dagmar tilted her head and looked back at the horse. Yes, perhaps he was right. The horse did look a bit more human than it had before. Then why was she as frightened as ever?
King George had a little sugar in his pocket and offered it to the horse.
Dagmar had seen the sugar before, and had begged her father for it. But he would never give it to her. He said that she could go to the kitchen for a sweet. And she knew she could have, but the fact that there was something that her father held back from her had always hurt. Now that she saw it for herself, she could not help but think that King George cared more for the horse than he did for his daughter.
Was this why he had so easily allowed another child to take the place of the true princess? Because he did not love his own daughter, either? Did he only love animals?
The horse ate the sugar quickly, and then made a whinnying sound.
The king answered it with his own stomping of feet on the ground.
Unnatural, thought Dagmar. Did his people see him like this? Did he not understand how wrong it was?
And what of Lord Morlieb? He watched and Dagmar thought she saw a hint of disgust in his eyes, though he covered it immediately with a false, wide smile.
Did her father realize that he was trusting a man who felt like this about him? 
Lord Morlieb turned back to Dagmar. He seemed to see her anew, and then reached for her. As soon as his hand touched her arm, she took a breath. Fear rolled out of her muscles. She trusted Lord Morlieb absolutely.
“Would you like to ride him now, Your Majesty?” asked Lord Morlieb.
“Do you think it wise?” asked the king.
“A rider as experienced as you are would have no fear on that front. You have already acquainted yourself with him. What is there to fear?”
As Dagmar watched, the king saddled the horse and put on reins and brought him out to the mounting block. Lord Morlieb stood close by as George pulled himself up. Then Lord Morlieb whispered into the horse’s ear.
“That did not sound like the language of horses,” said George.
“Oh, it is not,” said Lord Morlieb. “It is an old language that I have learned in bits and pieces. Animals seem to understand it a little, for it is like their own tongue in certain ways. But I believe that it is the original language of all animals, from generations ago, before they learned to be separate species. And before humans left the forest and thought themselves above animals.”
“I didn’t know there was such a language. I thought all languages were developed much later,” said King George.
“There are many things that those with magic in your kingdom do not understand about the past.”
“Well,” said the king. He leaned forward and the new horse took a few steps and then began to trot, then to canter. Soon he was galloping. 
The horse went over the fence on the far side of the castle grounds, and headed for the forest. 
“And now I will follow him,” said Lord Morlieb. “But you must stay here, my dear.” He touched her arm one more time, and Dagmar nodded docilely to him. She stood there by the stable, watching Lord Morlieb shrink in the distance, until she could see not even a speck of him in the distance. She remained there until she heard a shout from Lord Morlieb and she heard her father’s men running for the forest.
Something was wrong with her father, she realized. He had been hurt on the horse that Lord Morlieb had given him, the horse that he had whispered to before they headed out. She stumbled back inside the castle, overcome with exhaustion as she had been before. A maid caught her and helped her into her bedroom.
“My father. The king,” muttered Dagmar. She knew that something was terribly wrong. “Lord Morlieb,” she whispered.
But she had no energy to say more than that, and feel quickly into a deep sleep. She dreamed of her father falling from his new white horse and Lord Morlieb standing over him, whispering to him in the language that he had said was the oldest language of all. Dagmar could not understand it, but from the expression on Lord Morlieb’s face, she was terrified of him.
In the morning, Dagmar woke, her head pounding, and the first thing she thought of was her father. She did not bother to dress herself, but put a robe over her shift and hurried out into the corridor. She went to the guards stationed by the throne room and asked if her father was hurt, if he had come back from the forest.
They told her that Lord Morlieb had made sure that her father came back alive, that it was all due to Lord Morlieb’s courage and foresight that the king was still living. King George was in his bedchambers and had broken his leg. He was feverish and the royal physician was with him, even now, watching over his recovery.
Dagmar hurried to her father’s bedchamber upstairs. She met her mother at the door.
“Is he—?” she asked, her voice trembling.
Her mother caught her and held her tightly. “He is not in danger any longer,” she said. “He sleeps.”
Dagmar sighed relief. Then she began to think again of Lord Morlieb, and how she felt when she was near him. That rhythm in her mind, like music, it was dangerous. It made her believe him and trust him. But clearly, he was not a man to be trusted. He had sent her father out with a horse that had thrown him. Her father—the man whose animal magic was so powerful he could transform animals—to be thrown from a horse? It should have been impossible.
Lord Morlieb claimed he had little or no magic of his own, but he had spoken to the horse in that ancient language. And after that, the horse had run off. 
“Mother, is Lord Morlieb with him?” asked Dagmar.
“He is,” said Queen Marit.
“I think there is something wrong with him. I think we should not trust him,” said Dagmar.
“I know you are right. I sent messengers to Tirol, after he first arrived. That is why I have been so frequently absent these last few days. The messengers returned last night, after your father left for the stables. I met with them in the village, and they told me that Lord Morlieb is not known to the king of Tirol, and that a man of his description was seen with Warrior, your father’s horse.”
“He made the horses kill,” said Dagmar.
“I think he did,” said Queen Marit.
“Then you must tell Father. Immediately. You must send Lord Morlieb away. Ban him from the castle.” She pushed forward, but the queen held her back.
“He is with your father even now. The king trusts him.”
“Then we must get him away. It only works while he is close by,” said Dagmar.
“Yes. So I hope. But your father already sent me away. He will not allow me into the royal bed chambers again. He will hear nothing against Lord Morlieb.”
Dagmar stopped and looked up at her mother. “He will not allow you—what has he done?” she asked, breathless.
“He has taken the crown from me. He has commanded that I will no longer be called Queen Marit. I am to leave the castle and never return. Be careful, Dagmar, of what he will say of you if you turn against Lord Morlieb.” Her mother, the strongest person she had ever known, was weeping silently.
“But we can’t—we have to stop him. We have to get Father to see the truth.”
“You must do it alone, my child,” said her mother. 
“I can’t. You have to help me.”
“I have done what I can. Now I must go away. If he calls for me, I will be ready to return at a moment’s notice. But until then, Dagmar, it is up to you,” said Queen Marit, and she began to walk away.
Dagmar was torn between chasing after her mother and demanding that she stay, and going to her father. She turned to her father at last.
“Ah, Princess Dagmar,” said Lord Morlieb when Dagmar entered.
It was all Dagmar could do not to turn and smile at him. Fight against it, she told herself. She realized that when he spoke to her in the language of humans, there were other words under his breath, barely whispered. Dagmar did not know what they meant, but they seemed to be part of his power.
“Lord Morlieb. And my father—is he well?”
“He will wake soon. He was given a sleeping draught. But he will not be able to do all his duties as king, because he cannot move from his bed with his leg in this state.” Lord Morlieb gestured to the bedcovers which hid the broken leg.
“He has asked me, therefore, to take his place. With you at my side, of course. For last night, as we waited for help to arrive, I spoke to him of my feelings for you. Even in his great pain, he wanted the best for his daughter. He agreed to the wish of my heart, Dagmar.”
She stared at him, mouth open, the sound of his heart beat in her ears even as she pushed it away from her as best she could. She could hear two words for every one that she understood, a whispered counter-melody to the beat of the drum in her heart.
“He has agreed to our betrothal. You and I are to be married as soon as possible. Is this not wonderful news?” said Lord Morlieb.
“Wonderful,” said Dagmar. A part of her was happy because Lord Morlieb was happy. The other part of her was horrified. But she could not let that part of her show.
She leaned into Lord Morlieb and let him kiss her gently on the cheek.
“You are his heir. When we are married, you and I will rule together,” said Lord Morlieb.
“But my father is still living,” said Dagmar.
“So he is. For now,” said Lord Morlieb. He kissed Dagmar again, and she did her best not to shiver away from him. 
The queen trusted Dagmar to do what must be done to save the kingdom and her father and herself. Dagmar did not know how she would do it, without any magic to fight against Lord Morlieb, but she would do what she could.
“Dagmar,” her father murmured, his eyes opening.
She hurried to his side, kneeling at his bed and putting her hands to him.
“Did Lord Morlieb tell you the good news? That you are betrothed?” he asked.
“Yes, Father, he did. But how are you? Are you well?”
“It hardly matters now. You are the future of Kendel. You and Lord Morlieb. My time is nearly finished.”
“It can’t be. You must get better soon, Father,” said Dagmar. She had to think how to get Lord Morlieb away from her father without suspicion. Even now she could hear Lord Morlieb’s strange words sussurating around her.
Perhaps it was because she did not have magic that they did not have as great an effect on her. Or perhaps it was because Lord Morlieb was no longer directing them at her. He thought that she was already his, and that was exactly what Dagmar wanted him to think.
 



 
Chapter Ten: Hans
 
Hans followed the scent of the Olde Wolf and it led to a stone edifice in the forest that stank with darkness. It caught him by surprise and sent him to his knees, retching. It felt as if the darkness were seeping into Hans himself. And he could not fight against it. He would either die of the darkness or he would become one of the Olde Wolf’s creatures.
And so now I know, Hans thought grimly. This is how the Olde Wolf has been able to survive for so long against the Order. If Hans went back now, he could tell about the stone edifice here. Sieg could study the records, discover how this was done, and then Hans could return, armed with the knowledge of how to destroy them. But Hans could not move.
This stone edifice kept both humans and animals away from this place. Humans because even if they were not as sensitive to the darkness as Hans was, it must touch them in some way. The darkness was the old world, the way things had once been, and humans would instinctively stay away from that. As for animals, the darkness must feel to them like another kind of animal, one that they could smell but not identify, one that was dangerous.
It was a clever way for the Olde Wolf to keep himself hidden and safe, and it might even be that he could take the darkness with him and move it to other stones in another forest. An animal who had lived for thousands of years, who could think of this—Hans felt a new fear of him that he had not before. This was not like facing another human, who thought like he did and had motives like his own. Nor was it like facing a horse filled with darkness that had been injected into him. 
The Olde Wolf was unfathomable, and yet as cunning as any human. He had only one hope, and that was to kill as many humans as he could, however he might. He was still at war with humans, and wished to convince as many animals as he could to continue the old war with him.
Hans stared at the stones and wondered why it was that he had ever thought he could stop him. Or do anything against him.
A human shape came out of the stones and Hans tensed, preparing himself for the end. This had to be a creature of the Olde Wolf, whatever it looked like. It would try to kill him.
But the human had a female shape, with long golden hair. She was young and there was something furtive about her movements, as if she were afraid of being caught. She held her head down and listened for every sound before taking another step. She did not know that Hans was there, and she was certainly not looking for him. So who was she? What was she doing here? What did she want?
Hans watched her and held himself as still as he could, watching.
The young human female stood tall, stretching herself, and she seemed to take in every moment. There was nothing of hatred, of the old world in her, nothing that he could scent as darkness. In fact, Hans had never seen someone so alive, so full of joy and attention. 
Hans watched her dance a few steps, bowing as if to a partner, though there was no one else there. She had grace in her posture, though her movements were clumsy. She seemed to hear music and a beat that kept her in time, though she did not hum or clap her hands.
Then she sat and began to speak in the language of humans. It was as if she spoke for the sheer pleasure of it, for the sounds she made were beautifully arranged, though they did not mean anything to Hans.
When the sun rose overhead and began to filter through the tree branches, she moved closer to the light and spread out her hands to take it in. She seemed to delight in every variation of the light on her skin, turning minutely this way and that so see what it looked like.
Then in a moment, she had transformed into a wolf.
It was so smooth a transition that Hans did not realize it was happening until the moment had passed and his breath was caught in his throat.
He must be wrong. 
The darkness was clearly on her now. He struggled not to choke on the scent.
Hans should attack her, kill her. It would be as much as he could do against the Olde Wolf, killing one of his followers. It was what he had been trained to do.
But he could not find it in himself.
She was so at home in her wolf form, as much as she had been in the other form, and Hans could not understand it. He watched as she made her way out past the stone edifice and into the forest without any fear now. 
Hans let her go, telling himself that he could attack her later, when she returned. There was no reason for him to rush it. He had time to think about what she was, and why he had smelled both Olde Wolf on her and human magic.
If humans with magic had begun to work on the side of the Olde Wolf, the cause was lost.
He was still waiting for her when he saw the Olde Wolf himself. Hans had not expected it to look so ordinary. It was not much larger than any other wolf, though its coloring was blue-silver, and though it looked mature, it did not look old. It did not look dangerous, except when Hans breathed in and smelled the deep, rank darkness. It rippled like a wave held inside the sea of the blue wolf’s flesh and blood.
It was not prudent, but Hans could not ignore his need to destroy that darkness. He had spent his whole life trained to feel the darkness more keenly, to hate it more fully, and he threw himself forward at the Olde Wolf, his weapons ready.
He had his hand on the dagger and he did not try to move with any stealth.
He saw the Olde Wolf turn and look at him and there was a human-like smile on his face.
Hans heard a growl, but realized it was coming from his own throat.
The Olde Wolf was silent as it transformed before his eyes into a human man. Strong and fit, with dark hair and a long nose, Hans hesitated just a moment before killing a human and that was all the time that the Olde Wolf needed.
“You are regretting this already,” he said to Hans, in the language of humans. But there were other sounds, as well, like heavy breathing or whispers in the night.
Hans’s dagger grew cold in his hands, but he tightened his jaw and gripped it. He had to think to make himself remember what he had meant to do, and who this human truly was.
The darkness. Breathe in the darkness. Do not forget who this is, he told himself, and what it is here for. Or what Hans himself was here for.
“You would rather go away from this forest and find a little village to live in for the rest of your life. A quiet life, for a man who does not remember his past. A life with few expectations,” said the human form of the Olde Wolf.
Was this what he had done to all the others? Convinced them to simply leave him alone? He had not killed them, after all?
One part of Hans thought that the Olde Wolf was not so terrible, after all.
Another part was terrified, because at least a man dead was a man who had done all he could do. A man who had forgotten himself was worse than dead. He was erased, as if he had never been.
“I am a human, as you are. We are the same. Do you not feel it? We breathe the same air. We drink the same cool water. We eat the same meat.”
No. The Olde Wolf would eat raw meat, fresh from a kill. The Olde Wolf would never cook it. Hans tried to keep the image of the Olde Wolf in his mind. What color had it been, again?
“You will thank me and be on your way now,” said the Olde Wolf. He looked beyond Hans, as if already finished with him, and now unconcerned.
Hans stood there a long moment, numb with indecision. There was still a dagger in his hand. What was the dagger for, again?
“Perhaps you could tell me if you have seen any wolves today. A she-wolf, perhaps?” said the human/Olde Wolf. “Or was she in another form?”
“I saw a she-wolf who was also a human,” said Hans. “She was near these stones an hour ago.”
“Ah. Good. And in which direction did she go?”
Hans gestured.
The human/Olde Wolf nodded. “I expect she will be home soon, then.” He took a step toward the stones, then stopped and looked back at Hans. “What are you still doing here? I thought I told you it was time for you to leave.”
Hans looked at the human/Olde Wolf, and then at the dagger. There was something about the two of them. Something about them together.
“Go, I said.” The human/Olde Wolf flicked his fingers at Hans. But he did not use his other language, the one that spoke to Hans’s heart and soul, rather than to his mind.
There was a flood of memory. Of Sieg, and the Order. The smell of the tiny room he had spent most of his life in: moldy and important. The feeling of the sun in his eyes. The feel of the dagger in his hand as he stood in front of the tapir and killed it.
Hans flung himself at the Olde Wolf. 
He caught him from behind, for he had turned away, sure of his safety.
Hans felt the moment the dagger touched the creature’s human neck and spilt blood, and with it, darkness that reeked like the noxious smoke of poisonous weeds.
Then it was no longer a human he faced, but the Olde Wolf in his true form.
It snarled at him, its head turned to try to use teeth against the dagger, which was lodged there.
Hans wrenched the dagger out and whirled it at the wolf, exhilarated that he was free again, and that he was himself. He had faced the Olde Wolf and he had not lost all memory of the past. He was one of the ones who would die, but that seemed a triumph compared to the other. The Olde Wolf could not turn aside and ignore him. It had to face him and battle him.
Now it seemed larger than it had before, when Hans was close enough to see that his whole head could fit inside the wolf’s mouth.
The Olde Wolf began to make shushing sounds, somewhere in between human words and wolf ones.
Hans acted quickly, and kicked at the wolf’s mouth. He saw a rush of blood and then the wolf spat out a tooth or two.
The Olde Wolf let Hans lunge forward. Then it swerved to the side and caught him in the stomach. Hans felt warmth first, and then pain, as blood dripped out.
He did not try to stop it from flowing. He grinned and turned back, catching the wolf in the flank with his dagger.
The Olde Wolf let out a sound like a hiss, licked once at the wound, and then circled Hans. Hans had time enough then to get out his scythe. Its blade gleamed in the afternoon light. 
The Olde Wolf jumped toward Hans.
Hans raised the scythe and pressed through with all his might. He felt the shudder of blade meeting flesh, and then it was ripped from his hands.
For a moment he thought that he had succeeded, that he had killed the Olde Wolf, as no one else had been able to do.
He saw the wolf fall to the ground, and the scythe seemed embedded in its head.
The Olde Wolf was still and there was no sound of breathing except for Hans’s own.
But there was still the distinctly rotten, fetid smell of darkness. If it were dead, Hans thought, surely the smell of the darkness would have dissipated. 
Hans moved forward, leaning over the wolf’s body.
The scythe was only caught in its teeth. It had been feinting, as no animal could feint.
The Olde Wolf leaped up and threw the scythe back at Hans.
Hans had only enough time to fling his hands in front of his face, and then the scythe cut lodged into the flesh of both together.
The Olde Wolf, bloodied as it was, grinned at Hans and licked its lips. It was ready for his death. It lifted its head and howled to the moon, no wolf language, no language at all in his noise, just the sound of its pleasure in death.
Hans felt pain in his wounded hands and in other scratches and cuts on his body, but his sense of failure was worse than any physical pain. All his life, all the years that Sieg had spent teaching him, his parents’ sacrifices, and it was all to end like this? With the Olde Wolf looking as if it has triumphed? 
“Father!” a voice called out in the language of wolves.
The Olde Wolf and Hans turned together to see the golden she-wolf coming out of the forest.
“Who is that?” she barked, nodding to Hans.
“No one for you to worry about,” said the Olde Wolf, his way of speaking the language of wolves strange and less distinct than any wolf Hans had ever heard.
“As you say, Father. I did not expect you back or I would have been here, waiting for you.”
The Olde Wolf turned away from Hans. It was a moment before Hans realized that he had this one chance for life. And so he ran, without thought of the Olde Wolf’s reprisals if he was caught or the pain all over, and the throbbing in his head from loss of blood. 
Somehow, he made it to a tree stump just past the stones, and he pulled himself inside of it, breathing heavily. He closed his eyes and took out the scythe. When it was on the ground, he breathed deeply and got to his feet. He ran again. He did not know where he was going, but all that mattered was that he get anywhere that was away from the stones, away from the Olde Wolf.
When he came out of the forest and found a village before him, it was night and he did not trust the villagers to take him in and care for him. What if they were allies of the Olde Wolf, whether they knew it or not? He held back from the village and found a ditch to lie flat in until morning.
He examined his hands. They were no longer bleeding profusely, but they ached, and it seemed worse now that he had stopped moving. Would he go back to the Order? Would they take him, knowing he had failed? Or would they think he had been corrupted by the Olde Wolf.
Am I corrupted? Hans asked himself.
He did not see any proof of it, but he could not prove he was not, either. If the Olde Wolf came again and spoke to him in that strange voice, either in human form or wolf form, Hans did not know what he would do.
He slept at last and woke in a fever, to the sound of a wolf’s howl inside the forest.
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven: True
 
When he arrived in the early light or morning, the she-wolf was awake, and she seemed to have been waiting for him. He walked up to her, let her sniff at him as was only polite, and then knelt down to show his acceptance of her authority over him.
She told him then that her name was Golda and said that he was welcome, as a friend, to join her and her family. What her family was, True had yet to learn.
For the next several hours, she showed him through the warrens of the stone edifice, where there were many animals held, most of them stolen from humans. Animals that had once been tame, but were in some sort of inbetween state now, not quite wild again, but no longer smelling or sounding like humans.
They seemed ill to True. He could see it in their eyes, how they were sick. They did not seem able to sleep or to stop pacing in their cells. They attacked their own kind. True could see the patches of fur on the other animals that had been rubbed raw, the knuckles and hooves that had been chewed on. There were worse injuries, as well, bleeding bruises and horns cut off. 
“Why do you not stop them from fighting amongst themselves?” asked True.
“Because they need to learn about battle,” said Golda. “They have spent far too long being calmed by humans. Now they must return to the wildness that is their own. They must be ready to stand up to the humans who once ruled over them.
“But wouldn’t they naturally wish to return to the humans they once served? This is not their home. They are not happy here.”
“I think they cannot be happy anywhere, not now,” said Golda sadly. “Certainly not back with the humans. They would be killed there, seen as untameable and mad.”
True was not sure that was the wrong assessment to make of these animals. They seemed of little use to anyone, even themselves. “What did your father do to them?” For True did not believe they could have all turned out this way on their own.
“He says he only returned them to what they should have been, if humans had remained what they once were.”
True shook his head. “None of us are what we once were.” If by that, she meant animals that constantly fought with each other and with humans, who had no purpose but blood lust and death and dominance. All animals had been changed by 
Golda looked him up and down, a hint of pity in her eyes. “My father could change you, if you asked him. He could turn you back into the wolf you might have been.”
“Like them?” If so, True was not interested. As a hound, he had been tamed by humans to some degree, but he had never lived with humans. He had no wish to go back to a past that was so far gone that neither he nor any hounds alive remembered it.
But perhaps Golda wished he was more like a wolf than a hound? She had not said that, but next to her, he felt rather small and smooth. Should he be rougher to get her attention? Was she only speaking to him now because she thought he would change?
“I will ask him not to do it, if you are unsure. My father listens to me,” said Golda.
True took in a cold breath of relief. “Not yet,” he said. Perhaps he would change his mind after he had been here for a while. Perhaps he would decide that nothing else mattered but impressing Golda with his strength.
Golda nodded. “You are my friend,” she said. “I have not had a friend before. My father says that it is a human thing to have a friend, that animals have family or pack and herd, but nothing more than that.”
True had never had a friend, either, though he was not sure that was the right word for what he wanted with Golda. He thought of his mother’s stories of humans. They had friends, and the word Golda used was of human origin. Did she realize that? Did she not want to be all animal herself?
“Who is he, your father?” asked True.
“He is an olde wolf,” said Golda. “You can see it in the way he stands under the moon. You can hear it in his howl. He has lived through thousands of years of human time, and it is all as nothing to him. He still sees the past as if it were the present.”
“But—how can he have lived that long? Even humans die after a few score years, and animals usually die much sooner than that.”
“His magic,” said Golda. “And his will. He has a very strong will.”
“What magic does he have?” This was not the magic True had heard his mother speak of. 
“He has the magic of the old times, when all animals spoke the same language. Thus he can speak to any animal he wishes. And he can take any shape he chooses, for then we were free to be what we wished to be.”
So now True knew how it was that Golda could change shape so easily. She had a portion of her father’s magic. 
“He was born a wolf, and that is the form he loves the best. He says that animals have forgotten what they once could do with magic and that humans have taken the power all to themselves. But he intends to give back to them, and more, what they lost, and to take from humans until there is nothing left for them to give.”
“He wants to kill humans?” asked True. He imagined a war between animals and humans. Humans had many weapons, but animals were far larger in number.
“To kill them? Some will die, I am sure. But that is not his goal. He wants to make them animals once more. True animals, as they were from the first. The humans are too far gone, and so they must die. Perhaps some of the animals, as well. But the rest will simply be changed—and made free.”
“But how? And why not simply do it? Why keep them here in bonds?” asked True. The thought made him uncomfortable. He had never thought of humans as enemies. Yes, they came to the forest to hunt, but he thought of them as more like hounds than as different from them. Perhaps this was because of his mother’s experiences, but that did not make it less real.
“He cannot do it all himself, not now. He has only enough magic to change a few, and then he would be used up, and would soon die. What good would that do?” said Golda.
True thought that it was very convenient for the Olde Wolf not to have to give up his own life for his goal. 
“He must take magic from humans first. All the magic he can get. Then he can begin to change them,” said Golda.
“And you agree with your father’s plan? You think humans are so evil as that?” asked True. How could she, if she took human form herself?
It was not her human form that he had been attracted to from the first. It was her wolf form. The shape of her, the smell of her, the tilt of her head, and the swift flick of her tail. He had been mesmerized by her running speed and her strength and the sharp whiteness of her teeth. But this was something he had not seen before. He did not know what he felt for her now.
“Perhaps they were once different than they are. But they have become so degraded, so distant from their roots in the trees,” said Golda. “I have seen so many of them hurting their own children for pleasure. Killing those who are closest to them. Fighting for no reason but a banner above their heads. They don’t care for food or shelter. Only for power and magic.”
True stared into Golda’s eyes and felt her pain. She had seen all of these things. Her father must have shown her such horrors, not just here near the forest, but for miles around, perhaps even past the great waters of the ocean. 
But what kind of father did that to a child? Made her face such terrible realities, when she might have lived a little longer without them? Did she not see that her father was hurting her as much as these terrible human parents did to their children?
“Some animals do terrible things, as well,” said True, trying to point gently to the truth.
“Yes,” said Golda. “They do now. Because they are infected by the humans. We need only be rid of them and begin again, and there will be a paradise again. So it was in the past, millennia ago, when he was first born.”
“If we were so happy then, why did we ever move forward? Why did we change?” True was thinking that if the animals had all been like the Olde Wolf, it might not have been as much a paradise as he claimed. At least for those who were not like him.
“We were tricked,” said Golda simply. “By humans. They did not know what they were doing, and they led us forward with them.”
“All except your father,” said True.
“Yes.” Golda’s eyes shone with admiration. “He knows the truth.”
“And your mother? Does she agree, as well?” True winced as he saw Golda’s reaction to the bald question. She twitched, then moved as if she had forgotten what animal she was, and had to figure it out with each new step.
“My mother is dead,” said Golda. “Humans killed her.”
“But your hatred for them is not revenge? Just like the humans who you despise and want to stop?”
“No.” She swallowed. “Not now, not anymore.”
True wanted to ask more about her mother, if she had lived thousands of years as the Olde Wolf had, or if she was a wolf like any other, from the forest, corrupt by humans, bereft of magic that should have been her birthright.
“When you meet my father, you will understand,” said Golda confidently. “You will believe everything he says. As I do. No one disagrees with my father once they have spoken to him.”
At that declaration, True felt a shiver passing through him.
“He is the wisest creature I have ever known,” said Golda.
“Or the most dangerous,” said True in a whisper.
“What do you mean?” asked Golda. 
True shook his head. “Is it not magic he speaks with?” he asked.
“No, not magic. It is the original language, which both animals and humans remember without thinking. True, if you heard it, you would never want to hear anything else. It is like music, like the sound of water rushing in the river, like the sound of a new birth, like the sound of the first frost, like the sound of fire raging and the sound of rain falling to quench it,” said Golda.
“But he has never taught you that language?” said True. It seemed odd, if the Olde Wolf loved Golda as a daughter that he would keep this secret from her.
“No.” Golda shook her head. “I did not inherit that part of him, though he says that I might one day acquire it, if I study hard enough.”
True had no such belief, nor did he think that the power of the Olde Wolf was such a marvelous thing. If he accomplished what he wished, how would True himself or his pack or any of the animals he knew in the forest be better than they were with humans still alive? How would the Olde Wolf be a kinder master?
“When will your father return?” asked True. 
“It may be several days yet. He is with humans right now, working out the last stage of his plan.”
“I see,” said True. That meant he had to work quickly, if he was to stop the Olde Wolf. “He is at the castle, then? The one nearest us, in the forest.”
“Yes,” said Golda. “That one.”
True had to go to his mother and tell her what he had learned about the Olde Wolf and his plans against the humans. She would know what to do next, to help the humans in the castle. As for True’s feelings for Golda, he did not know what he felt anymore. He had not known her when he saw her first. But now that he did, he felt both more and less for her. She was so earnest, so pure in her belief of her father. She wanted to do good. True admired that about her. But she could not see truly, and that was dangerous.
“Would you like me to use my magic to change you?” asked Golda. “You could choose to be whatever you like. A bear. A mouse. An owl. I could do just for a little while, until my father returned.”
“I thought the magic only worked on yourself,” said True.
“No,” said Golda. “So it was when I was a baby, but I have practiced since then and learned how to change others. Some changes are easier than others, for I think each of us has one or two animals that are most like us.”
“I will think about it,” said True, who was not sure that he wanted such magic as that, nor that he wanted to be trapped in another form when the Olde Wolf returned.
“I could change you into a human, as well,” said Golda. “Or at least, I think I could.” She looked up and down at True.
“Perhaps later,” said True. “Though I would think human would be the last thing anyone who believed in your father would choose.”
He caught a glimpse of a strained look on her face, and then she turned away from him. “I must go now. I will be back in a few hours,” she said.
She left him, but True did not bother to follow her. He only waited long enough to be sure that she would not come back. 
Then he moved to the trapped animals that she had shown him. He tried to set them free, but as soon as he came close to them, they attacked him viciously. It was the same in every one of the warrens he tried. He did not speak their language, and so he could not tell them what he meant to do. 
In the end, all True could do was to open the barriers that kept one kind of animal from another. Then he called to them in his own language and lured them out. 
But instead of fleeing, the animals began to attack each other, more than they had their own kind. True tried to stand in front of one, then the other, to shove them toward freedom, but they only snarled and snapped at him. He pulled his arm from the mawl of a bear and slipped away as best he could. 
Perhaps he should have left them as they were. They would still be alive, at least, when Golda returned. But no, he decided. Better for them to have their own choices, one last time, than to be in thrall to the Olde Wolf for the rest of their lives.
And what of Golda? When she came back with her father, would she be blamed for what True had done? Would her father punish her in some way? True did not think she would escape his wrath, whether she was his daughter or not. But even that True doubted. She did not look like the blue wolf except superficially. She certainly did not act as he did.
For a fleeting moment as he ran, True wished he could help Golda get free of her father. If he had remained, he could have waited for a moment of weakness in her father and then tried to kill him. 
But who knew what damage might be done by then to others? True wished the best for Golda, but he had to think of the rest of the forest. And more than that. He had to think of the whole world, animals and humans. He had to take as broad a look as the Olde Wolf himself did. The future depended on him.
The forest seemed changed to True as he made his way back. It was too quiet. The animals the Olde Wolf had taken were missing here. And there was something else. True did not know what to call it, but it felt heavy. The air itself seemed harder to move in and out of his lungs, and the sun seemed dimmer. The more the Olde Wolf gained in power, the more the forest would darken. 
At last, back near the pack’s territory, he barked for his mother. There was no sign of the rest of the pack, but when he huddled toward the back of the main cave, he could see her, crouched near him. 
For a moment, he was afraid that she was no longer breathing, that she had died before he could ask for her advice. Now what would he do? His mother knew humans better than he did, and True suspected he would need their help before he continued this battle against the Olde Wolf.
But then he saw her chest move again, and True took a breath of his own.
“Mother, I need your help.” He moved closer to her, on all fours.
“You have found her, haven’t you?” asked Fierce.
“Yes, I found her,” admitted True.
“But—what is wrong? You do not look happy. Would she not speak to you? Does she think you are beneath her because you are a hound?”
“It is about her father,” said True.
“He will not let you have her? You must convince him. Prove your worth to him,” said Fierce.
That was the last thin True wanted to do. “He wants to destroy humans,” said True. And explained all the rest.
“Oh. I must get up and come with you to the castle. I have friends there. They will listen to me.”
“But Mother, you have no strength,” True protested.
I must find the strength.” Fierce surged forward, then sagged back..
True had to carry her part of the way, and go very slowly the rest. But at last they reached the edge of the forest and True could see the human castle in the distance. 
 



 
Chapter Eleven: Dagmar
 
One week later, the news of her betrothal had been announced to the kingdom by Lord Morlieb at Dagmar’s side in the throne room, and by messengers who went far and wide.
Queen Marit was gone from the castle and no one spoke of her. No one dared to, Dagmar thought. She had been placed in her mother’s bed chambers and Lord Morlieb eyed her father’s crown. He had not yet put it on his head, but only because King George was so beloved and was known to be still alive.
He was failing rapidly however, and every time Dagmar saw him in Lord Morlieb’s company, he seemed closer to death.
“Your father is awake now and ready to see you,” Lord Morlieb announced at breakfast. The royal physician only reported to Lord Morlieb and thus it was only when he allowed it that Dagmar was able to see her father.
“He can only speak for a few moments. He is very weak,” said Lord Morlieb.
Dagmar had already begun to think of weaknesses in Lord Morlieb. He disappeared in the evenings and the guards saw him heading into the forest. Dagmar suspected this had something to do with the magic he seemed to use to make everyone believe in him. But he always returned before dawn, and he never seemed to be tired. No one had ever seen him sleep.
She could leave the castle, she supposed. It was something she considered. Her mother had gone, and if nothing else, Dagmar could hope from outside the castle to fight Lord Morlieb—or King Morlieb, as he was likely to become soon enough. 
But it seemed that her mother was already spreading word through the kingdom of what Lord Morlieb was. Lord Morlieb sent out his guard every morning after hearing their reports, to deal with “unrest in the kingdom,” as he called it. No doubt it was those who were her father’s supporters and saw him as a threat.
Dagmar’s task was to remain here and make Lord Morlieb believe that she was as completely under the spell of his magic words as anyone else in the castle. She spent every day with her mouth muscles aching from smiling so much. She tried to look besotted with him. And even more than that, she tried not to listen to his words when he spoke. 
She could not plug her ears with wool, for that would be too obvious. She simply had to listen to him and tell herself another story completely than the one his words told. She reminded herself again and again that this was a man who wished her father dead. This was a man who wanted to destroy not only her father’s animal magic, but the animal magic of all those in the kingdom. 
Already, Lord Morlieb had begun to imprison those in the castle he knew had animal magic. He claimed that it was for their own safety, because he had heard reports of people trying to burn those with animal magic at the stake, as they had before King George took the throne. But there was no safety in the dungeons. Once someone had been sent there, they were never heard from again.
This morning, Dagmar rushed to her father’s side and pressed her face to his chest. Her tears wet his tunic and she could see how quickly he had lost weight. She had always known him as a strong, healthy man, but now his muscles were dying after nearly two weeks in bed, eating nothing but the fluids that Lord Morlieb had approved of: broth and doubly watered wine.
“I love you so much, Father,” said Dagmar. “How are you?”
“I love you,” said King George. “I am well enough for now.” He puckered his lips together, but he could not lift his head to kiss her. The effort of lifting his head an inch left him breathing heavily and closing his eyes. 
“Don’t lose hope, Father. You will get better,” said Dagmar. She held tightly to his hand. She wished that she could shield her father from Lord Morlieb’s pernicious words. Dagmar suspected that Lord Morlieb spoke of King George dying every time they were together, and now the king believed it himself.
“I think not,” said the king. “Lord Morlieb knows the truth, but has agreed not to spread it widely in the kingdom. Not yet, at least. I will never recover fully from weakness, and the people deserve a ruler who is strong and healthy.”
“But—I am so young, Father.” She did not want the throne. Not like this.
“But you will have Lord Morlieb to guide you,” said her father.
Dagmar looked at him and forced herself to smile. “Of course, Father. Of course.”
Lord Morlieb leaned forward. “We will rule well together, and for many years. King George will never be forgotten, but we will be known for a new age of glory.”
Dagmar felt as if she had a dagger between her teeth, but still she smiled. “Yes, Lord Morlieb,” she said. If only she could speak to her father alone. “I never thought—” she whispered to him. She was so afraid that he would die and then she would be left alone with Lord Morlieb.
King George patted her hand. “I know. I remember the moment when I realized I would have to take my father’s place. It was overwhelming. But once you are married, the nobles will have no reason to stand against you, and I think there is no one in the kingdom, magical or not, who would not look at him and think twice about saying a word against the throne.”
“Do you know, there were times when I worried that you would not develop into a queen. You were so shy and uncertain as a child. But now—I have no doubts any longer. Lord Morlieb has changed you. Transformed you.”
Dagmar was not so sure that she was as different as she had been. “Can I get you anything?” she asked, thinking that a few moments away from him and she would be able to gather her feelings together. “Another blanket? A special tea? A book from your own rooms?”
“No. I need nothing. I am perfectly happy here, to look out the window into the woods. I am content.”
This was not like her father at all. Dagmar could not remember a moment in her life with him when he had not had a long list of things that he hoped to get done that day, and which he never finished. He used himself up for his people as king. And now he was shrunken to this. It was that one thing that Dagmar hated Lord Morlieb most for. Strangely, she would have given away her kingdom to him, if only she could have saved her father from this.
“There is one thing,” he said softly.
Dagmar had to lean forward and ask him to repeat himself before she understood it. “Yes?” she said.
“Your mother. Marit.” Her father shook his head as if to clear his mind. Then he grimaced in pain and held still.
“What about Mother?” asked Dagmar. Did her father not know that her mother was gone away?
“I—she has not—to see me,” King George got out, and then had to take deep breaths. His face was red and Dagmar looked up at Lord Morlieb, wondering if he had done this.
 “I will tell her that you are better. I am sure she will come to see you soon,” said Lord Morlieb, in that same he always had, of adding strange sounds at the end of every word. It made her feel sick and hot now, though she remembered that the feeling of fever had once been pleasant to her. She could feel a rhythm drumming in her ears, like a dance, but she had never felt less like dancing.
“I will take good care of you, you can be assured of that,” said Lord Morlieb, and he led Dagmar out of the bedchamber, then ordered the guards to make sure that the king was not disturbed for the rest of the day. They did not question him. No one questioned him.
Dagmar walked down the long staircase with him and into the throne room. It was empty of people. There were only the two thrones there, her father’s large one and her mother’s slightly smaller one next to his. 
Lord Morlieb signaled to the guards to close the doors and he moved closer to the king’s throne. He did not sit on it, but he put a finger on the arms and ran it up and down, as if to smooth it out and warm it. After a few minutes, he stepped toward Dagmar and put the same finger on her neck.
“We must marry soon. Before your father—succumbs to his illness,” he said.
Again, the rhythm of dancing, though there was no music. Dagmar felt as her head were whirling around her, but she kept her eyes focused firmly on Lord Morlieb.
“We should wait,” said Dagmar.
“But why? It would be better for the kingdom to be assured of the succession. The people would not want a queen without a king.”
“I do not see why not. My mother was always a fine queen if my father was away, or indisposed. I never heard complaints of her.”
“But of course, they would not tell you of the complaints. Your mother is a strange, cold woman. She has never been well liked. I am sorry to tell you this, but it is true. It is for that reason that I think our marriage should take place in the next several days. We cannot celebrate, of course, but a woman alone should not be on the throne at a time like this.”
He was beginning to suspect her, Dagmar thought. He realized that she was fighting him and he was speaking more quickly. There were more whispers with every tone.
She bowed her head. “Of course.” What could she do to stop the marriage? Pretend to illness herself? Find a dagger and stab him when she was closest to him, when he was speaking to another and not looking at her? Dagmar did not know what would hurt him, if anything would. He could not be invulnerable, surely. And she had to do something.
“As you say, then. We will be married as soon as you like,” said Dagmar, forcing a natural, happy tone to her words.
“Good,” said Lord Morlieb, moving a finger down her neck to her back.
She wished he would not touch her. It made her want to scream and run, as if an animal were attacking her.
But he leaned forward and gave her a kiss. Perfectly proper, though Dagmar was afraid of the heat she saw in his eyes. What would it be like to be married to a man like this?
“Then it is settled. We must do it quickly, I fear. Before your father is too far gone to give you away. I do not know that it can be as public a ceremony as you might have wished, but a few witnesses, in your father’s bedchamber. What do you think?”
“Whatever you think, I agree,” said Dagmar.
And Lord Morlieb nodded, expecting her agreement.
“A private wedding, then. We need not send out invitations for the ceremony itself, but afterward, when there is more time, we will have all the nobles of the kingdom come for a celebration. After your father is—well, after he is gone, of course.”
“After he is gone,” Dagmar murmured.
“I will leave you now, then.”
“One more thing,” said Dagmar. “I would like my mother to be at the wedding. Could we wait until she can be found?”
The story Lord Morlieb had let out was that Queen Marit was out hunting, and no one knew when she would return. No one questioned him about the particulars, however strange this seemed.
 “I will do my best to abide by your wishes,” said Lord Morlieb.
“A princess wants to have her mother and father at a wedding,” said Dagmar, hoping that this much rebellion would not alert Lord Morlieb to her plans. She only wanted a little delay.
“And you are still so young,” said Lord Morlieb. “And so alone.”
“Yes,” said Dagmar, as Lord Morlieb drew her into his arms. “So alone.”
Lord Morlieb left that evening when it grew dark, as he so often did. But this time, Dagmar slipped away from her own bed chambers and followed after him. She was careful to keep far from him. 
She saw him go to the stables first, and two horses followed him. Then he went to the kennels and after a few minutes, several hounds followed after him. Every step he took, he collected more animals, it seemed. They did not attack, but there was an undercurrent of anger that Dagmar felt and heard. As Lord Morlieb whispered in his own language, the animals snarled and snapped at each other. 
But as angry as they were, they remained tightly coiled around him, like a rope he had wrapped around his own arms. They were under his control as completely as the humans in the castle, Dagmar thought. And with so much power, she did not know how anyone human or animal could stop him.
 



 
Chapter Twelve: True
 
Before they reached the castle, Fierce and True saw a man walking toward the forest. There were many animals following after him and there was a low murmur that penetrated to True’s heart. It frightened him.
“They are angry,” said Fierce. “But it is not their own anger. It is his. Can you see how it comes from him like a dark cloud, and surrounds them all?”
True looked, but he did not see any cloud. He saw only a tall human with animals around him like they had surrounded the Olde Wolf.
 But the more True looked at the human, the more he was aware of the ways in which he seemed to move more like the wolf. 
It was there in his hands, which he moved like claws. It was in his eyes, which looked for movement and not color. It was in his nose, long and large, always held in front of him, for it was the most telling of the sense for a hound. Or a wolf.
“It is the Olde Wolf,” said True aloud.
“He has the magic to take human form,” said Fierce nodding. “Ah. That is how he understands them so well, and how to defeat them. It is always best to understand as much of the enemy as possible. To see as the enemy sees, and smell as he smells. To pass through his territory and find what matters to him.”
“Why do the humans allow him here, in the heart of this kingdom, in the very castle itself? Can they not tell what he is?” asked True. The smell of him was—wrong. 
It was similar to what Golda had said about the humans. “If they don’t believe him when he inside their own territory, why will they believe us when we speak against him?” said True. That was what they were here for, wasn’t it?
“Because they know me,” said Fierce. “And they know I speak the truth.”
“But—” True stared at her.
Fierce gave him a wide hound grin, all teeth and tongue. “Just because you do not remember events in the past does not mean they are forgotten. I know the king himself. King George is his name. And Queen Marit is well acquainted with hounds. They will hear us.”
“And what if we never reach the castle?” said True. He had brought his aging mother here, where there was terrible danger. Now he wished only he could take her away, back to the forest, back to where the Olde Wolf had not yet turned his attention.
“No hound wishes to die in a dark cave, away from the sky, away from the hunt,” said Fierce, her bark rough, but clear. “You remind me of a human now and again, my son.”
“There is nothing human in me,” said True, holding himself taller. His wanting to leave here was not because he was afraid. It was only his duty to his mother that concerned him.
“So, what do you plan to do? Do we walk up to the castle gates and simply bark and wait for this king you claim you know to come out to us?” asked True.
“He will,” said Fierce.
“Are you certain?” asked True.
“Certain as the day you were born.”
“I could go call to him and bring him to you, in the forest,” said True.
Fierce let out a sigh. “That is not the way of things, in the world of wild hounds. So long as I live, I fight to keep my pack safe. And you are my pack.”
“I could carry you on my back,” suggested True.
The answer to that came in the form of a nip to his ear.
True stifled the urge to whine. He was not a child anymore. But it had truly hurt, and it had been so unexpected. His mother had not nipped in so sharply for years.
“I am well able to take care of myself,” she said.
It was then that they both saw the figure of the human woman following after the Olde Wolf and his animals. She was not tall, and she wore a skirt that caught easily on each bush and burr around her. But she held her back straight and tall and the way she held her head reminded True for a moment of the golden she-wolf, Golda. But then he shook himself. There was no reason for him to think that.
“Who is she?” he asked his mother.
“I do not know.”
“Should we stop her?”
“Do you think she is following him as a slave? That she has no power?” asked Fierce.
True turned back and watched her. There was no question of her strength and power. She had her own reasons for doing what she did, and they had nothing to do with helping the Olde Wolf. “No,” he said.
“Then we let her go. She has her own quest and we have ours. Perhaps we will meet at some time, but not now.”
True nodded, and led his way forward to the castle. He kept several steps behind his mother, and she kept pace with until they reached the moat in front of the gates.
“A leap across and you can rest,” said True.
“Yes,” said Fierce. She took several breaths and then took a running leap. But her right hind leg twisted behind her badly and she landed half in the moat and half out of it on the far bank.
It was a cold night, and there were chunks of ice floating in the water along with the creatures in the moat, and the refuse from the castle. It stank of humans, and worse.
Nonetheless, True leaped across it, landing nearly as badly as his mother had. The water felt as if it were tearing at his hide. The cold numbed him, but did not keep his nose from sensing the smell. He wondered how humans could stand to live around themselves. Why not leave such a place forever and come to the forest?
Not that he wished them to. If they did, they would only make the forest stink, as well. Leave them here, and hope their noses grew less and less sensitive with each passing generation.
True climbed out and then turned back to pull his mother out of the moat by one paw.
“Promise me that you will leave me behind if you must,” Fierce demanded. “The battle against this Olde Wolf is more important than the life of one old female hound. And I would like to believe that you will live on, True.”
True gritted his teeth together. “I promise you that I will do what a hound should do. I will fight for the good of the pack, not for myself.”
“And not for me,” said Fierce.
True was shaking with cold. “And not for you,” he added after a long moment.
Fierce shook herself off, spraying True with more of the moat water. “I wish your father were here,” she said, her voice faint for the first time since they had begun this journey.
“You would not make him give you such a promise,” said True grumpily.
“I would,” Fierce insisted. “And he would know that I meant it.”
But he would not have followed it, thought True. His father had been the only hound who could out-stubborn his mother. It was part of the reason that True missed him so much.
There were guards before the gate, and behind them, a fire that was the only light in the darkness. True was startled to see it, and then pulled back for a moment, because it hurt his eyes. He had become used to the complete darkness.
“And do we call for him here?” asked True.
“Indeed,” said Fierce. She set her hind legs behind her, and then opened her mouth wide. She lifted her head to the sky and let out a call. The words “King George, you are needed by the hounds of the forest, by the birds of the forest, by the bears and the deer and every animal of the forest. Your magic is needed. I call you to me now, and my name is Fierce.”
True could see the reaction of the guards. They lifted their spears and swords and stared at the hound so close to them. But it was only a hound, and they were humans. Unless she attacked them, they would simply keep their guard.
“Did he answer you back?” asked True, after a long moment.
“What do you think? Did you hear him bark?” asked Fierce in a low voice, not meant to carry as the other had.
“I didn’t know if I would understand him.”
“He speaks as we speak. He has the animal magic that allows him to speak to any animal at all.”
How useful that would be, thought True. “Can he also change into animal form?” he asked, the image of Golda changing into a human suddenly strong in his mind.
“No, I don’t think he can. Or at least, he does not do it. He remains himself, but he did once change two creatures back into the form that they were meant to take. Animals, both of them, who had been enchanted by humans. But that was long ago, and I do not have the time to tell you that story now.” She seemed tired and annoyed with him.
True kept quiet and did not ask her more questions.
The guards continued to watch them. A few of them moved, and then a few others moved, in long chain, until three went back inside the gate.
True watched and wondered if he could leap forward fast enough that he could not be stopped. But Fierce shook her head at him. “We will wait for an invitation from the king. He knows me.”
“Then why—?” asked True, and then cut himself off.
Fierce turned to the castle and called out again. “King George, I demand that you answer me. You have long claimed to be a friend of animals. Now we need you against a common enemy, the Olde Wolf. Where are you?”
The guards once more seemed disturbed by the long howling. One of them thrust a spear into the dirt. Another stomped his feet. One spoke a word that needed no translation. It was a curse, and it was directed at the hounds.
But before any of the humans moved toward the humans, one of the guards held out an arm and drew the others back. What he said, True did not know. He only heard the soft human sounds.
A long time passed. The king did not come. True watched as his mother’s head fell, and then it seemed almost as if she had fallen asleep. True itched to do something. How long until the Olde Wolf came back? They must be gone before then.
“Well, then, we must go to the king,” said Fierce at last. “And don’t tell me that you were right all along.”
“No, Mother,” said True softly.
“You must bite one of the guards and then he will chase you. In the ruckus, I will slip into the castle and find the king.”
“And what of me?” asked True.
“Do you think you are so slow that a human could catch you if you wanted to get away?” asked Fierce.
“I meant, shall I come into the courtyard of the castle and follow you? Or shall I wait for you here?” said True.
“Come as soon as you can,” said Fierce. She moved away from him, toward the gate.
Could she climb that high on the metal stakes, without hurting herself? He should not doubt his mother, True told himself. And he leaped at the guard who had cursed at him, bit his leg, then ran as quickly as he could around the gate, toward the moat. 
As soon as the guards were running toward him in a line, he slid forward on his forepaws, then made a neat circle and began running in the opposite direction. 
The human guards had no chance. They could not turn as quickly. They had no tail. 
How foolish of them, thought True. When they climbed out of trees and dropped their tails, they lost more than they knew.
He did not see his mother when he reached the gate. She must already be over, he thought. He leaped as high as he could, then clawed his way to the top of the metal stakes. He did not escape without losing a little blood and fur, but then he dropped to the other side.
By then he could hear the guards behind him, calling out names. He felt a spear graze his neck. But he used his tail once more and changed direction, and then the guards were shouting. For the gate to be raised, no doubt, thought True. But he and his mother would be long gone by then. No one would know where they had gone.
True had only to close his eyes and follow his mother’s scent. He found a staircase at the far end of the castle and could see a faint drop of blood pressed into the stone with his mother’s pawprint. He hoped speaking to this king was worth all of this.
Once inside the castle, True found he could no longer move as easily. The wooden floors were shiny and slick and he could hear the sound of his claws clicking against them echoing in the high ceilings. It made him stop. He could hear the sound of his own heartbeat, as well. It was too quiet here, and the smell was—too clean.
No, not clean. Clean was a river in the summer. This was meant to smell like flowers, but too many of them all at once, and flowers that would not grow at the same time. Did humans want to live in the forest? Then why did they build these walls? Why not simply go out and live there, in the grass and the flowers—the real flowers—and the trees where they had been born. Why try to remake the forest here, and get it so wrong?
“This way,” said his mother, moving up yet another set of stairs. 
True nearly collided with a bear. In the castle.
How was that possible?
His heart thumped in his ears and he only just kept himself from howling out for his pack.
Fierce put a hand to his back. “It is not a bear,” she said.
And when True looked back, he saw his mother was right. That is, it was not a living bear, but the head of a dead one. Why would a man who could speak to animals keep a dead and unspeaking one here? Was it meant to frighten other animals who came here? Or only humans?
The smell of the bear was caustic and sour, not like a rotting carcass, which would have been covered with beetles and other creatures. But there was a patch of fur falling off near the left eye, and True realized that the bear had been a very young one, not yet fully into its strength. What kind of boast was it, then, to display killing such a creature?
“Do they eat bear meat often here?” asked True.
“No, never,” said his mother.
Which did not answer anything.
True followed her up the final staircase. “This is it,” she said.
“How do you know?”
“The smell of animal magic,” said his mother.
True wrinkled his nose, but he could detect nothing particularly different here than elsewhere in the castle. “What is it?”
“It is strange and familiar at once. It is like pines and feathers, like ice and hot blood.”
Which made no sense to True at all.
“And also, this is the deepest part of the castle. It is where the Olde Wolf would keep a man who threatens to take back the pack.”
“Humans have packs?” said True.
“After a fashion,” said Fierce.
There were two more guards at the door at the top of the stairs. Fierce snarled at them.
The younger stood, hands held high. “What is it?” he asked.
True followed his mother’s lead and bared his teeth. But this time, he did not have to bite into the thin and tasteless human skin.
“Lord Morlieb must have sent them, to soften up the king,” said the older guard, with a missing ear lobe and a nose broken in a fight from long ago.
“Let them in, then.”
The older guard got out a key and opened the door.
The two hounds walked in to find the king sitting up by the fire, his eyes closed, but his hands moving in his lap as though trying to find something important there.
“King George, I must speak with you,” said Fierce.
King George looked toward her as if he understood her words, but then he turned away, uninterested.
“Please, it is urgent,” barked Fierce.
The king started. “Do I know you?” he asked, his words slurred.
How long had it been since he had spoken in the language of hounds? True wondered.
“We have met,” said Fierce. “In the forest. Several years ago. My mate Red was there, as well. This is our son, True. He was still a pup then.”
King George’s face was strained with the effort to concentrate. “Red. A fine hound,” he said.
“Yes, but there is a problem now. There is a man, in your castle. Lord Morlieb.”
“Ah, Lord Morlieb. He is to marry my daughter soon,” said the king, and then began to cough. He coughed for far too long, and blood began to stain his teeth and his lips.
That was when True realized the scene that had been added to the flowers here. It was the scent of coming death. The king was dying. His eyes were red and his breath was shallow in his chest and his whole body trembled.
“He is not a man, King George. He is an Olde Wolf in disguise. He has come to destroy you and your kingdom. And all humans, if he can.”
“What?” said King George.
Had he lost his ability to speak with animals? He did not seem of any use to them at all.
“My daughter, Dagmar,” said King George.
Fierce looked at True. “We saw her.”
“She must not marry him. I must stop her.”
“She sees him clearly, King George.”
True realized that his mother must mean the woman they had seen walking out after the Olde Wolf. Yes, she was not his slave. She meant to fight against him.
“But—what have I done? Where is Marit? Where is my queen? He told me he would look after her, that she was too upset to see me.”
“We will have to find her,” said Fierce. “She would be a useful ally.”
More useful than this weak, dying king, thought True.
“Your guards,” said Fierce. “Tell them not to allow him. We will have to deal with the animals he has taken with him.”
“I—they are not my guards any longer. They do not obey me,” said King George.
“But there must be some men who are loyal to you in the palace,” said True desperately.
“I do not know where they are. He has a way of speaking—no one thinks of denying him or disagreeing when his words are ringing in their ears. It is hard for me still to see him as evil, when I think of him.”
“That is his magic,” said Fierce. “He uses the old language of all creatures when he speaks, and there is such magic in those words that all believe what he says.”
“When he returns—my people—my daughter—” the king choked out.
True stared at the man. Should they take him with them back to the forest? Would he be of any use there, speaking to animals and rallying them all against the Olde Wolf and his minions? He could easily die before they stepped out of the castle. And there were so many guards.
“If I were a hound,” said King George, taking a breath after each word. His face was intent, his brows drawn together. “If I were an animal, I would be able to smell the lies on him.” He gasped and his eyes went wide.
True meant to tell the king that animals were not immune to the Olde Wolf, but there was a buzzing noise around him, and a sharp smell that he could not identify. 
“But—” he said, but his voice was cut off in a wrenching twist of his throat. For a moment, True was sure that the guards had returned and had attacked him. He writhed and barked, but then he saw his mother’s face.
It was clear and full of awe. She had never looked at him like that before. She had never looked at that at anything that he recalled before.
The pain ripped through him. He could feel it from his nose to his spine and down to each of his legs. He fell back on the ground and trembled and twisted. His head felt as if it had been stepped on, and there was fire spreading from one ear to the other. 
He caught a glimpse of King George, his tongue hanging out, fallen out of his chair, hunched on all fours, with his teeth bared like a wild creature. And the smell of him—
The pain took True again and he hit his head. He groaned and felt his claws being ripped from his paws, one by one. There was a strange sound coming from his throat, high-pitched and watery.
He breathed and breathed again, trying to fill his whole chest, but it did not fill properly.
He turned and saw a hound where King George had been. A graying hound that showed signs of age, like his mother. A hound that smelled of death—and magic.
True made a sound like gargling. Then he tried to step forward, and he looked down at his hind legs, because they felt very cold.
They were not his legs.
They were human legs.
Hairless.
Over-long.
Pale.
Weak.
He looked up and met the eyes of the gray hound. They were the eyes of King George.
“No,” he tried to bark.
It came out in the language of humans.
And the graying hound that was King George said in the language of the hounds, “I did not know it would happen to you, as well. I am sorry. I thought I was only changing myself. But I have only used the great magic once before, and there were two involved. One became human. One became an animal. I must have used the same pattern again.”
“Change me back,” said True. He did not hate humans the way that Lord Morlieb did, but he might come to, if forced to take their shape.
The hound who was King George said, “I don’t think I can. I have only done it twice in my life now. It will take years before I build up enough power to do it again.”
“I am a hound,” said True.
Now his mother Fierce was beside him. She was so much smaller than she had been. “Sometimes there is a reason for the magic,” she said. “Even if we cannot see what it is.”
“The reason is a mistake,” said True.
“You can stay here at the castle. See what the Olde Wolf is like here. See what he is doing.”
“He will speak to me. He will convince me of anything he says.” True would be far more vulnerable here, where the Olde Wolf had focused his energies on the humans he hated.
“Perhaps he will. But you will fight against him. You know the truth of him better than any other human. And you are strong.”
“Mother, please.” Why did she have to expect so much of him? It seemed his whole life that he had been a disappointment to him. Had she wanted him to become human?
“If the king’s daughter returns, you must protect her from the Olde Wolf, as well,” said his mother.
It was the right thing to do. It was the only thing to do. “Yes,” said True.
 



 
Chapter Thirteen: Dagmar
 
Dagmar watched as Lord Morlieb called and animals came to him. There was no light to guide her, but she did not need it. The smell of him was enough to lead her forward. And he was surrounded by animals who followed him with a strange attention that seemed unnatural. They walked as if soldiers under the command of a human general. They were too quiet, and they moved with him, even if the movement was not their own.
She kept far back, but she entered the forest and she saw the circle of stones that he had there. She watched as Lord Morlieb held up a hand and the animals walked meekly into the cages that were inside. They were locked in then, and their eyes were the only lights she could see, shining out as they stared at Lord Morlieb in awe. 
What would he do with them?
Who was he?
Why had he come to the castle?
And what had he done to her father?
Dagmar had to hurry away then, she knew. She had to be back inside the castle before anyone noticed she was gone, and before he returned himself. She had seen enough, though. She could return here, if necessary.
If only she could speak to these animals as her father could. That would have been useful. But surely she could find something out. Or she could simply free the animals. That would thwart whatever evil plan Lord Morlieb had.
What was this magic of his? It did not seem like her father’s. It was not merely speaking to the animals. But perhaps her father could do this, as well. Perhaps he chose not to. 
Her father had always been a gentle man. Doing this with his magic must be something he had never considered. 
The way back to the castle was not easy now that Dagmar had no one leading her. She fell once over a stone, cutting her cheek. Then she wandered into a bog and lost her boot. She tried to feel for it, but was terrified she would be sucked in once more, and she left it and went on barefoot.
There were strangely no guards at the gate, and it was open. Dagmar walked right in without having to speak to anyone.
She mounted the steps to her bed chambers and huddled into her bed. She was sure she would never be warm again. Her foot, now that she examined it in the candlelight, was badly cut and still oozing blood and pus. 
She had not even felt it hurt, because she had been so cold. She used the water in the basin by her bedside to clean it, and then bound it with some strips she took from her shift. There, that would have to do. 
She tried to put the foot into a dancing slipper and managed it—just barely. She did not know how well she would dance. 
Not that she wished to dance. It was only that Lord Morlieb might expect it.
But perhaps she could think of a story to tell him about her foot and this would be an excuse to avoid the heated sensation of the dance. She wanted nothing more now than to never see the man again, never touch him, never feel his breath on her face, never hear the whispered extra sounds he made with every word.
She had to speak to her father again. She dressed herself before her maid came in and forced her feet into a second pair of boots. The stiffness of the boot helped her walk, and she made her way to her father’s rooms.
The guards stepped aside for her and she saw a man sitting at the side of her father’s bed. It was not her father. It was not anyone she had ever seen before.
He was strong and young, with such muscles that even turned away from him, she could see the ripples along his back. He wore her father’s tunic and trousers and they did not fit him at all. He stumbled to his feet when he saw her, and she thought him clumsy. But as soon as he stopped moving, there was something about him that seemed graceful as a dancer.
What would he be like on a dance floor, instead of Lord Morlieb?
“Who?” he said, as if he did not know how to make a complete sentence.
“I think I should be the one asking that. Who are you and where is my father?”
“You must be the Princess Dagmar,” he said. His words were strangely accented, and he seemed to halt with each one, as if surprised each time he got another one out.
“And you must tell me who you are or I will call the guards and they will throw you in the dungeon,” said Dagmar.
“I am an enemy of the Olde Wolf. The man you call Lord Morlieb. And I hope to be your ally against him.”
This was so much exactly what Dagmar wanted to hear that she was immediately suspicious. She felt as if she had fire beneath her skin. She only had to itch it and it would come out.
“Where is my father?” she asked again.
“He is—with my mother. He has gone into the forest.”
Dagmar stared into his eyes. “Who is your mother?”
“She is called Fierce,” he said. “Have you heard of her?”
“Fierce? That is no name I have ever heard of. Is that even a human name?”
“If I say it is not?” said the man.
“And what is your name?” Dagmar asked him.
“My mother calls me True,” he said.
“And are you?” asked Dagmar. She was inclined to trust him, though she was not sure why. She listened carefully to make sure he did not speak with the extra syllables that Lord Morlieb used, but his words were plain and unadorned. 
“If I believe that my father went with your mother willingly, then why did they leave you here?”
“I was to look after you. To make sure that Lord Morlieb did not force you to marry him.”
“And you think I cannot do that for myself?” asked Dagmar.
“Your father asked. I could not refuse him. He goes to the forest to help my mother speak to the animals before Lord Morlieb has them all under his power. They must be united and only he can do it.”
“My father is ill. He was near death when I saw him last,” said Dagmar. “Did you cure him? Does your mother have some magic of healing?”
He looked away then. “He is still ill,” he said.
“Then I must go to him immediately. Take me to him. He will need me.”
“And what if Lord Morlieb realizes you are both gone?” said the man who called himself True.
“You cannot stop me.”
“No. I cannot.”
She leaned closer to him. She was angry, but he made her want to take a breath and dip her feet into a pool. He made her think of summer nights and tree climbing as a child. He smelled of life and freedom.
She shook herself. He was as dangerous as Lord Morlieb, if not in the same way.
“I am a princess,” she said, reminding herself as much as him.
“I do not know what that is.”
“I am to take my father’s place when he dies. I will be the ruler of this kingdom.” She found her chin kept protruding as she spoke, and it felt like a child’s way of insisting on what she wanted.
“Ruler. What is that?” he asked.
Dagmar looked at him again. “You are not a human,” she said out loud. This was her father’s magic at last. She had heard of it, but she had never seen it. She had come to believe it was an exaggeration, that her father could perhaps make creatures appear to be different. But here was the proof.
He looked down at himself, and shrugged. “How did you know?”
It screamed at her. He was as little human as Lord Morlieb was.
“What are you? A deer?” He was fleet enough for that. But not vulnerable. No, he was not prey. He was the predator. “A wolf?” She thought of Lord Morlieb. But why would he come alone, if he was with the lord?
“A hound,” he said softly, with a hint of the low throatiness of a hound’s growl.
“Ah,” she said. This concerned her less, somehow. “My mother the queen was a hound once. She prefers being human, but said that it was the best animal—if she had to be one.” Dagmar stared at him. Would he think that she had just insulted him?
“My mother was human once. I do not understand how she could bear it,” said True.
Dagmar laughed at that. She could not explain why, but she felt as if she had at last found someone who understood her life. She was always out of place in the castle, and she had never been able to believe that she would grow into it. But with him, she did not have to pretend. She did not have to play the part of the princess because he did not expect anything of a princess to begin with.
“I do not understand it either, not today,” she said, still laughing.
He laughed with her, and it was a genuine laugh. “I did not know that humans could see themselves so clearly,” he said.
“Oh, we can. At least, I can. We are ridiculous, aren’t we?”
“Do you know, you are like hidden coals, winking out, and bursting into flames when a bit of tinder is added.”
Dagmar stared at him. Was he trying to compliment her? It was an odd thing to say, but then again, what did he know of flattery?
“Fire,” murmured Dagmar. She liked that. No one had ever told her that before.
“Come with me now. I must make sure you are free.” He took hold of her arm and not gently.
“For one thing,” said Dagmar, looking down at the spot where she suspected a bruise would rise in the morning. “A princess is not to be touched by those beneath her.”
“Oh? And why is that?” asked True. “It makes no sense to me. That is not how it is in the forest, with the hounds. The lead hound is the one most touched by the pack. It is how he keeps his power, and how they know that he cares for them. The lead female is little different.”
“I am not a lead female,” said Dagmar.
“You are a princess.” True put up his hands. “I will not touch you, then. Please come with me.”
“And would the lead female do what you told her to do, simply because you had said it?” asked Dagmar.
“The lead female follows the lead male. Most of the time,” said True. “But I have never been the lead male. My father was, for a time, but he is gone.”
“I am sorry,” said Dagmar. She found she wanted to know all about his life.
He is a hound, she told herself. He is only here for a little while. He cannot be part of your life.
But that was precisely why she liked him so much. There was nothing to be gained, and so there was nothing to be risked. She could only find that she liked him for himself. She had never met anyone who cared less who she was, or vice versa.
“My mother is with your father now. We must go to them,” he said.
“No,” said Dagmar. “Not yet. I have plans for Lord Morlieb.”
“Your father will fight him when he comes to the forest.”
“That is well and good, but he will be weakened first before he goes to the forest. I will find out how to weaken him,” said Dagmar.
True growled in frustration. “Can you not trust me to do what I said I would?”
“Why should I trust you?” asked Dagmar. “I do not know you.” Even if she felt the weight of his name on her, that did not mean she would give up all her own will for him. He must think her one of his hounds if he thought she would.
“We will work together against—what did you call him—the Olde Wolf,” said Dagmar. “Don’t hounds work together?”
“When hunting,” said True. “Until the kill is made, and then it is every hound for himself.”
“Or herself.”
“Yes. Are you sure you have never been a hound?” asked True.
“I am sure,” said Dagmar.
“No. You are too human. But I like you. There is something about you that makes me feel more calm, more sure of myself.”
“I am glad,” said Dagmar, though she thought it strange since she had never felt sure of herself in her life. Even with Lord Morlieb, she had only lost her sense of self. She had never felt confident with who she was.
“I will take you—” said True, touching her again without thinking, with his cheek to hers.
“Who are you?” asked a rumbling voice that was just behind the half-open door of the king’s bed chambers. “And why are you touching the princess, my betrothed?”
True turned his face away from Lord Morlieb and seemed to cower. Was he afraid or was he only pretending?
“He came in here and found my father gone.” Dagmar hoped that Lord Morlieb would not notice the detail that True wore her father’s clothing. 
“Gone? But he was ill. Where could he have gotten to? Did someone come for him?” He turned back to the guards at the door.
Then he came back to her. “They will find him soon enough. And if anyone has tried to take him and use him against me—that is to harm him, I will see him punished. Will that not please you, Beloved?” asked Lord Morlieb.
“Of course.” Dagmar smiled again. 
“And you? I do not recognize you,” Lord Morlieb said to True. Dagmar could see his nostrils flare as he tried to take in the scent of the man.
Dagmar hoped fervently he did not see the truth she had seen immediately.
“I am—”
“He is new to the castle,” Dagmar put in. “And he was lost. He belongs in the stables. With the horses and the hounds.”
“Yes. With the hounds,” echoed True. The look of confusion on his face now added to his part instead of making him suspicious.
“Well, they are that way,” said Lord Morlieb. He pointed to the west. “And you had best hurry on your way there. I have heard some rumors that the animals have been very stubborn today. No doubt you will be needed far into the night.”
Dagmar watched True’s expression. He was the first person she had seen who did not seem to go slack. He was not one of his slaves. Somehow, his life in the forest had protected him. Or perhaps it was something else about him.
“Go on, then. If there is any smell of horse and hound around here, I think it is you.”
“I will go. To the stables,” said True.
“And if one of the animals attacks you, it is only because you deserved it. You handled them roughly,” said Lord Morlieb.
“Yes, Lord,” said True, with a bow.
Lord Morlieb turned his attention back to Dagmar after True had disappeared down the long hallway to the far side of the castle.
“Is it true, that the animals are acting strangely in the stables?” she asked, while she could still make her mouth form the words she was thinking.
“Who told you that? I think those are only rumors being spread about by those who wish to ruin our wedding.”
“But you said to that stable boy—” Dagmar began.
“You did not hear what I said to him,” Lord Morlieb interrupted her.
So, she could not even ask him questions without him becoming suspicious.
“All is well. There is nothing to fear. We are to wed and that is the only important thing in your world.”
Dagmar murmured something softly and drew herself so close to him. He felt hard and muscular and she was reminded of the time when she was small and her father had to go in a carriage to visit another part of the kingdom. She begged him to let her go with him and he told her no several times. She waited by the carriage, waving at him, until the horses began to move forward. Then she leaped onto the side of the door and held on with all her might, sure that her father would let her in at last.
Instead, she had been unable to make a sound as the carriage began to speed ahead. Her hair flew behind her and her hands grew slick on the door. She knew she would fall off, but she could not let go.
Lord Morlieb was that carriage. He was what she had wanted, and now that she had it, she was terrified.
But she did not think this time that her father would stop the carriage gently, and pull her inside with him, to hug her tightly and then scold her for her disobedience. This time, her father was also clinging to the carriage for his life and it was she who would have to save them both.
 



 
Chapter Fourteen: Golda
 
Golda was in human form. She had grown daring as her father was absent, and she found herself more comfortable standing on two legs rather than four. She went to the edge of the forest often and watched the humans in the castle from a distance. They made their own skins to protect themselves. That seemed wise. She could see that they also kept close together so that it would be difficult to kill only one. No wonder her father had to make a grand plan to destroy them.
Golda found a torn hat lying in the woods, and put it on her head. It felt cold at first, but warmed to the shape of her head, and she pulled it down around her ears. She walked with her head held high, as humans so often did, with no sense of danger. She liked how it felt. She looked at herself in a stream, and was surprised at how different she appeared.
She changed back into a wolf, and the hat fell off her head and she laughed at the ridiculousness of a wolf with a hat on its head. But when she looked at the wolf, even without a hat, she thought that there was something wrong in it. She looked more carefully and then realized that her wolf face looked more like her human face than it looked like her father’s. A wolf’s coloring can vary widely, even in the same pack, but there are other signs that wolves come from the same stock. She could not see them.
She was full-grown now, and she should have been smaller than her father, but in fact her shoulders were broader and her cheekbones were a different shape. The hollow around her eyes was wider and her eyes were more widely set than her father’s. Even her legs seemed to be different. Her father’s were closer to the ground while hers were longer and her paws more delicate.
Her father was an Olde Wolf, with the look and shape of a wolf from thousands of years before. Her mother had been a more modern wolf according to her father, but surely Golda would have some look of her father about her, some hint of her ancient heritage. She could see nothing.
She thought of the way her father treated the other animals in the stone edifice. He told them that they were the last remnants of an old strain of their species. An ancient strain of boar or steer, of mink or wildcat or fox. He told them he had searched for them for quite some time, for their specific scent, their shape and magic. He flattered them and then he used his words to turn them against everything human.
But Golda had never seen any sign of him searching for specific animals. He had never turned away from one trail because it was the wrong one. Whatever animals he came across, he used. He lied to them.
Had he lied to her?
She stared at her face in the water. She thought of her father’s voice, telling her about her mother, about her birth. When she imagined the moment, she was filled with love and respect for him, with a sense of her own important place in the world. But if she thought only of the facts, then she was unsure.
Why could she not remember her mother’s face? Her father said that she had died when Golda was very young, but a wolf ought to remember her mother’s face even if she had seen it only once, at birth. It should have been imprinted in her memory as the face of safety, comfort, love. And for Golda, there was no face. 
She needed to ask her father why. She felt an urgency about it. Right now, she wanted to hear him explain it to her. Again. She wanted to believe him, and to erase all her doubts about his plans for the humans. She wanted to accept that they were as evil as he said. 
But he was not here. He was with humans in the castle, so she would go as a human and they would think nothing of it. He had told her a little of his disguise with humans, so she knew his name was Lord Morlieb and she knew what he looked like.
It would also give her a chance to see humans for herself.
Her father would be angry with her that she endangered herself and that she took human form again, for he hated that. But he loved her. Surely he would love her in any form. 
Golda found clothing to wear first, because she had seen enough of humans to know that none of them wore only a hat. There was an old cloak and she tore at it with her teeth to make it fit around her body, then tucked it here and there and pierced it with thorns to hold it in place. She searched for the things humans wore on their feet, in the stone edifice and in the forest floor. Still, she could not find two that matched. 
One was a slipper, only barely covering her toes and heel, and made of soft material, with delicate shiny embroidery, now ruined by moths and insects. The other was a boot, a little large for her, most likely from a man who had taken off his boots to rest his feet in the stream, and then found only one, for the other was under a rock. It was in good shape, and must have newly been lost. It had a little heel on it, so that Golda walked lopsided, swaying from one side to the other.
She headed to the village near the castle. She wanted to make sure that she had learned enough about being human that other humans would not suspect what she truly was. She had spent time with them before, but only in the forest, in bits and pieces, and she rarely tried to speak with them.
She transformed into human form at the edge of the forest, careful that no one was watching her. It was not painful for her, not anymore. Sometimes it even felt—a little invigorating. As if she received a surge of energy in this form. She looked down at her feet and put on the mismatched shoes. Then she tucked the cloak around her, and took a breath. She held her head high, as she had seen humans do. Even peasants walked with heads held high, as if they were the kings of their own huts. It was part of walking upright, that head held high. 
She tried to show no sign of anxiety, but she was stared at by every human she met in the village, male and female. She could tell the difference first only by smelling them, but later, she began to see the slight differences in their clothing and hairstyles. Such slight changes. How did humans do it so easily? They all recognized her as female, the men staring at her eagerly, the girls turning away in disgust.
At last, as she stumbled along, she decided to take off the boot and hold it in her hands. Then, she took off the slipper, as well. Her human feet did not have the resistance to stones that her wolf paws did, but she could bear a little bleeding. It was not winter, in any case. 
She found a house empty on the far side, away from the forest. It was a small house and looked as if it had not been opened in many years. There were vines growing up all the sides of the walls, and the windows had all been broken out. Inside, it stank of mold and mildew, and the wood floors were wet and buckled.
She could see a tiny bed beside the larger bed in one of the rooms, as she investigated. Beside it were clothes that would have fit a small human child, a little girl. And a few toys, hand carved out of wood by loving hands. All had been abandoned.
The humans who had once lived here were likely dead, but Golda did not understand why other humans had not taken their place. She searched through piles of rotting clothes until she found a dress that had only a few holes in it and a pair of sturdy shoes that matched. She put them on, and then stretched out onto the bed to sleep. She found herself suddenly exhausted. The surge of energy she had felt in transformation was gone and she had walked far that day. It was dark, as well, and in her human form, it seemed that darkness signaled the immediate need for sleep.
She started once in the night at the sound of a large figure passing close by the house. She sat upright and breathed without a sound, waiting for the human outside to come in. Was this his home? But the large figure passed on, and she did not bother to look out after him to see why he had come here. She was too glad he was gone.
It was terrible being a human, she thought. She was so afraid. As a wolf, she had never had to fight her natural instincts like this. A wolf faced fear occasionally, but not at every moment. How could humans stand to live in this village at all? Why did they not all run away into the forest and try to build themselves huts there, as far from any sound or predator as they could find?
Slowly, she slipped back into sleep, and then woke late. She felt a pain in her neck and realized she had fallen asleep half-crouched in preparation to attack, as she might have in her wolf form. But in this form, it was not at all comfortable. Her neck was fiery with pain.
She stretched as best she could with what she knew of this form and its muscles. Then she went out to find something to eat and drink. Her stomach ached with hunger, and she felt as if her tongue had dried inside her mouth. If she were in the forest in wolf form, she would have known exactly where to go, by the smell of the river. And there were always animals to be found there, ripe for eating. But here, she did not know what she would do. How did humans survive at all?
Following her wolf instincts with her weaker human sense of smell, she found her way to a fenced pen with animals inside. Just as her father had told her, humans enslaved animals and made them serve them. She tried to whisper to the animals in their own language. There was a pig and a goat and a few bird who were so fat they could no longer fly, but only used their wings to flap around. The animals looked badly used. Each one had fresh wounds, no doubt from the humans.
This was simply unacceptable. How could she ever have doubted her father’s plans for humans. Of course they deserved to die. Of course they must be destroyed, so that all animals could be truly free. She should have gone back to the forest then, but she was too caught in her emotions. It was a human reaction, perhaps, that she rushed forward.
Using her soft, human hands, she tore open the fence and called to the animals that they were free, in their own languages. She thought they would simply fly to the forests, but instead they attacked her. She was astonished until she remembered that their abuse had happened at the hands of humans who looked just like she did. Poor creatures.
The birds pecked at her legs and feet, cutting through the old, cracking leather of her shoes. The goat tore at her gown and then cut into her side with its horns. The pig ran at her and thrust its whole weight at her. She fell to the ground and then all of the animals dug at her face, her eyes, her nose, her mouth, her neck, whatever was most vulnerable.
She refused to fight back against them, and she cried out in terror and pain, but the animals seemed only to be encouraged by this.
To her astonishment, it was a human who came to her rescue. She heard his voice, low and rumbling, as he shouted at the animals. They did not listen to him, and he took out a knife and stabbed at them viciously, showing no mercy. Feathers flew above her head, and then the goat and pig were lying at her feet, their dead eyes staring up at the morning sunrise.
Golda found herself staring into human eyes of blue, and then at a broken nose and a mouth that was missing a front tooth. Despite the missing tooth, there was a friendly smile on the face.
“Ho, there,” he said, offering her a hand. “It’s a lucky thing I came by when I did this morning. Used to be I was up this early to milk the cow, but these days I’m off to find a drink by the river and then dig in the fields all day for a few pieces of bread.”
“Thank you,” said Golda, forcing herself to use human words that were not all what she felt. Her voice shook, along with her whole body, but she was no longer sure what emotion caused it all. “I’m indebted to you.” 
He bowed to her, and gave a small smile. “No need to be so formal about it,” he said. “I saw a need and I answered it.”
He had killed six animals in a few moments, and it seemed to cause him little remorse. Was this not exactly what her father meant when he said that humans were evil?
But the animals had been ready to kill her. She could not dislike him for saving her life. No animal would have done that in the woods, even if they had been her own kind. Only her father might have acted that way, and even that she was not sure of.
Humans seemed to have their own rules. They looked after their own. It was a strange realization. They seemed to think more of helping another than they did of keeping away from danger themselves. And she had thought them all so cowardly.
“I don’t know what these villagers were thinking, keeping animals in a time like this. It’s foolish at best. It’s been years since anyone has been able to keep a tame animal in this village. They all go wild and dangerous, attacking us as if we haven’t been feeding and caring for them all this time.” He stared at her, clearly expecting an answer.
“Perhaps they want to be free,” said Golda, each word carefully chosen. “And live in their own way in the forest.” Was it too much truth? Would he guess what she was? Did she smell too much like a wolf? Did she move like a wolf?
The human shook his head at this, a faint smile on his lips, not quite unkind. “These animals wouldn’t last two days in the forest. They’d be eaten by wolves or bears, and then what? You think they’d be grateful for that?”
Golda did not know what to say.
“These animals need us as much as we need them. What’s happened to them is some kind of evil magic. King George should be trying to stop it, but I think he is too busy with his politics and his daughter’s wedding to pay attention to us.”
“Wedding?”
“Yes. She’s marrying some foreign lord. Morley or something like that.”
“Morlieb,” said Golda, feeling light-headed. What was her father doing? He hated humans, so he had become a human. And now he was to marry a king’s daughter? Was it all to bring them down in the end?
“Yes. The man is tall and ugly as a beast himself. Can’t see why a young girl would be interested in him, but a princess doesn’t choose her own match, does she? She can’t marry purely because she likes the look of a man, or because she’s never met a man she would rather spend the rest of her life talking to, can she?”
The man was staring at Golda like a small mouse who had been startled and run a few steps, but was now ready to be eaten in one bite. He was trying to calm her, she realized.
“You have no animals in the village now? These were the last ones?” asked Golda. That was not what her father had said.
“None. There are other villages far from here that are more insistent in keeping animals even when they had shown signs of going wild, but I think they are only foolish. It is happening all over the kingdom of Kendel, and in Sarrey, as well. A hound or two, or a cat, stays at home without restraint, but even those have been known to gnaw at the owner they have lived with for years in the middle of the night, and they are gone in the morning.”
Her father had been doing this, of course. Golda knew he had. She should be proud that he had so much success.
“I wouldn’t keep an animal penned up for all the coins in the kingdom.”
“You hate all animals, then?” asked Golda.
“Me? Hate them? I don’t hate anything that hasn’t hurt me first. But I will defend myself. Nothing wrong with that now, is there?” He held his hand out to her.
She let him take hers, and found that he felt much like an animal would. Warm, vulnerable, flesh and blood. Golda did not know what to think. Had she imagined they would be bloodless? Fleshless? These humans were more like animals than she had thought and then not like them at all.
“You’ve a soft heart for animals, I can tell, but you can’t let that lead you into danger. You’re new here, aren’t you? Where are you from?”
Golda pointed toward the forest.
“Must be far away. You need help finding a place to stay?”
“No,” said Golda.
“Well, then, I’ll have to hope to see you again tomorrow.” He bent over and wiped off his knife. Then he reached for the goat’s hind hooves and began dragging it away from the fenced area.
“Where are you taking it? Are you going to eat it?” asked Golda.
“An animal like this that might be tainted with whatever magic or disease is causing this? No, I’m going to bury it. And then afterward I’ll come back and do the others. I don’t know what’s happened to these creatures, but they were ours once, and they deserve to be treated with respect in death.”
Her father would say this human was lying, that he only said such things to make himself look like he had compassion. But Golda could see that he was doing as he promised.
“Your name?” she asked, thinking that it was a human thing to ask, and she was trying to do what humans would do.
The man stepped back from the goat’s body and nodded a little to her, then wiped his brow. “You can call me Hans.” He waited a long moment. “And your name?”
Oh, yes. Golda should have realized that. “Golda,” she said.
His eyes narrowed. “Golda,” he said again, as if he didn’t believe it.
 



 
Chapter Fifteen: Hans
 
Hans finished burying the animals as he had promised Golda. There had been darkness in each of them, but only a spark. The Olde Wolf must have caught them in passing, not even intending to use them. They had been left behind, changed by his passing, but useless. As Hans himself was. 
As he dug, Hans thought of the boy he had been. He was burying that boy, as well, it seemed. The one who had known what he was meant to do, and had been sure he would do it or die, and die well.
“Golda” did not remember him, but he knew her. He knew her smell, and he knew the darkness inside of her. She was the golden she-wolf he had seen in the forest, the one who had called the Olde Wolf “Father.” She had seen Hans, too, but she did not remember him. Hans could only guess that was because the Olde Wolf had not wanted her to. Hans did not know if she was as innocent as she seemed, but it hardly mattered. She was full of the darkness, the taint. And now he had found a way to battle his enemy without facing him directly.
Golda. It was a name for a wolf. But she was a human. Despite the smell of wolf on her, Hans knew that she was human. It was everywhere in the way she moved, in her natural breathing and speaking as a human. She changed too easily into human form. Who could do that who was not human? It would take a great magic, and she seemed to do it unconsciously, without ever touching any other part of magic.
Did she realize that the Olde Wolf had been lying to her about who she was all along? Was she trying to escape from him here? Or was she his spy? She did not seem to know that she was human. She must have been with the Olde Wolf for a very long time. Now Hans had to take her back and make her see the truth of the Olde Wolf, and of herself.
He went through the village, listening to the people.
He heard of King George, who lived nearby in his castle. King George had animal magic to speak the languages of animals. He was also known to be able to transform animals into humans and humans into animals. He did not use the great magic often, whether because he could not or because he simply chose not to. 
In addition, there was a Lord Morlieb newly come to the castle, whom no one in the village had a bad word to say of. But they spoke of his kindness and his smooth talking and told of his size and the fierceness of his face. He was the Olde Wolf, Hans knew it. The king and the whole castle had been taken in by him, by his old magic and his darkness.
It was not until Hans asked questions himself that he heard the tale of the stolen princess who was never seen again, and the peasant girl who had been adopted in her place. Golda was not with him when he asked these questions. She was shy of the other humans, and had stayed in the hut near the animal pen.
“Did she have the animal magic, this daughter of the king?” asked Hans.
The villagers stared at him. How would they know, since she had been a newborn at the time?
“She was never seen again? No trace of her found? And now the king has given up looking for her?”
Of course the king had never given up on his daughter, but he had responsibilities to the kingdom.
“What if she were returned to him, this stolen princess? What would King George do then?” asked Hans.
Then the villagers looked at him more carefully, and realized that they did not know him, that they had never seen him before. They were suspicious.
“What do you know about the stolen princess?” they asked him.
When he would not answer, they threatened him with his life if he did not tell what he knew. One woman threw a rock at his head. A man kicked at him and then stood over him when he fell down.
The villagers eventually tied him up and four strong men carried him on their shoulders to the castle, as he struggled and begged to be released.
But he stopped when the castle came into view.
“He’s tired now,” said one of the men.
“Must be afraid of King George. His magic will make you speak,” said another.
But Hans was where he wanted to be. This was where he had to come, and if these circumstances were not precisely what he had imagined, still they would serve. He needed to see Lord Morlieb and he needed to see King George and his daughter, the peasant princess.
The villagers took him to the guardhouse, and he was given to a man with graying hair and a kind face that turned hard when the villagers’ suspicions were explained. The man was known as Captain Henry, though in truth everyone around him treated him as if he were the general of all the king’s army.
“Tell me,” said Captain Henry. “Tell me before I take you to the king.”
“You love the king, don’t you?” said Hans. It was obvious in every word, in every motion. He was protective of the king and admired him, as well.
“I love him as a brother,” said Captain Henry solemnly. “Which is why I spent two years of my life searching for his daughter, and borrowed all the money that I ever hoped to earn in paying spies when he does not know I do it, purely in hopes that one day I will see again the carefree look on his face that I saw the day of his daughter’s birth.”
“He has another daughter now. Perhaps he does not care about the first,” said Hans.
Captain Henry slapped his face. “Never say that about my king.” There were tears in the captain’s eyes. He looked away.
“Have you noticed that there is something wrong with the king?” asked Hans. “When Lord Morlieb is nearby, or has been nearby recently.”
“What do you mean?” asked Captain Henry.
He knew. Hans could see that he was already worried about this, but had said nothing of it, out of loyalty.
“He has magic.”
“Animal magic?” asked the captain. “Surely not. I would have noticed that. I may not have as much as the king does, and it may be failing me in my age, but I am not unaware of it.”
“Not animal magic. The old magic. He can speak to the heart with words that are not quite words. He can move animals and humans to do as he wishes. Have you not heard the whispers and grunts beneath his pretense at being human?”
“He has not bothered to speak to me,” said the captain thoughtfully. “But there is something about him that is hidden. I thought that it was his love for the princess, that he believed he could not be worthy of her. The way he looked at her, it was obvious that he desired her. I felt sorry for him. But then the king said they were to marry and I did not know what to say.”
Hans shook his head. “Your king is not himself. He is not making his own decisions.”
Captain Henry put his face in his hands and groaned. “I should have seen it. I am his friend. He depended on me, and I have failed him.”
“No time for that now,” said Hans. “We must help him. Which of the guards are you certain have never spoken to Lord Morlieb?” They could not trust anyone who had, no matter how long ago it had been.
“I—I cannot think.” The captain’s face went very pale. “None of them,” he said. “He has seen them all, in rotations. I kept myself away, for the king always treats me as a friend and I thought it was improper, in front of him, since he came to make a treaty from another kingdom. I thought it would make the king seem weaker than he is.”
“All of them? Every one of the guards?” said Hans. He had not expected this, but he should have. The Olde Wolf was as capable of cunning plans as any human, and he had worked on this one for a long time.
“Yes,” whispered the captain. He ran his fingers through his hair and pulled tufts of it out in his anguish.
“Then we cannot depend on them. We must assume they will all be on his side, when the time comes. What of the animals in the palace? How many of them are there?” asked Hans. He wanted nothing more than to run away from this fight. It seemed impossible to win now. He had hoped only to point the captain in the right direction, then to step back and see the battle against the Olde Wolf waged by others.
He could feel the fear inside his stomach like a hot iron, burning into his heart and lungs. He could not win. He would die a second time, and worse than before, for he was more afraid than he had been then. He knew better how small his chances were.
All he had was his hope that the Olde Wolf had some weakness which his daughter Golda might reveal.
“Is there anyone else in the castle who can be trusted? Servants who have not seen Lord Morlieb?”
“I don’t know,” said the captain. “Perhaps a few. Kitchen servants, who never met him face-to-face. But they might have passed him in the hall or heard him from a distance. How can I know?”
“The whole castle is tainted,” said Hans. He closed his eyes and could feel the darkness hovering inside of it. He had hoped it was divided, but now he was not so sure.
“We must save the king and queen, and the princess.” The captain’s face was still gray, but it hardened with purpose.
One word from the Olde Wolf, thought Hans, and he would be changed into a smiling, obedient servant. Just like I was.
“That is precisely what the Olde Wolf expects you to do. To rush inside, so that he will have you, as well,” said Hans.
“But—what can I do? I cannot simply walk away.”
“Tell me of the king’s daughter. The first daughter, who was taken,” said Hans. “If she were standing in front of you, how would you know that it was she? How could you prove it?”
The captain’s mouth fell open. “She was newly born. I never saw her,” he said. “And if I had, she would be much changed by now. It has been many years.”
Hans was not in a mood to show sympathy. He spoke brutally, and told himself that at least he spoke the truth, and not comforting words to turn the man to his side, as the Olde Wolf would have. “When did you give up on the search, then? In the first hour? The first day? You only pretended to look for her, isn’t that true?”
“No!” exclaimed Captain Henry. “I never stopped looking for her. In every village square I pass, I look for her. In every face, human or animal, I wonder if it is her.”
“But you say there would be no way to know for sure. If a girl came to you and claimed to be the princess, would you believe her? If she had a passing resemblance to her father or mother? If she had a little of the animal magic?”
“I—there was once a girl who claimed to be the princess.”
“Ah,” said Hans with a sigh. “And what did you do to prove her wrong?”
“I asked her what had happened to her. Where she had been taken and who had taken her. She said that she had been found in a basket and that her parents had always told her she was the princess. There was no more than that. Her parents were both dead by the time she came.”
“But you did not have a tiny bit of doubt that she could be telling the truth?”
“I investigated. I went to her village, and asked after her and her parents. The pattern of deceit was quite clear. There was no one in the village who had any regard for them.”
“And because she was not beloved as her father is, she was certainly not the princess?” Hans pressed.
The captain’s eyes went bright. “It was the smell of her,” he said, shaking a finger as if he had only just remembered it now.
“You could smell she was not the princess? Because of your own animal magic? You said it was waning.”
“Yes. I did not trust myself. I brought one of her scarves into the king. I laid it next to him, where he could not help but take in the scent of it. She had worn it for several days.
“But the king did not notice it a bit. He brushed against it and held it to give it back to me. Not once did he ask me whose it was or where it had come from. The smell of his own daughter—even if he were in his human form—I was sure that he would not be mistaken. When she was gone, he spent hours every day in her room, touching the bed clothes that had been wrapped around her, holding her tiny gowns to his face and rubbing them against his cheek.
“The smell of a child does not change, though all else does. That was when I knew that she was not his daughter. I had no doubt and sent her away without a coin. I threatened her that if she returned and tried to speak to him herself, I would send the king’s own bear after her to tear her to pieces.
“It would have been terrible if he had faced his doubts about her. If he had ever for one moment entertained the thought that he might be wrong—he would never have sent her away. And then what of the kingdom? And what of Princess Dagmar?”
Hans breathed deeply. Here it was. This was his chance. He could cease it, or let it go. There was a long moment of silence as he decided.
“Has she come to you, this same girl? If I remember, she had a round face and blue eyes, like the king. But little else that looked like him. Though I suppose she would have tried to change her appearance to avoid me now,” said Captain Henry.
“I have found her,” said Hans, his voice shaking though he tried to make it stop. His whole body was shaking, down to his nose. This was the moment when he would defeat the Olde Wolf, as no one else had. It was not at all what he thought it would be, a moment in battle in the forest, with death and blood all around him, and magic. It was simply a matter of the truth.
“Now? After all these years? How can you be sure?” Captain Henry looked as if he were disbelieving, but Hans could see the hope in his face. He wanted the lost princess to be found at last. “Does she say she is the princess? Does she say what happened to her and who took her?”
“It was Lord Morlieb,” said Hans.
Captain Henry let out a long breath of air. Then he swirled away from Hans and began to push through the swords hanging on the wall until he found the right one, the one that belonged at his side.
Hans touched his arm and the sword slid toward him before Captain Henry stopped it still.
“Do not try to save him now,” he said, his voice low and threatening, as if he had changed into the shape of an animal on the hunt though he still wore his human form.
“I do not wish to save him. But think of your king. What would he wish you to do? To kill the man who stole his daughter? Or to save her and bring her to him? And then punish the one who is guilty, after he has been forced to admit his crimes and tell the truth of all those missing years.”
The captain moved his hand from his sword, but he did not put it back on the wall. “Where is she?” he asked.
“She lives in the forest. As a wolf. But she takes her human form up with ease. I think she does not know who she is. She thinks of the Olde Wolf as her father.” It was Golda, Hans realized now. He should have seen it from the first, when he realized she did not know she was naturally a human, but it had come to him when Captain Henry had spoken about the girl who had pretended to be the princess and the smell of her scarf.
The smell of Golda was human, but more than that, it was the smell of this castle. The king’s smell. It was all through the castle, on every servant, the smell of his unique kind of great magic and animal magic. It was a smell that Golda would not have found in any other way but being born to it, for surely the Olde Wolf would have kept her as far from this castle and King George as he could.
“The Olde Wolf?” said Captain Henry.
“The one you know as Lord Morlieb.”
“And he took her and made her his,” said Captain Henry. His voice was a whisper.
“Yes.”
“But then she does not know herself who she is. How can she be convinced, if you are, in fact, telling the truth?” asked the captain.
He was ready to believe, thought Henry. He wanted the king to have his daughter back. Or perhaps there was something of Golda’s smell on Hans himself, and some part of the captain recognized it.
“We must bring something of her father’s for her to smell,” said Hans. “She would have the ability to scent him as he would scent her.” Or so Hans hoped. If she had no memory of him, would anything remain at all?
The thought that the Olde Wolf had taken King George’s daughter and changed her so that she could never return was a possibility he was not willing to entertain at the moment.
“Of course,” said the captain. “Of course.”
“And something from the queen, as well,” said Hans, thinking aloud. “I think there must be a part of her that knows that she does not belong with the Olde Wolf, but that is the only life she has ever known and so she clings to it.” 
“I will go and bring back something from them both.” The captain moved to the door of the guardhouse.
“No,” said Hans. “You can’t go into the castle. The risk it too great.” Hans did not want to take the chance that the captain would be discovered by the Olde Wolf. Then Hans would be on his own again.
The captain sagged forward, but he did not argue. “What do I have here? What have the king and queen touched recently?” He looked through weapons and armor, and at last he came across a tiny sock. He flinched at the sight of it, and seemed to have to force himself to pick it up.
“The queen brought it to me. She said the king had been keeping it in his chest all these years, taking it out to look at now and again. But he gave it to her and told her that it was time to put it with the other things that she had given me long ago. 
“I did not know how to tell her that I gave the other things to a village woman I knew who had a baby two years after the princess had left. It was just after the king had declared Dagmar his own daughter, and princess. I was angry, thinking it meant that he did not trust me to find her. And the woman needed clothing for her own daughter. I thought that the king would find out and punish me, send me away from the castle. It was what I wanted, in a way, then. I was so angry at myself.”
Hans felt his eyes stinging.
“Now all I have is the sock left. It has been months, but I kept it here, closed away. I think it will have retained some of the scent of the king.” He offered it to Hans.
Hans took it reluctantly and put it to his nose. He nodded. Yes, that was the smell of the castle itself, and the king at the heart of it. “We will see how she reacts to it,” he said.
“Yes, I think we will.” The captain and Hans walked out of the guardhouse in the twilight, headed toward the forest. “She will recognize you?”
“We have met once before,” said Hans. “When she was in human form.”
 



 
Chapter Sixteen: Golda
 
Golda was pacing by the stone edifice, in wolf form once more. She had not seen her father for days now. She was not sure that she wanted to see him. What would she say? What would she do? Who would she be? Wolf or human? 
She had spent her whole life doing what her father had told her to do, following his plan. It was not easy to begin to think for herself or to find something that she could believe in again. But these humans were not what he said, of that much she was sure.
Then she heard footsteps nearby. Humans.
Her hackles rose and she lifted her head and bared her teeth to frighten them off.
But one of them was the human she recognized from the village, the one who had buried the animals and spoken to her with kindness. She hesitated.
“Golda,” he said, holding out his hands in peace.
How did he know that the wolf she was now was the human she had been then?
“I have come to tell you of your father.”
She tensed, but he told her of a different father, a human who lived in a castle, a king.
“You are a princess, Golda,” he said. “With a powerful magic that the Olde Wolf has been trying to keep from finding herself. He does not want you to fight against him, and that is why he has not told you the truth. He fears you most of all humans, because you know him too well.”
Golda let herself slide into her human form. Was this truly the more natural one? How could she be sure?
The other human, an older man with a paunch and a look of weariness on his wrinkled brow, stepped back. He looked more afraid of her now than he had when she was a wolf.
“Princess,” he said, in the language of hounds that was like enough to the language of wolves that Golda understood him. The word he used also meant “lead female,” and “huntress.” Then he knelt down in front of her.
Golda looked to the other human, Hans. “Is he a hound?” she asked. “Has he become trapped in human form and he hopes that I will change him back?” She lifted a hand and reached for his shoulder.
“No!” said Hans sharply. “No, he is a human. He wants to remain a human.”
“I do not understand.”
“He knows your father,” said Hans. “He is a friend of your father. He speaks as animals speak because his has a portion of your father’s magic.”
“I am his servant,” said the human, still in the language of hounds.
He said the final word incorrectly, but Golda gathered what he meant after a moment. 
“This man can bring you to your true father, the one you were taken from at birth. And your mother, as well. They are the king and queen of this kingdom, Kendel. You are the princess,” said Hans.
Golda shook her head. That was absurd. She changed back into a wolf. This was her proper form, surely. Then she changed again. She was only making herself more confused. She looked down at her hands, at her feet, at her hairless skin.
“King George has the animal magic, and he has shown signs of the great magic, as well, though he has not used it often, and he does not change his own form,” said the older man. “It must have passed to you in greater strength. Or perhaps it is only because you have practiced with it more at a young age, and when he was a prince, King George was forbidden the use of his magic.”
“I am a wolf,” said Golda. Her jaw was clenched and she tried to change herself back into that form yet again, to prove to them that it was the right one. She only played at being human. It was no more than that. It was forbidden disobedience, the same that all young wolves did when their parents told them what was good for them.
But she could not change herself. Not even a finger.
She had never experienced this before. Oh, perhaps when she was younger, she had not known how to change herself from wolf to human and she could not take any other forms. But she growled and tried again. And again.
She leaped forward and tried to change herself in midair, and landed on all fours—human fours. Her human hands were bruised and bloody, but she did not feel the pain. She only felt the frustration.
“What did you do to me?” she demanded of Hans. “You have used some magic to keep me human.”
He held up his hands. “I swear to you, I did nothing.”
She turned to the older man. “Then it is you. You speak in the language of wolves. You have other magic, as well. Give me back my wolf skin and let me go. Or I will use my teeth on you.” She grimaced to show her teeth, only realizing as she did so that it was not as effective when she was a human. Human teeth were blunt and dull, and not meant to tear flesh.
“I cannot,” said the older man. He stared at her more closely, and there was a strange smile on his face, as if he would be happy even if she did kill him, happy at that moment because he had seen her.
“I am no princess,” she said again.
“That is what he taught you. But there is another life waiting for you. Where you may take human shape without fear, and wolf shape without embarrassment.”
It was enough for Golda to consider. Then she remembered what her father had told her of humans. “Humans lie,” she said. “You are lying to me now.”
“I am not. Smell me.” He stepped closer and bent his head in submission. “You will smell a lie on me, as you can smell it on any other animal.”
Golda approached him. She had smelled him before. He had smelled well enough, for a human. Not of fire and scorched meat, nor of mold and death. She took note of him now, and thought he smelled of forest, of running water, and fresh grass and sweat. And something more, something that was familiar to her, though she could not place where it came from.
He held out his hand. There was a little piece of cloth on it. Human clothing of some kind.
She leaned closer to it, allowing it to touch her nose.
She remembered walls, and glass windows. A bed and a blanket. A human voice, singing to her lullabies in a rough voice, off-key but with love. A woman’s voice.
And she remembered animals all around her.
The sound of the singing woman bursting into tears.
The touch of a pig snout on her arm. The sensation of teeth against the skin of her neck. The feeling of being lifted, and carried away. Out into the woods.
She belonged in the woods. The blue wolf told her she did. He told her that he was her father, as well.
She was a wolf.
She forgot about the woman, and the human things.
But now they were back with her, in a way that she could not deny them.
“What is that?” she asked, pointing at the cloth.
“It is a stocking. A human baby’s stocking. Your stocking, saved from when you were stolen, so long ago.”
She wanted to throw it down, to run from it, to forget the pain that came with memory and loss.
But she could not bear to see it on the forest floor, to see the white of the human cloth marred with dirt.
“Princess Ina, that was your name,” said the older man. 
“Ina,” she said, testing out the name. It felt wrong. It felt too grand for her, even without the title.
“Let me take you home,” said the older man. His face was red with hope.
She felt wet tears on her face. She had not wept often, as a wolf. Father did not like weeping. He would not speak to her if she wept. He said it was a human thing to do, that wolves did not weep. Though she had seen it happen, even in the wild, when they were in great pain.
“You look so much like him. The roundness of your face. The set of your nose and mouth. But your eyes, those are your mother’s. The eyes of a woman who knows what it is like to be a wild creature.”
“He lied to me,” she said. “Like a human lied. All this time, he was lying. And I did not smell it.”
“He is very good at it. He has spent years learning to be like humans, so that he could defeat them,” said Hans.
“I should have known.” She thought of the story he had told her, of the other memories he had taken from her, simply by telling her that they were not so. “I should have questioned him. I should have done something against him.” Suddenly, the thought of her father’s plans against humans made her sick. But should it not have happened before? Should she not have cared about the deaths of so many creatures, whatever their form?
“He has a power to speak,” said Hans.
She stomped her foot in frustration. “I have seen him do it to others. To animals and humans. I should have known he did it to me. I should have known he did not love me.” That was the most humiliating of all, that she had believed she was special to him. But she was not. He had used her. No doubt he had his own plans for her in the end, when all the other humans were gone. He could not possibly think of her as his daughter, or even as a wolf. To him, she must be the last human who would die.
“Your whole life has been spent with him,” said Hans.
“My whole life—useless,” she spat out. “A waste. I am nothing.”
“No. You are a princess,” said the older man. “And I have spent my whole life looking for you.”
“How disappointed you must be,” said Golda—no, it was Ina now. “Now that you see me.”
“I am not disappointed,” said the older man. “And I never will be.”
Ina snorted. She tried to make it sound as wolf-like as possible, but without a wolf’s nose, it came out very human indeed. She hated the sound.
“Ina. It is a better name for you,” said Hans. “Princess Ina.”
She shook her head. “How can I be a princess? I know nothing about castles or kingdoms. I could not even sit and eat at a table like other humans. I have never worn anything but some leaves woven together in mockery of human clothing. I do not know how to speak or what words to say.”
“You speak very well,” said the older man. “And if you are afraid of being a princess, I can only tell you that you are very like your father in that. He did not want to be a prince and he did not want to be a king. Not wanting it was part of what made him good at it, in fact.”
It was not what Ina wanted to hear. “I am not like him. How can I be? I don’t even know what he looks like. I have never spent a moment in his presence.” She had heard a woman’s voice, but never a man’s. What kind of father was that, who had never bothered to see her? It made her angry to think of it, that the Olde Wolf had been a better father than her true one, this king. If he was a good king, then it had made him a bad father.
“He loves you, even so. He has always loved you. You cannot know how it hurt him—how it hurt all of us, but especially him—for you to be gone. It was my duty to search for you, as a servant of the king. But it was because I loved him that I loved you.” The older man looked away from her as he said this, as if he had revealed a vulnerable side of himself and was now trying to hide it from a creature who might attack there.
“I will be a human, but I will not be a princess. Not unless I decide that is what I wish to be,” said Ina.
The older man took a breath and let it out noisily. “I would not want anything else. Nor would he. Only what you wish for, nothing more or less.”
Ina nodded; she had won this battle. She felt heavy at heart, and empty at the same time. If she did not trust the Olde Wolf anymore, how much less should she trust herself and her own feelings?
“There are worse things to be than a princess,” said Hans.
“Such as what?” asked Ina, who did not think that Hans had anything to teach her.
He spoke slowly then, each word forced out of his mouth one at a time, like a fish freed from a hook, and not without wounds. “You could be a coward who has spent his whole life in search of the creature who frightens him beyond words. Like me.”
It was said so baldly that Ina’s well of self-pity seemed to suddenly dry up. She stared at Hans. She felt foolishly short-sighted. Her own pain was not the only thing in the world that mattered. There were others who had been hurt here. She had a responsibility to them.
And also—to Father, to the Olde Wolf, or whatever name he chose to go by. He had deceived her and hurt her. Would she simply let him get away with it? No, a true wolf would never do that. A true wolf would turn and fight back.
So would she.
“I am sorry,” she said softly. “Tell me what you wish me to do now.” She needed help to see every step of the way. If they had asked her to chase down a rabbit or sniff out a grouse’s tracks, she could have done that easily. If they had asked her to spy on humans in a village or on a trail near the forest, she would have needed no instruction.
“Come with us to the castle,” said the older man.
“But he is there. My father. Lord Morlieb. The Olde Wolf, I mean,” she said.
“And your true father and mother, as well. King George and Queen Marit.”
So, she would have to face them all at once. She lifted the stocking gently to her face and sniffed it again. That would be her reminder of who she was, and what was real.
“First, I think she will need a gown. I did not think to bring her one,” said the older man.
“Nor I,” said Hans, and blushed. Now he was ashamed of her body, though before he had not seemed even to notice it. No more than he would notice that a wolf did not wear a gown.
Ina turned herself into a wolf without hesitation now. But it was different, the feeling of wearing a wolf form. Now she knew that it was not her true form. She could take it so long as she admitted that. She wondered if a part of her had done that every time she had changed back from human to wolf.
She barked, “It will be faster this way.”
The older man turned back to pick up the fallen stocking, and placed it in a pocket in his coat.
 



 
Chapter Seventeen: Dagmar
 
Dagmar followed True out to the stables when she had a chance. She had to wait until Lord Morlieb had left her, then went wrapped in a cloak to disguise herself.
“True?” she called when there were no other guards or humans about. She had been to the stables before, but the smell of them had changed now. The sounds within were foreign to her. The horses reacted to her differently, the smell of her making them snort and whinny at her in warning.
Lord Morlieb had been here, as well. Whatever he had done to the horses, it had made them angry at humans. She could see that in the flare of nostrils as she passed by. They did not look at her eagerly, hoping for hay or a bit of a treat from the kitchens. They did not seem to even recognize her as a friend.
She went to her own horse, the one her father had given to her when she reached her full height. “Pakira,” she said, approaching slowly.
The blood-red mare held back in the darkness, only her eyes showing white light.
“Pakira. It is Dagmar. Tell me you know me,” she said. She had thought the castle was bad, where there was no knowing if one face or another was loyal or not. Here, it was worse because she had expected more.
The horse threw its head back and flashed its eyes at her.
“Pakira, please,” she said. She put a hand out.
She felt the twitch of the mare’s muscles under her hand, and then the horse went back on two legs and kicked at Dagmar’s face.
Dagmar cried out in pain, then fell to the wooden floor. She could feel something dripping down her cheeks, but she was more hurt by Pakira’s change than she was by the wound. She touched her face and could feel the cut across her cheek, but the bones itself was undamaged. She wiped at the blood and looked back to Pakira.
The horse had fallen backward against the stall and had broken her left hind leg. She was making a terrible noise, a sound of fear and pain that Dagmar had never heard before and hoped never to hear again.
Of all the animals used by humans, horses were the animals who were least tame, according to her father. King George had told her that horses never lost their own language, nor spoke in the language of humans, though they learned to understand it. But this did not protect them from Lord Morlieb’s power. Clearly, it worked on both wild and domesticated animals.
Dagmar could not speak in the language of horses, but she began to whisper calming sounds to Pakira. She knelt down and inched forward, as Pakira stopped thrashing because she had lost her strength.
She touched Pakira’s muzzle and the horse bit her hand. She drew back, no longer sure if the wet on her face was tears or blood, or the throb in her head from pain or sorrow. She did not think about what she was saying. It was nothing she had studied, but came out of a deep place in herself where her love of the horse lived. She wanted only to help it, but could not unless they were both calm.
The sounds were nonsense, but the more she said them, the heavier the lids of Pakira’s eyes seemed, until at last they were closed. Her breath came as rapidly as before, and her sides still heaved, but when Dagmar put a hand on her a third time, the horse did not flinch. 
Dagmar rubbed her up and down, from withers to flanks, softly at first, and then massaging the muscles more deeply. She did not stop her sounds throughout, but found they were almost like a song. There was a rhythm to them, and a poetry, even if there was no music.
At last, Dagmar dared to touch the broken leg. It was bad, and Dagmar had no magic to heal the wound. She did not think even King George himself could do that with his magic. The horse would have to stay in a splint, like a human in a cast, until it healed naturally, for weeks. Or it would have to be put down. 
Dagmar could not bear the thought of her horse being killed. 
“You will listen to me,” she said. “You can do what is necessary to be healed. And then we will go out riding again. Everything will be well then. Lord Morlieb will be gone. It will all be as it was before.”
Pakira’s eyes opened as Dagmar spoke, and the longer she went on, the more frantic the horse’s movements became. She snorted and pulled away from Dagmar’s touch, then tried to stand on the leg.
It was only when Dagmar stopped trying to speak in words and went back to the soft utterances of calm that the horse settled again. This time, it seemed to sleep for a short time, despite the pain that it must have felt in its leg. Dagmar was surprised, but pleased.
She pulled away slowly, waiting after every step to make sure that Pakira had not woken and begun to fret once more.
When she reached the stall door, she closed it without making a sound, then locked it. She leaned against the wood and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. She felt the strain of kneeling so close to Pakira all up and down her legs. She had never been so tired in her life.
I’ve been a spoiled princess, she thought. All her life, other people had done these things for her. Now at last, she was learning what it might have been like for if she had not been made into a princess, if she had lived the life she had been born to live.
She wandered through the stables and found two other horses who had not yet fled. The first one, a gelding, was her mother’s horse, when she rode, which was not often. She preferred to hunt on her own legs, and to eat the meat she caught fresh, in the forest, cooked over a fire. The horses did not like this, and so the only time Queen Marit rode a horse was when she was on parade.
The gelding was in the corner of its stall, whinnying to itself. When Dagmar approached it, it shivered but did not rear up. She saw a few moments later that it had a terrible gash on its side, which appeared to have come from another horse. She put a hand out and began to murmur the same nonsense words, and this horse, too, fell asleep.
The other horse Dagmar calmed was an old mare that was kept around because she was useful in training younger horses. She had given birth to some ten of the horses who were currently in the stables, but was too old for that now. In fact, if Dagmar remember correctly, she was Pakira’s mother, though Pakira took more after her father in looks and size.
This small mare was knocking her head against the door of the stall again and again, as if she could not stop. It was only when Dagmar had whispered to her for several minutes on end that she stopped and looked into Dagmar’s eyes.
Dagmar saw that there was a hint of madness there and she did not think she could cure that. But the soothing sounds she made at least put it at bay. 
In the morning, someone would have to come and put the mare down, but Dagmar could not bear to do it herself. Dagmar stayed with Pakira through the long night, but when dawn came, she heard the sounds of hounds barking nearby and went to quiet them, as well.
They were all held together in one room, and Dagmar was tired enough that she opened the door without thinking of the consequences. The hounds leaped at her and when they had knocked her down, they began by licking at the crusted blood on her face. She did not know how much more they would have done to her because she began to murmur to herself. She did it more for her own sake than for theirs, but the reaction in the hounds was immediate and startling.
They all stopped barking, held their heads down to her in submission, and backed away.
Dagmar stopped murmuring and they began to bark at her again.
She murmured once more and they went still.
“Magic,” she said aloud. How was it possible? She did not have the ability to speak to animals in their own language, as King George did. But she was doing something to tame these hounds, and she had done the same with the horses.
All those years she had stayed inside the castle, refusing to go out because she did not want to show the kingdom how little she was like her father, how lacking in magic—she might have discovered the truth about her magic long before now. She had seen animals inside the castle, of course, and had been in the stables now and again, or crossed paths with the castle hounds. But her father preferred to have contact with animals wild in the forest, who had not lost their own language.
What would he think of what she could do?
She was suddenly afraid of telling him. He was always sad when he saw a hound who had turned from pup to fully domesticated adult, with no language of its own. It was as if the pup had died.
And what did Dagmar do but force animals to silence their own language and listen to hers? She wondered about her parents now, though she often tried to tell herself that they did not matter, that it was her time with King George and Queen Marit that mattered most. Still, when she looked at herself in the mirror, she wondered if her nose was like her mother’s or if she had her father’s eyes, if she could draw a picture of the two of them simply by looking at herself.
There were no portraits of her parents, of course, not like the ones that hung of kings and queens of Kendel in the gallery below her bedchambers. No one who knew them had ever come to tell her anything about them. But they must have had magic like she did, or one of them had. If they had not died, perhaps they would have become rich from taming animals for others. Or perhaps they chose not to do it for money, but only out of necessity.
King George could appreciate that, surely. There were times when wild animals had to be tamed, for their own sake, as well as for the sake of the humans they might harm.
Lord Morlieb had the ability to speak to humans and to make them listen to him with the old language. Dagmar could speak to animals and calm them. Was she like Lord Morlieb, then? Making the animals do what she wanted?
Dagmar experimented on one of the hounds. She pulled it closer to her, and then she tried to change the pitch of her murmuring, so that she put a shade of emotion in it, anger. Could she manipulate the animals to act in a particular way?
It did not work the first time, nor the second, when she tried to make the animal dance, nor the third, when she tried to make it attack one of the other hounds. If she stopped speaking, the hounds attacked her and each other, which was why they were hanging with exhaustion and wet with sweat and covered in tiny bites. But if she were murmuring to them, they hung their heads and the aggression that was natural to them was gone. She could not use them for any purpose.
So, she was not like Lord Morlieb. And it did not last for any length of time. There were no lingering effects on the animals, so far as she could tell. The hounds were as wild when she left them as when she had first arrived. It would not be of much use in selling animals for profit after all. It was only for protection in a dire moment of need. Or to calm animals who were upset for no reason, after a storm or something similar. She had no idea if it would be useful at all for anything other than getting herself out of a difficult situation. Certainly, it wasn’t something a princess could be proud of.
 



 
Chapter Eighteen: True
 
True saw Dagmar leaving the stables and going to the kennels. He followed after her, heard the barking of hounds, but when he stepped forward to help her with them, he saw that she had done something extraordinary. She had calmed the hounds without speaking in their own language. She did not have the strength to subdue them physically, but she stared at them and they stayed away.
She had the same power that the Olde Wolf himself had, or another version of it. True had been determined to stop the Olde Wolf and he thought that Dagmar was against him. But he backed away from the kennels and realized he must have been wrong. Dagmar had to be working with the Old Wolfe all along, in order for her to have learned from him.
Who in the castle was to be trusted? No one, it seemed. True had sacrificed his true form and his own mother was trapped in the castle in Princess Dagmar’s room. True itched to go and find her, to take her out to the forest again with him. But he did not trust himself to fetch her alone.
The queen, he thought. The one who had left the castle. Wherever she had gone, True had to find her. He left the castle behind, stretching out his human legs as far as he could. He could run, after a fashion, but he was constantly tripping over his own feet because his balance was wrong. He had no tail to hold him straight and the rhythm was entirely different when he had only two sets of legs on the ground.
He made it to the village by nightfall, where the faint scent of the queen had led him. There was an outbuilding at the edge of the forest and he could see the outline of a candle shining from within. The outbuilding itself was small and unheated and it smelled of dried sage and thyme. The scents were overpowering and True sneezed.
Immediately, the light from within was extinguished.
“Hello?” said True.
“Leave me in peace,” said a female voice within. Her tone was sharp and she spoke in a lower register, almost as a man’s.
“Please. Let me in,” said True. He looked behind him, but could see no sign of other villagers watching his movements. This outbuilding had been abandoned and the roof was caved in on one end. It was not a place that humans were meant to live. It had been built for tools, and perhaps for animals. But there were no animals left in the village that he could smell.
He moved closer to the door, pressing his face against it. “I come from the palace.”
“I have no wish to speak to Lord Morlieb or any of those who follow him,” said the queen.
“I am not one of his followers. I am called True. I have news of your daughter, and of the king.”
“Who are you?” she asked, and True could hear that she came closer to the door. “Your accent is—strange.”
Again, True looked around. “The king touched me with his magic,” he said. “I was a hound. And now I am a man.”
The door opened. The woman within was dressed in a torn and dirty gown, and yet she looked royal regardless. She looked like a lead female would look, if she were human. Her head was held high, and her eyes were ever-watchful. She sniffed the air around True.
“You smell familiar,” she said.
“I came from the castle,” said True. “Perhaps that is it.”
“No. It is more than that. You—tell me about your pack in the forest.”
True tried to think what a human might wish to know about his pack. “We are the fiercest pack,” he said.
“Fierce?” she said. “You are in Fierce’s pack?”
“Yes.” That was not what he had meant, but it was true. “She is my mother.”
“Your mother?” Queen Marit put out a hand to touch his face, and it gently moved to cup his chin. “You make a handsome human,” she said. “And a daring one, to come out this far for me, after Lord Morlieb and my husband banished me from the castle.”
“I am not a human,” he said.
“No, of course not. And you must wish to return to being a hound as soon as possible. But still, I am glad that there is someone who can withstand Lord Morlieb’s magic.”
“Your husband left the castle. He will have recovered, I should think.”
“What do you mean? Why would he leave his own castle?”
“Because when he used his magic to transform me—” True began.
The queen put a hand to her own heart. “He transformed himself, as well. Of course. That is the way he learned to use his magic first, in pairs. Perhaps it can only work that way. I do not know.”
“The guards came into the room and he left it.”
“Then he is truly free?”
“But Lord Morlieb remains within and all follow him. We must stop him,” said True. “He plans to destroy all humans. That is what he is doing to the animals he is gathering. You know that they are missing from this village.”
“And I should think from all around the kingdom,” said the queen. “But if the king is free, then the people will rally to him.”
“Even if they hear Lord Morlieb’s voice?” asked True.
The queen’s face went still. 
“And your daughter has joined him,” True continued. “She has found her own magic, like his.”
“Dagmar, with magic?” said the queen. “Surely not. She has never had it before.”
“She never had Lord Morlieb to teach her.” 
“She has been my daughter in every way. I cannot believe she would betray us now. We must go back to the castle.”
“We must find a way to stop Lord Morlieb’s magic first,” said True. “I would think that the king would know best how to do that. Now that he is no longer under the power of that magic.”
“Perhaps,” said the queen.
“Lord Morlieb has no reason to want to harm her, for now,” said True.
She hesitated a moment, and then she nodded. Again, True was reminded of how much like a hound she was in certain moments. She moved back inside the outbuilding and brought out a bundle tucked under her arm.
“Will you come with me to find the king?” she asked.
“It seems the only way that I can hope to be human again.”
The queen looked him up and down. “Is it so terrible?” she asked.
“It is not right,” he said. “It is not what I am meant to be.”
“I know that. But if you were never to return to your old form, would you find a way to be comfortable in this one? Would you think, perhaps, that you were glad to have a chance to see the world differently?”
“I am a hound,” said True. “I will always be a hound. Even if I am in this form, that will not change who I am beneath.”
Her head tilted a little to the side and she nodded just slightly. “I think it might change you, after all,” she said. “And if you went back to the hound form, you might regret the change. There might be moments when you wondered if you had found the right you again, after all. Or there might be times when you wished you had hands instead of claws, or stood upright rather than on all fours. Or perhaps that you longed for a touch on the nose instead of a kiss. Or a howl instead of a song.”
True was confused by the time she had finished talking. Did she think he should be a hound again or not?
“Fierce’s and Red’s son, I am glad you are with me. Do you know that I knew your grandmother?”
“My grandmother?” True’s memory was not so long as that.
“Her name was M—Beatrice,” said the queen.
“Beatrice? Oh, yes, I have heard of her. She was a fine lead female. There are still stories of her told.”
“And do you think she ever stood on the edge of the forest and watched the castle, wanting to go inside?”
The stories True had heard of Beatrice did not lead him to believe that. But he did not say it to the queen.
“Or perhaps not. Perhaps only humans can regret the change.”
They stepped out of the outbuilding, and True tensed. He heard a sound behind him. The village had been quiet before, but now there were voices, loud human voices.
Had he been followed?
“Run,” he said to the queen. “I will guard your back.”
“And you say you are all hound,” she said.
“But—a hound would protect his pack.”
“I am not your pack,” said the queen. “I am a lone woman whom you have just met.”
It was a sensible thing to say, and yet still, True did not flee her. “Go,” he said again.
“I think not. I have been a queen too long. Now it is time for me to be myself.”
It was not long until True understood what she meant. The queen moved toward the sounds of the voices. There was a shriek that raised True’s hackles, and then the sound of a babe crying. And something crashing.
“They are my people. My pack,” said the queen. She dropped the bundle in her arms and bent over it. Then she pulled a sword out of it.
“Do you have one for me?” asked True.
“Would you know how to use it?” asked the queen.
True realized he did not. He was not sure how useful he would be at all. He did not have his hound form, which was how he was used to fighting, and he was still not balanced in this form.
“Get away from these people!” shouted the queen, running forward with the sword.
A man turned and True saw that he was wearing the castle livery. The queen’s own guards were here? And she was fighting against them? The world had turned upside down.
“Lord Morlieb sent us,” said the guard. “We are to bring all these people to him in the castle. For their own protection.”
“Let them go and return to the castle. Tell Lord Morlieb that the queen told you that they are not his people. They are mine.” She swung the sword in threat.
Like a hound baring her teeth, thought True.
But the guard showed no sign of retreating.
True had no sword, but he threw himself at the other guard, snarling and biting with his blunted human teeth.
This guard was slower to take out his sword, and True felt it sting his neck when he turned and attacked a second time. 
The queen came to his aid, but True saw the guard behind her raising his sword. He leaped and held out his hands to knock the sword away. He was surprised that the guard had not had a better grip on it.
The guard and True tumbled on the floor and to his surprise, True felt the bite of human teeth on his own neck. He cried out at the warm sensation of blood dripping onto smooth skin. Then he kicked at the guard’s underbelly.
The guard groaned, but would not let go of True. The two of them crashed into the sword the guard had dropped. True could feel the cold steel running down the length of his spine, but he thought as a hound thought, seeking the most vulnerable parts of his opponent, the neck, the belly, the eyes and ears. A blind and deaf animal was easier to fight. Though its actions were wild with fury, they were not focused and had no force behind them.
True hit the guard in the face and was surprised to hear the crack of bone in his nose. He had not realized that human noses were so fragile. The guard clawed at him, but True did not let go of his firm grip. He threw his head back and smashed his chin into the guard’s left eye.
The guard was silent for one long moment, then howled in pain. It seemed easier then, for True only had to keep at him, first on this side, then the other. He felt lines of skin opening on his back, and then on his face. But they were small wounds compared to what he gave in return.
It was not until he let go of the guard to prepare his death blow that he saw the guard had changed. 
He was no longer human. 
He was a wild boar, with long tusks that could have gored True if they had been used well. 
Somehow, True had used the great magic on him.
It must have been because of his contact with the king. He had transferred the power to True, perhaps because True had the human form now. True shook his head. He did not understand how it was possible, but it had happened.
True could see the open-mouthed expression of the queen and behind her, the other humans in the village. But the guard from the castle was not as surprised. He seemed only anger and a little wary of True. He retreated, then turned and ran.
His run was not balanced.
It was not a human run, thought True. It was the run of some animal he had seen before. If he had more time to think, he would recognize it, he was sure.
There was a sound of squealing from the wild boar, and True turned just in time to see the wild boar charged him. He had no defense, and could not move quickly enough, not in his human form.
He was going to die.
He prepared for it. He was a hound still. He could face death squarely.
But in the end, the queen stopped the wild boar. True heard the whistle of her sword flying past his ear, and then the thunk of it as it penetrated the boar’s mouth, pushed it back, and then pulled it to the floor.
True could hear his own breathing then, heavy and wet, as the boar had gone silent.
 



 
Chapter Nineteen: True
 
“That wasn’t something my father ever practiced with a sword. He wouldn’t have thought it very sporting against a human. Though he used spears in hunting,” said the queen.
True felt as if his head was turning around in circles on his neck. He looked at his hands. They were human hands, not hound paws. He was standing upright, as a human. His neck was covered in hairless human skin.
“He was not one of our guards,” said the queen. “I did not recognize him. I think he must have been an animal Lord Morlieb brought into the palace, and mad ehuman.”
“Then Lord Morlieb has the great magic, as well?” said True, more fearful than ever.
“Or he is working with another who does,” said the queen.
True felt ill. He wanted to be a hound again. If he had the king’s great magic still, why could he not use it on himself? He tried to think what he had done with the boar. He stared at his human hands. He imagined himself a hound again. He gritted his human teeth and 
“Perhaps you cannot use it except when the need is greatest,” suggested the queen softly. 
The villagers had slipped back into the home and seemed huddled inside like baby birds in a nest, waiting for a mother to return.
“My need is very great to be myself again,” said True.
“But the magic itself sometimes has needs,” said the queen. “And it uses us as its tools. It is not a comfortable thing, but it must be born.”
True tried to match the set of her chin, which was like a hound near death, who refused to let out a sound of pain.
“We go to find the king. And then to stop Lord Morlieb,” she said.
True nodded.
They left the boar where it was, though the queen took her sword out of it. 
True wished he had his hound senses, so that he could be sure that it was truly a boar, and not a human.
They went into the forest, and True was astonished to discover how much the forest had changed since he had last been in it. It seemed smaller, and more mysterious. Darker. 
It was several minutes before he realized how many of the changes he felt were because of the human body he was now in. His eyes saw more, and that made the forest more frightening, because what he saw now were details he had not seen before, colors everywhere that changed with surprising rapidity. 
He was taller upright than he had been as a hound, but he moved with less assurance. Every branch that he stepped on, every stone under his feet, made him stumble and catch his breath. And the lack of smell was important, too. Smell had been his guiding sense as a hound. He had made his way through the forest paths through smell more than anything else. Now he could not smell where they went next. The touchstones of smell were gone, and so he felt lost.
“You were with him when he changed, yes?” said the queen.
True nodded.
“Then you smelled him. Can you remember that smell? Follow it?” she asked.
“I am no longer a hound,” said True. Had she forgotten that? For a moment, he was glad that she had. If only he could forget it himself.
She stopped short. “I was a hound once,” she said.
True stared at her. It made a great deal of sense suddenly. “And why did you choose to become human?”
“I was born human, but a man used magic to make me a hound. Your grandmother lived as a human in my place. We tried to pretend that all was well, that we were in our right bodies. But George—Prince George at the time, King George now—he could see the truth. He knew who I was, even in my hound body. He loved me, even so.”
True had met the king and had been impressed by his magic, but he would never have guessed this. “And did he already know he had the great magic that could transform you?” he asked.
The queen shook her head. “I can’t imagine what would have happened to us if he had not found it. He was to marry me—but it was my hound who wore my skin.”
“She would have had to pretend to be you for the rest of your days. And you would have had to live at her side, knowing the truth that he could never be fully yours,” said True. And what of his life? What had the king done now? And how would it be corrected?
“I told you this so that you would believe me when I say that I understand what it is like to be in a familiar place and to find it unfamiliar, to be not yourself.”
“Yes,” said True.
“And to wish desperately for something that might never be.”
“I will be a hound again,” said True. “I must be.”
“But if you are not—” said the queen.
“Then the king will never be a human again,” True pointed out.
“No, but we know what it is like to live with that barrier between us. And we have a daughter who is our heir. She would take the kingdom, if necessary.”
The daughter whom True had seen carrying out the instructions of Lord Morlieb? When he had first met her, he had been impressed with how strong she was. Like a lead female, he had told her. She had not seemed to think it a compliment.
“How will we find him here?” said True. “I think I know where my pack would be, but they would not recognize me like this. They might attack us, if they were threatened.”
“You cannot speak to your pack, then?” 
True shook his head. “I could understand them, I think.”
“I do not have the animal magic to speak to animals, either.”
But they heard barking nearby, and hurried to reach it. True fell and landed on his hands. The fragile human skin was torn and bloody and it distracted him as he moved. He had never felt pain so deeply before.
He came into the clearing just after the queen did.
The king—as a hound—was standing across from True’s own pack, baring his teeth and snarling at them. They, in turn, were preparing to attack him from all sides.
The queen tried to catch True’s arm, but he leaped forward to stand between the two. True found himself on all fours like a hound, and he looked into the face of the king. “Back,” he said, in human words.
The king looked startled, but his hackles were no longer raised. He recognized True.
True turned to his own pack. He snarled at them without words, hoping that his intent would be clear in any case. The hounds stared past him, to the queen. The first one looked down and True knew he had won, though it seemed to him that they were more afraid of a human who believed he could speak to hounds when he could not than they were afraid of another hound.
They did not seem to see anything familiar in him.
Once the hounds were gone, the queen got on her hands and knees. She looked the king who was a hound in the eyes. “George,” she said. “And now we are like this.” She was smiling, though there were tears dripping down her face.
Was she in pain? She should not be in that position. It did not look comfortable to her.
“Will you come back to the castle? We have a war to fight there. Lord Morlieb has taken control of so many.”
“He has been here, as well,” the king barked in return.
It took a moment before the queen thought to look at True, but he translated.
“And will you stop him as a hound? Or as a king?” asked the queen.
There was a long silence. “I will try,” said the king. “But I am not as strong as I once was, and I have used the great magic very recently.”
True drew closer to the king. They stood eye to eye, paw to hand. And True could see the king’s eyes—that was the one part of him that seemed unchanged. There was a strange tingling sensation, and True’s nose itched. He held as still as he could, waiting for the great magic to transform him completely, but whatever had touched his nose dissipated soon afterwards, and when he looked down at himself, he was a human still. And the king was still a hound.
“I will not give up on you,” said the queen fiercely. “You will find a way to be human again.”
“Perhaps it is better this way. If Lord Morlieb is the wolf that these animals have seen here, he will see me as his equal more in this form,” said the king.
“And you intend to fight him to the death?” asked the queen. “Have you not passed the age of that? You have guards to fight for you now. All younger men.”
“I will never be too old to protect my wife and my daughter,” said the king who was a hound. He barked this last loudly, and there was something very hound-like in him. An aging hound was sometimes allowed one last fight before death, and the hound chosen to stand against him was honored in the choice. It could not be a quick end. It had to be done properly.
“I think you have always wanted this. You were jealous of me, that I was the hound,” said the queen. There was sadness and teasing in her voice, and True had never heard the combination before.
“All those adventures,” said George.
“Well, you will not have them alone. I will be with you every step of the way. Beware, if you plan to take yourself into danger, I will be there at your side. We will die together, protecting the kingdom and our daughter.”
“Our daughter,” said the kind. There was a faint hesitation in his voice.
The king and queen together walked back through the forest, through the village, and toward the castle.
What made them think that the two of them could fight against Lord Morlieb now? The king as a hound might have protection against the old magic, and the queen might be protected since she still had half the mind of a hound. But they were two—three with True—against the rest of the kingdom.
True expected that they would be stopped at the very gate, but to his surprise, the gate guards recognized the queen and seemed genuinely relieved to see her.
“Where is Lord Morlieb?” she asked first and foremost.
“He left some hours ago,” was the answer. “He took many of his own men with him.”
“Where did he go?” asked True, though he was afraid he knew the answer already. 
The guards pointed toward the forest from which they had come.
This was why the hounds of his own pack had not paid attention to King George when he had tried to bark to them in their own language. They had been corrupted already by the Olde Wolf. He must be gathering everyone to him who would come.
How many of the humans here would be among those, True wondered.
The king who was a hound barked and said, “We will be ready for him when he comes.”
The queen put a hand on his back and patted him gently. “We will,” she said, and looked at True.
True did not know how they would be ready, but he had no pack to go back to now. The king and queen were his pack, and he would give them strength as only those in a pack can do. And if his pack lost, then he would not fear death.
 



 
Chapter Twenty: The Olde Wolf
 
The Olde Wolf saw the humans gathering just outside the gate of the castle. It is time, he thought. He felt a smile spread across his face. He had waited long for this. It would not be the last battle, but it would be the first of the last. This was the beginning of the end of humans, and he had brought this moment to pass.
He went to the stones first and whispered to the animals in the old language, reminding them how horrible the humans were, and how much they deserved to die. To them he added the animals who had followed him through the forest, and he reminded them of all the sins the humans had committed against them. 
He called to animals in the villages in the kingdom. There were few left, close to the castle, and only a small portion of those in the farthest reaches could hear him, but there were hundreds of bulls, and pigs, and goats and dogs and cats and even some trained birds who came to him.
Finally, he strode toward the castle itself, the animals at his back. There were nearly a thousand of them altogether. All as it should be, he thought. Animals should be the ones in power, and humans should be the ones in ignorance and fear.
Those out working in the fields near the castle saw the army of animals and reacted predictably. Most ran away, screaming, as far away as they could get. The Olde Wolf would have to get them later. But fearful humans running would be easy to track. And they would be tired and alone. Easy for an animal or two to kill in a single stroke. The humans would be happy to die. Or they should be. To bring the world back to the way it had once been, before it had all gone wrong.
Another dozen humans ran for the castle itself. The Olde Wolf called to them using old words. One stopped, and the Olde Wolf sent an eagle after it. The human screamed and its end was rather messy. This made the other humans, who had hesitated at the sound of the Olde Wolf’s voice, make up their minds to run faster. The Olde Wolf let them go, as well. 
Two of those in the field lifted their hoes and began to attack the animals who were moving toward them like a dark storm cloud filling the sky. They did not seem to have any particular targets, and wildly threw themselves at whichever creature was nearest. Several smaller animals died, a beaver and a vole, but as soon as the Olde Wolf noticed them and came close enough to speak to them, they dropped their weapons and held out their hands.
The Olde Wolf spoke again and the animals attacked the helpless humans. They made no sound of pain as they were killed. The expression on their faces—what was left of them—was peaceful. As it should be. Their pain was finished. Their disruption of the true order of life was ended. Now all would go back to the beginning.
With the Olde Wolf, the animals continued to march forward, killing more humans on their way, humans who lay down and died almost eagerly. And so it would be in the castle, as well. The humans here who believed they had magic over animals would die and then there would be none left in the world who would think they could stop the Olde Wolf returning the world to the first, pure order with all animals equal, and all living without magic. 
Except for the Olde Wolf, of course. His magic he would keep, because there must always be one who stood before all others, to keep the order. The Olde Wolf was the last of his kind, but he would never die. He could not. It was his place, and his responsibility. Really, he could not let himself rest, even if he wished to. It was resting that had first created the humans who thought themselves different to begin with.
Standing in front of the castle, the Olde Wolf paced back and forth, with no need now for words of any kind. The animals were cowed and they did not speak in their own fragmented languages. They were listening for him to speak in the true language, and they were all one in this.
The only thing that could have made his triumph more complete would be to have other old wolves with him. His old pack, dead these thousands of years—how they all would have loved to kill humans with him. How they would have gloried in the way that he made humans bow down and accept their own deaths.
He cupped his hand around his lips and shouted out a call in the old language to the humans in the castle, as well.
They came out in tens and dozens, their faces alight with the joy of hearing the old language. They approached him, though they did not recognize his wolf face as belonging to Lord Morlieb, who had spoken to them before. It was the voice that mattered to them now. 
Some of them Lord Morlieb recognized. There were servants, but also lords and ladies. He did not see the king and queen, nor the princess. But soon enough, they would come. They would all come. They could not resist him. 
He had spent two weeks with them already, and made sure that he had practiced his voice on every one of them. He had learned to change it a little, to speak more directly to them, to let words flow out and fly free. But it was still the old language. It was still going to be a proper way to return to what had always been.
The animals snarled, and leaped behind the Olde Wolf in fury. His arms, outstretched, were the bars to their cage. He did not wish the end to begin. Not yet. The humans were not yet assembled properly. It was not about a fair battle. Only about a complete one. The humans would all lie down and be slaughtered, every one. 
They would show that he had mastered them with only his words, only the weapon which he had brought from the past. He did not need their swords or spears, their bows and arrows. He was an animal, and he could send all his animals away and it would not matter. 
He only needed his voice to kill them all. If he wished it, he could have demanded they strangle themselves. He could have told them to throw themselves off the castle walls. He could have made them drown themselves in the moat or simply stop breathing. He could have had them kill each other until there was only one left, who would stab himself to the heart.
The end of humans would begin here, and then it would spread from land to land. All humans everywhere would greet him and his animals with obeisance, and falling to the ground to be killed.
“Stop,” said the Olde Wolf in the whispered language.
The humans stopped all together.
“Hold there. Wait for my signal,” said the Olde Wolf.
The humans showed no sign of fear of the animals gathered against them. But why should they fear this? Even they hated the world they had created, the separation between animals and humans. If they could see the world that he was bringing about, they would thank him. They would lie down gladly and become food for the new trees and bushes that would grow up in their bones and bones, and feed new animals of the old kind.
But for now, the humans waited.
And the animals waited.
The Olde Wolf stood between them and breathed in triumph like a bee taking in nectar.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-one: Dagmar
 
Dagmar watched as the animals streamed out of the castle. They were blank-faced and did not see her, even when she was in their way. They walked into it, pressing her until she moved to the side, but not trying to hurt her, only to move past. She heard not a sound from any of them, except the sound of breathing and of hooves on wood. The hounds tore open their door, though many of them lost the use of a paw. 
In the stables, Dagmar hoped to find her own horse, but the stall was empty.
She hurried outside. “Pakira!” she called out, trying to see a glimpse of her in the other animals. It was midmorning, but the sun would get brighter soon, as it was the middle of summer. Her eyes stung with the sudden light, and she could not see for a moment. When she blinked them clear, she gasped as she saw Pakira’s bloody face. What had become of the animal she had once loved?
There were humans pushing in around her. She recognized some from the castle. One was her own maid, Tia. But when Dagmar called to her, the girl did not seem to hear. And when Dagmar went to her side and tried to speak to her, she would not turn her head. Dagmar put her hands on the girl’s cheeks and tried to pull her head down, the girl shook her off violently, and then turned back to face the large, blue wolf standing at the head of a group of animals in the field.
Not just a group of animals, Dagmar realized. An army of them.
And she knew that wolf, whether he was in human guise or not. It was Lord Morlieb. It was confirmed when he spoke to the humans and told them to prepare for death. He spoke in human language, despite his wolf form. What other animal could do that?
Dagmar took out her dagger and stared at it. But she put it away. If the blue wolf wanted the humans to fight, then that was surely the wrong thing to do. Dagmar looked around and saw many humans holding weapons, moving forward eagerly.
Dagmar tried shouting at them, slapping their faces, and kicking at them do that they fell down. But nothing worked. They simply stood back up, blocked her arm, or ignored her. They were caught entirely by his old magic.
Then Dagmar remember her own magic. She had been able to do something with the hounds in the kennels. Perhaps she could use that same calming voice on the humans around her. 
She went back to Tia and tried to speak to her in the calm nonsense words that she had used on the animals. She thought that she could detect a lowering of eyelids, which gave her the confidence to put out a hand and touch the girl’s shoulder. 
Tia twitched, but she did not throw Dagmar off. So Dagmar continued, imagining that she was speaking to Pakira, telling her without words but only sounds, of the pleasure of being back in the stables, away from here, under a roof, with warm food and other humans to care for her.
But when Dagmar tugged on the girl’s arm and tried to pull her away from the field, the girl kicked at her, her eyes wide open once more, and turned toward the blue wolf.
Dagmar tried to use her calming words on another human, with even more disastrous results. She had a broken nose and a shoulder bruised so badly she could not move her arm above her head.
Her power was useless with humans. It was only for animals. She had known that, but she had hoped—
Now she could see of nothing she could do here.
The animals were too far away, and if she went into the midst of them, she would be attacked in just a moment. She could not survive that long, even with her calming powers. She did not know how to calm more than one animal at once, and she would surely be dead before she figured it out.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-two: Hans
 
Hans moved ahead of Captain Henry and Ina. The scent of the darkness was all around him now. He had never felt it so strongly before. It was like a sky of dark clouds, writhing together. 
“Stay back!” he whispered hoarsely to Captain Henry and Ina.
“They know me,” said Ina, and she moved forward.
Hans could smell the darkness on her, and for a moment, he thought that would be enough to protect her. But she was in human form, and the animals of the darkness that the Old Wolfe had touched did not recognize him in her now.
“Princess!” called out Captain Henry. He leaped after her, brandishing his sword.
A sword against so many darkness-tinged animals? He had no training with them. He thought they were like other animals, thought Hans. 
Blood spurted from a felfrass and Captain Henry’s expression was one of fierce satisfaction.
“Don’t turn your back!” shouted Hans.
But Captain Henry did not pay any attention to him. He turned and used his sword on a wild elk who was rampaging toward the princess.
She looked up to see it, astonishment on her face.
She had never been attacked by an animal before, Hans knew instantly. The Olde Wolf had always protected her.
Hans had failed when he had tried to attack the Olde Wolf directly, as so many others had failed before him. But he had not died. He was still alive to fight another day, and if he could not fight the Olde Wolf himself, he could fight the creatures who had been infected with his darkness.
Captain Henry thrust his sword into the wild elk’s side. It was at that moment that the wild elk turned and kicked him, as easily as if he were a sapling in the way.
The man went down with a soft sound.
But Hans ignored him. He did not know if the man was hurt internally, but it was the princess who was his focus. And Captain Henry would have told him he was right.
The wild elk turned back to Ina and lifted a hind leg at her.
She stood there, unmoving.
There was no fear on her face, Hans thought. She was not like any of the people Hans had ever known. In his home village, the humans had been afraid of animals. They had tamed some, but there had always been a fear underneath that. If the animals did not do as they were commanded immediately, a whip came out, or a prod. 
And in the Order, it had been different. Instead of fear for animals, it was more a disgust. All animals had the potential to be touched by darkness, and so they were always to be kept away from. It was not death that was to be feared so much as the taint spreading. The only thing worse than not coming back from searching after the Olde Wolf in the Order was coming back after an encounter with another dark animal and being changed.
Hans had seen a few of the Order who were like that. They did not go mad, nothing so easy as that. They were not completely gone. They knew enough of who they were—or had been—to feel the darkness inside of them. It did not seem to grow. It was simply a stain that burned and twisted. Hans had seen one man cut at his side with a knife to try to cut out the stain. He had nearly bled to death, and when he had healed at last, he had found the first knife he could to start all over again.
But Ina showed only love for the wild elk that was about to kill her. There was a softness to her face that Hans wanted to stop and admire. But he could not let her die, no matter how beautiful her expression.
The sword was still in the elk’s side, and though there was a small trail of blood dripping out of the wound, it was not much. 
Hans leaned forward and reached for the sword that Captain Henry had left in the wild elk. The animal was still moving forward and Hans had to throw his whole weight behind his motion. He yanked the sword out, and suddenly the elk turned to him.
“Hans, no!” said Ina.
But there was no time for her to stop him.
Hans held up the sword, as if to taunt the elk. The animal’s nostrils flared and it turned back.
Yes, away from the princess, he thought. If he did only that much, he would have been useful. He might die here and now, but he did not care if he saved her life. Better that than die fighting the Olde Wolf and fail yet again.
So long as Ina kept herself safe.
Hans held the sword high and the blood dripped down from the blade to the hilt, and then onto his hands. His grip was slick and uncertain. He could just as easily kill himself if he let go of the blade badly, he thought.
But as the blood covered his hand, he felt the darkness of the elk stain him. It permeated his skin and entered into his muscles, and from there, it seemed to sink into his very bones, into the marrow at the center. He would never be rid of it, he thought. He would be just like that man he had seen in the Order who had tried to cut it out. 
Better to lose his hand entirely than to live with darkness inside of him. The scent alone made his nose burn.
The elk lifted its hind leg toward Hans. He could see the leg begin to flex. It would be pulled back and then he would feel the impact in his lungs, his heart, his broken ribs in his chest. And he saw no reason to try to avoid it.
But the burning darkness of the elk’s blood gave him a momentary glimpse into the animal itself. For that moment, he knew that the elk was tormented, that it hated the darkness as much as Hans himself did. Its anger was as much anger at itself as anger at any creature outside of it. It was full of anger at what it had become, at how the darkness forced it to do its will.
And Hans looked down at his blood-drenched hand and the sword it held and thrust it back into the elk. He had never had the strength of a warrior before, and would not have believed he could thrust the sword as deep as Captain Henry had, but when the sword touched the hide of the elk, it seemed to slip inside it, as if it was welcomed in. 
The sword went straight through, until Hans’s hands were also inside the elk. The great creature stopped short, panting, and then turned back to look at Hans. This time, its eyes were warm with hope and pleading.
What was he to do now? No one from the Order had taught him this. They had only been interested in killing the darkness inside the animals, not in making them clean again.
Hans focused once more on the hand and the blood. He knew what the darkness felt like, knew that burning sensation and the crawling need to get free of it. He closed his eyes and he allowed himself to feel inside the elk. He could map out suddenly every vein and vessel of that dark blood, and he called it to him.
He did not want the blood to be his own, but he drew it to him as if he had become a sponge, drawing out an infection with an herbal poultice as he had seen some of the healers in the Order do after a battle.
He choked and thought he would drown in that darkness.
Then he heard Ina’s voice and opened his eyes.
She was standing over the fallen elk.
The elk, and not him, he thought.
She had a hand on the elk’s head and was looking into its eyes. 
The elk was still alive. Though Hans could feel the sword still in his hand, and his hand still inside the wet warmth of its chest.
Slowly, Hans pulled his hand out.
The sword seemed too heavy now, and he staggered backward.
Ina looked at the naked blade protruding on the other side of the elk. She looked down at her skirt, tore off a long piece of cloth, and then wrapped it around her hand. She then placed her hand on the blade and pulled it out of the elk on the other side.
The animal let out a long, honking sound of distress, and then it closed its eyes.
“No, you must live,” said Ina. “Live.”
And to Hans, it seemed as if she forced the animal back to life by the sheer power of her will. The elk, with a great wound in its side, stumbled to its feet. It took one more look at Ina, and then bounded back into the forest.
It was clean, thought Hans. He could scent that about it. The darkness was completely gone out of it.
And what of himself?
Hans looked down at his chest and saw the blood spattered over his clothes. The darkness was inside of him now. He could feel it like a sword in his own chest. But it would not be one he could pull out.
He was uncomfortable with the darkness, but there was a purpose to it. If he took out the darkness from the animals, then they could go free. If that was what had to be, then he would do it again and again, until he could do it no more.
“What did you do?” asked Ina. She moved back to him, and he saw in her eyes the same look of warmth and tenderness that she had shown the wild elk.
Hans did not know if that was a good thing or not, but he liked it. He could have happily spent the rest of his life feeling that warmth and doing nothing else.
“He is gone, out of that elk. You tore out the old magic from him. You cleaned it. How did you do that?”
“I don’t know,” said Hans honestly.
Captain Henry was lying to the side of them both, and he stirred them.
“He’s still alive,” said Ina. “Did you save him, too?”
“He had no darkness in him to begin with,” said Hans.
Captain Henry got to his feet and then stepped forward and back rather woozily. “Where? What?” he asked.
Ina took him by the elbow. “An elk attacked you. You should be well enough in a little bit.”
“Did I kill it?” asked Captain Henry.
Ina looked to Hans.
“No,” said Hans. “You protected the princess, but the elk fled back to the forest.”
“Oh. I see.”
How many others of these animals could Henry clean of the darkness? What risk would it be to his own health?
He suspected that the Order would never take him back if he continued. A stain of darkness was one thing. But what he might do here, taking stain after stain upon himself, that would never be acceptable. He would be dangerous. He might become unable to withstand the darkness. 
But that did not mean he would not do it.
“It was wonderful, what you did,” Ina whispered to him. Her hair fell over his neck and the tickle of her breath against his ear produced a reaction that was intense fear and equally intense pleasure at once.
“Thank you,” he said.
“No, thank you. Thank you for that elk, and for any others you can help. I see now how they have been touched, ruined. They are not themselves anymore, once the Olde Wolf called to them. But you gave them freedom.” She stared at him as if she wanted that for herself.
But she was not stained with the darkness as the others were. She smelled faintly of it, but it was not the same thing. It was not inside of her. And Hans did not think he could save her from that. He could take the darkness from animals, and perhaps even humans. But her darkness was in her mind and her heart, and only she could clean herself from that.
He turned from her and looked back at the animals who were gathered.
He did not look back, but simply walked toward the next dark scent. It was a fox. He raised the sword he had taken from the elk, Captain Henry’s sword, and plunged it deep. The blood spilled onto his hand once more, and this time he knew what to do. He pulled the darkness into himself and watched the change in the fox’s expression.
When he pulled the sword out again, the fox looked about, then leaped toward the forest from whence it had come.
It might die, Hans acknowledged. The elk might die. All of the animals Hans helped in this way might die. But nonetheless, he thought his effort was worth it. Because at least they would die free.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-three: Ina
 
Hans was focused on the animals he could save from the influence of what he called “darkness,” but Ina began to move for the Olde Wolf who was standing very near the castle gate
“Stop!” said Captain Henry, still weak from his attack by the wild elk. “We have to take you to your father.”
“I am going to my father,” said Ina without looking back. The word “father” was tinged with bitterness.
“No. Your true father. If he does not see you before something happens to you—or to him, I will never forgive myself. Please, let us go around these animals to the castle, if we can. Let him see your face for just a moment.”
Ina turned for a moment and saw the castle and the humans standing in front of it. “Is he there?” she asked. She had never seen this man who was her true father. She wondered if seeing him would change everything. Would she recognize herself in him? Would she understand everything in her life at that moment?
Captain Henry hesitated. “I don’t see him yet. But he will come out soon. I cannot imagine King George hiding in his castle while a battle rages around him.”
“He is a warrior, then?” said Ina. It was what she would have expected, from what the Olde Wolf had said of him, and of all humans. Perhaps that might explain why she was the way she was, as well.
She wanted so much to see him, to be free of the burden of what the Olde Wolf had done. But she could not step away from this. She had not asked to be used this way, but it had happened. She had been shaped from the first by the Olde Wolf, and now she had to face him. It seemed the only way she could truly regain the identity he had taken from her.
“King George is a man of courage,” said Captain Henry. “I have never seen him so afraid of something that he did not do what he believed was right.”
Ina had never seen the blue wolf afraid of anything at all. She had always thought that was what courage was, but now she wondered. Feeling fear was something every animal experienced. Except the Olde Wolf. 
There was something strange and uncanny about that. It was not natural. Was it because he had lived so long and knew that he would not die? Or was it because he did not care about anything enough to fear it? Or because he simply had forgotten how to feel like the other animals he claimed to wish to save?
Ina watched as humans came toward the Olde Wolf and lay down before him, arms stretched out, lax. 
“Do they think he will show them mercy?” Captain Henry asked, as confused as Ina was.
“Maybe death would be a mercy, compared to following him,” she said. Did she wish she had died instead of growing up with him? He had taught her strength, but did she want to show that kind of strength?
“King George will not give himself up,” said Captain Henry. “He will defeat this threat as he has defeated all the others. He has animal magic and no one has ever triumphed against him.”
Except the night that his daughter had been stolen from the castle, thought Ina. He had been defeated then, and in all the years since then, when she had been kept in ignorance. 
All her life, according to Captain Henry, King George had been searching for her. All his animal magic had not availed him at all in that. She felt a pang of pity for King George then, and a surge of anger at the Olde Wolf who had pretended to be her father. But she could not think of King George as her father. She felt nothing for him. In that, too, the Olde Wolf had won.
“Princess, you must trust your father,” said Captain Henry.
Indeed, she trusted the Olde Wolf to do the worst that he could possibly do, to destroy all humanity as he had always planned, and to do it with her watching. She did not know how to stop him, but she would not let him think that she believed him any longer. It was a small thing to take from him, but it was all she had.
“Father!” Ina called out.
“No!” cried Captain Henry. He reached for her, but it was too late.
The Olde Wolf had turned, recognizing her voice.
Captain Henry looked toward the humans, then resigned himself and moved to position himself behind the princess.
“I do not like this form on you, my dear,” said the Olde Wolf, in the language of wolves which Ina knew so well. “You know that. Change back into your proper form, the form of a wolf.”
“You have taken human form many times. Why should you forbid me that which you do?” asked Ina.
“Because I only wish what is best for you. And a human form is an abomination I wished to spare you from.” The Olde Wolf circled Ina, cutting her off from Captain Henry.
“But it isn’t my proper form, is it? I was not born a wolf.”
“What does it matter how you were born,” said the Olde Wolf. “Surely how you were raised matters far more. What you have become since your birth, since you have been at my side.”
It would have been so easy to believe him. He was using whispered sounds to add to his words, to make her believe him. But after Ina had seen what Hans did with the animals, she could almost see the darkness that clouded the very air around the Olde Wolf.
He had never loved her, she realized now. He had never trusted her, or he would not use the old magic on her, as he did with all the others. 
He thought of her as human, as an enemy. He was simply using her, and Ina had to fight against his magic to maintain her own mind and will.
“I am human. I was born a princess. You stole me from this very castle, from my true parents,” Ina accused him. As she said the words, she was surprised at how much stronger she felt. All doubts had left her mind. 
“Born human, yes. But I had thought to reeducate you. You were an experiment, my dear. A glorious one. To see if a human could be made back into an animal.”
“And did it work? Was I an animal?” asked Ina, still struggling not to lie down at his feet as he worked his magic with his voice.
“For a time, I believe it did work,” said the Olde Wolf. “I thought that you had forgotten all that was human inside you. But this past year, you have regressed. I think that I brought you too close to humans again, and their presence corrupted you. 
“If I could take you far away. Or make sure that all humans were gone from this place, then we could try again.” His eyes gleamed and the warmth in his voice made her feel his love. 
Of course, that was what he meant her to feel. He had done it before, made her think he loved her as a father. But it was not so.
“I don’t believe you,” she said plainly. “You took me for some other reason. What was it? To hurt King George? To make him surrender to you? He would not do that, not even for his own daughter.” She said this though she did not know the king. It was what she thought a good king would have to do, and from all she had heard, King George was a very fine king, and sacrificed all that was necessary for his people.
The Olde Wolf gave out a harsh, sounding bark of laughter. “I hardly need your help to make King George do what I wanted him to do. He has been even easier to fool than you. An old man, ruined by time and crushed expectations. They are the easiest of all humans to subvert.”
“Then why?” said Ina.
“Why do you think?” asked the Olde Wolf, circling her once more, his teeth grazing against her fur, then biting her firmly on left buttocks, where her tail would have been.
She yanked herself free of him, heedless of the pain. And she thought. What did she have that her father might want, besides her identity as a princess? She could think of nothing—except her magic.
All her life, the Olde Wolf had warned her not to transform herself into a human. He had threatened her and lied to her about who she was. Even now, if she watched him carefully, there was a caution in him. He did not dismiss her directly because he wanted something from her still.
“My magic,” she said softly.
“Your magic!” the Olde Wolf derided. “Your little magic to change from a human to a wolf and back again. I can do it as well as you can.”
“Can you? Can you do it without me?” said Ina. “You always return to the forest to change from Lord Morlieb to the Olde Wolf. You needed to be near me. You have been stealing my magic from me all along, since I was born.” 
She felt triumphant to have understood this at last. One last secret, and this was not one she had been told. She had revealed it herself. “You didn’t want me to use the great magic for myself because that meant you would have less of it to take from me.”
The Olde Wolf stared at her and stopped moving. “Clever girl. You were always too clever for your own good. Human through and through.” He had given up using the old language, as if he no longer cared if she believed him.
Ina did not realize how dangerous that was until he leaped on her, teeth at her neck. He tossed her side to side.
Ina changed herself into wolf form in a flash, and wrestled with him. But he was bigger than she was, and more experienced. And he fought to take her magic from her. She could feel it with every touch on her body, each time he bit at her, trying to make her feel pain so she would lose her concentration and give to him what she had only now seen streamed out of her so easily.
Captain Henry tried to get into the battle, but he made things more difficult, rather than easier. Ina had to beware of hurting him, instead of letting her wolf instinct take over in the battle. 
The Olde Wolf had been so powerful a figure to her all her life. She had loved him as a father. She had believed in everything he had told her. And now, that love was transformed into hate. She could see herself as the easy mark she had been. He had taken her as a child and had trained her to obey him. She could forgive herself for that much, but why had it taken her so long to see through him?
She should have been looking for her father herself. She should not have needed others to tell her the truth. She should have kept her magic to herself and fought against her real enemy. But it was still hard to face him, as the wolf she had known all her life. It was hard not to think of him with warmth.
Finally, Ina did what she had to do. She transformed the Olde Wolf into a human, Lord Morlieb. And she remained herself as a wolf. 
Now she could attack him with strength.
She dug deeply into his leg with her teeth.
Behind her, Captain Henry took out a dagger and threw it into Lord Morlieb’s eye. Blood dripped down and he screamed out in pure pain.
Ina felt a moment’s triumph, and then Lord Morlieb took a breath and held it, until he had control of himself once more. Then he spoke in the old language and called for the wild bears of the forest to circle around the human and the golden she-wolf and hold them there.
“I do not know if you will be worth keeping alive purely for the sake of your magic. I will decide after this battle is over if you will be my slave even still. Unless you insist on making yourself a threat to me now.” He nodded to the bears and whispered to them to keep her still, no matter what the cost.
“No!” shouted Ina. She struggled against the bears, and would have let them kill her, if Captain Henry had not pulled her back, kicking and spitting.
“Let me go. Let me fight,” she said.
“When it matters,” he said. “I will not see you die for nothing.”
“You will see so many humans surrender their lives here, then? To the Olde Wolf?” she demanded. “You will let him win?
Captain Henry was unmoved. “Wait,” he said. “For the right moment.”
Lord Morlieb pulled the dagger out of his eye, took a stumbling step, then recovered himself and straightened his shoulders. Except for the wound, he seemed as strong as ever. He looked as if he were waiting for something to come out of the castle.
And then King George himself, and Queen Marit, appeared on one side, and the other princess on the other.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-four: True
 
True saw Golda first, in human form now, but just the same expression and brightness that he had first seen in her wolf form. She had golden hair instead of golden fur, and her teeth weren’t quite bared, but there was strength and threat in her. If she did not get what she wanted, she would be a power to reckon with. Somehow, seeing her reminded him all over again how uncomfortable he was in his own human form. She was not as uncomfortable, but there was still the wolf in her every move.
There were two humans trying to hold her back from Lord Morlieb, the Olde Wolf who stood in front of all the animals he had made serve him. He, too, was a reminder of what True had seen in other wild animals. That hatred was not something he was proud of, nor the hint of jealousy. But it was real, and it was something that True had felt himself, in one degree or another. He didn’t feel it any longer, but sometimes it did seem that the humans had too much ease and power in the world.
At a sound behind him, True turned to see Princess Dagmar, striding out bravely from behind the other humans, her eyes flashing. All thoughts of the golden she-wolf dropped away from him.
He felt as if in seeing her, he was using his eyes for the first time. This was what they had been meant to see. All the rest of his life he had been blinded, until now.
Princess Dagmar was taller than he remembered, and her eyes were brighter, her stride more certain. She was the most beautiful human he had ever seen. It was in part, he admitted to himself, because she had the courage of a hound. She could have been the lead female of any pack in the forest and no one would question her place.
“What is she doing here? She will be killed,” said King George under his breath. “Where are the guards? She should be sent away, back into the castle.”
But there were no guards that True could see who had not already laid themselves out in front of Lord Morlieb and his animals, ready for a quick death.
“She cannot be your little girl forever,” said Queen Marit. “She must face the dangers that you face, when you were younger than she was. It will make her stronger.”
“She belongs here,” said True, surprised to find himself talking so firmly to the king. “Here more than any place else. Can you not see that?”
“On a battlefield? She has never held a sword except in the practice circles. She has no idea what death is,” said King George, barking.
“George, she is our daughter. If we have done nothing right, then at least we have taught her what it means to be a princess, to serve her kingdom and her people and even the magic that is not hers.”
“I have lost one daughter,” snarled King George. “I will not lose another.” He leaped forward and cut across Dagmar’s path. But when he tried to bark at her, she could not understand him. True thought that she did not even realize that the hound before her was her father.
Dagmar shook him off and strode toward Lord Morlieb.
King George followed after her.
True took a step, but Queen Marit put a hand out. “Don’t waste yourself,” she said. “When it is time for you to act, you will know it.”
“But what can she do against him?” The princess did not have animal magic like her father. She was strong and brave, but Lord Morlieb had the old magic.
“She is more than she appears,” said Queen Marit. She looked at True and added, “As are you.”
True did not know what to do. He could not stop Lord Morlieb. He was not as susceptible to the old magic as so many others, but that did not give him his own magic.
Still, he could not allow the princess to face the danger alone. He moved to stand just behind her as she faced Lord Morlieb.
She wore a well-made gown, but one that had no ornamentation on it, and her hair was streaming down her back, unbraided, tiny snarls in it, sweat licking at the curls around her forehead and ears. The hem of her gown was dirty and she smelled of the stables, where she had spent the night before. She looked beautiful to True, but he had never understood how the humans decided on their royalty. It had nothing to do with beauty or strength, it seemed, but only with who wore a crown. And Princess Dagmar did not wear a crown or any other jewels.
“Ah, so this is the one who is not a princess,” said Lord Morlieb.
The insult did not seem to touch the princess, however. She kept herself focused on her enemy, as if she were trying to find a wounded place on his hide that she could aim for with the dagger she held at her side.
“I will kill you,” she said aloud.
The king barked behind her that he would do it first, but there were animals who had moved to keep him from reaching Lord Morlieb. He bit at them, but it did not seem to matter to them. They had no reaction to the pain.
The old magic again, thought True. Lord Morlieb was using it to eliminate the animals’ natural reactions to fear and pain. And he said that he was on their side? How could that be?
Lord Morlieb smiled at Princess Dagmar and lifted a hand to stroke her chin. “We were to be married,” he said. “Have you forgotten so soon?”
“You never intended to marry me,” said Princess Dagmar, lifting her head proudly but not pulling away from his touch. It was as if she had been challenged and she would not show any hint of retreat.
“But I did. I intend to marry you still, after all this—” he waved a hand at the two armies standing against each other “—is over. Our children will be a new generation, humans as they were meant to be.”
The thought of Lord Morlieb having children with the princess enraged True in a way he had not known before. He felt a burning sensation in his chest that spread to his brain and he rushed forward without thinking how or what, only why. Princess Dagmar was why, and that was enough.
He slammed into the chest of Lord Morlieb and knocked him down. But Lord Morlieb was laughing at him all the while. He had ordered the animals around him to let True attack him. That was how little Lord Morlieb feared True.
True took a step back, telling himself he must think, the way that Lord Morlieb could think. He could not defeat a human who was also a wolf unless he used both sides of himself.
As he hesitated, King George charged into the space he had left open, and the animals did not know immediately what to do. In that moment of freedom, the hound King George roared at the human Lord Morlieb and used his claws to rake his enemy’s face. 
More blood dripped down his cheeks, in a pattern of claw marks beneath the wounded eye. But still Lord Morlieb only smiled once more, as if this was all what he wanted to happen. Indeed, Lord Morlieb slipped a hand to his vest and pulled out a dagger. As the hound/king stood panting after his attack, Lord Morlieb thrust the dagger into the hound’s chest with amazing strength and accuracy.
The hound/king staggered back, caught himself, and then let out a terrible sound of agony. What it meant True could not tell. It did not sound like any hound language he knew.
A moment later, Queen Marit’s piercing voice called out, “George, no!” 
She rushed forward as the hound’s eyes seemed to glaze over and his whole body fell to the ground, limp and barely moving with breath.
Lord Morlieb kicked at the hound body and the queen wept, throwing herself over it.
“Farewell, King George,” said Lord Morlieb loudly. “The human who ruled over the animals is dead!”
The animals all around Lord Morlieb called out triumph, but to True’s ears, the sounds were forced and unhappy.
Then Lord Morlieb spat on the hound/king. “I had always planned for you to die, but I did not think that you would make it so easy. Know that your daughter will now face me alone.”
Queen Marit was trying to pull the body away from the field, toward the castle gate. True moved to help her, but she made a sound at him that he had heard only once before, when a female hound held her dying mate in her arms, and bit off the ear of a hound from her pack who tried to pull her back from the passing rumble of moose who might kill her, as well.
The hound’s form slowly transformed back into a human one, with the dagger in the human chest. It looked worse that way, for the hound had been covered in fur, and the human was naked and his body looked old and fragile and naked. 
True stared down at his own hands, waiting for his own transformation back to hound, now that the king who had worked the magic was dead. But it did not happen. He looked up and saw Princess Dagmar shaking her head over and over again. 
“No. Not him. It should have been me,” she said. Her body was curved toward her father, but her head pointed to Lord Morlieb, as if she could not decide to mourn or to attack.
She is not a hound, thought True. Not truly. Nor was her father. Neither of them belong in this battle.
But he did.
Even if he still wore a human form, he knew how to fight like an animal fought. He knew a wolf’s tricks. And he knew how to throw himself into a moment that did not think of the future.
He growled and rushed at Lord Morlieb. He used both fists to hit him in the stomach, near the kidneys, because that was a vulnerable spot on every animal, and more so on humans, who stood upright and exposed their bellies to the air.
There was a pleasure he could not explain that came to him when he looked up and saw that the ever-present smile on Lord Morlieb’s face was wiped clean with an exhaled breath and a sound of surprise.
True did not hesitate. He felt no need to give this man a chance to fight back as a human might have. He pummeled Lord Morlieb again and again. He took Lord Morlieb’s return blows, to his face, his back, his stomach, his legs, his groin. He felt the pain, and then put it away as he had when he had been a hound, to be dealt with later, when the battle was won, and the prey was killed.
Or he was.
He remained upright, as a human, during all of this and it did not occur to him until he fell back that this meant something. But what?
 



 
Chapter Twenty-five: Hans
 
Hans was near the end of his capacity to absorb darkness, he was sure. He had lost count of how many animals of the Olde Wolf he had cleansed and set free. There were still so many more, though. He could never get them all. He knew that now. 
He hadn’t saved Ina, either. She was still with her father. He could sense her, a spot of brightness against a field of darkness. There was darkness everywhere, and most of all, inside of him. It felt as if he had concentrated darkness and pressed it into the one hand. It throbbed and demanded to be cut out. He understood the urgency he had seen in the man at the Order.
He had a sword still. He put it to his hand and closed his eyes. If he cut off his hand, then surely the darkness would be gone. He could go back to the Order and they would take him in. He would have a home, and safety.
But he would not have Ina.
He let the sword down and moved toward her, stopping as often as he had to when animals stood in his way. He touched them with the sword, freed them from their darkness, and took even more into himself. It began to spread up from his hand, until his whole arm was full of the darkness, and from there, it moved into his chest. He was breathing darkness into himself. 
Then he found an animal suffused with darkness, and when he touched it with his sword, he realized it was a human inside. It had the form of a lynx, and it snarled as a lynx, but when he took the darkness into himself, the creature did not know what to do. It stared at the forest, but there was no freedom in going there. It stared at the castle, and then at its own form. It could not go there, either.
Hans had no great magic to change a lynx into a human again. He did not know how the Olde Wolf had done it. That was not a part of the old magic. It should have been anathema to the old ways. Changing from one form to another was newer magic. It had come with the humans, who wanted to have power over all.
The Olde Wolf had corrupted even himself in using the great magic this way. Hans stared at the lynx. He did not even know how to speak to it, in the language of the cats.
But it was a human. He could speak in human words.
“Come with me. I know who can help you,” he said. He motioned forward with his left hand, the one not yet touched by darkness. The other hand still held the sword.
The lynx hesitated a long moment. Then it moved with Hans.
Now Hans was moving through the dark animals with a dual purpose. He had to help cleanse them, and to protect the lynx. Soon, there was another human in disguise, a hawk. And then another, a moose. 
The hawk tried to attack the animals in their path and Hans had to work hard to convince it that he did not want them killed.
The moose simply followed Hans, and was nearly killed when a bear attacked and the moose did nothing to defend itself.
Hans saw the moose fall. He turned to deal with the bear, using his sword to cut through to the heart and take the darkness to himself.
When he turned back, the moose was still unmoving on the ground. He stood over it, and the hawk dived down, using its claws to rake across the moose’s hind leg. But still the moose did not move.
Should he leave it behind? He could not lift the moose. He did not have the strength for that.
But he could not bear to leave a creature behind that had a chance for true freedom. So he bent over and spoke softly to it, then pushed it from behind. Not because he thought he could lift it, but in encouragement.
As he worked, he could hear a fierce battle raging with the Olde Wolf. He glanced up and saw the king fall. Ina’s father. Her true father. He was dead, and Ina had never had a chance to be held in his arms and told that he loved her truly, far more than the Olde Wolf had ever been able to pretend he loved her.
The loss was heavy in Hans’s heart. He felt he had failed her.
But he stayed with the moose until it was upright and able to move forward again.
He would bring these animals to Ina. She would use her great magic to change them back. He only wanted a kiss from her in thanks, and then he would leave her be. He would go back to the Order, or back to the forest, or anywhere that was away from her.
She had kept herself untouched by the darkness after all her years with the Olde Wolf. To his mind, that was a far greater magic than any power of transformation. She had remained herself, despite all the changes in shape. She had fought the darkness again and again and had pushed it away.
The Order should send its people to learn from her, he thought. If there was any need for the Order at all, once she was finished with the Olde Wolf.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-six: Ina
 
King George was dead now at the hand of the Olde Wolf. Her true father, a man she had never seen before today. Now the queen—her mother—was weeping over him.
Captain Henry looked as stricken as the queen herself was and for a moment Ina wished that she had loved the king as much as either of them had, so that she could mourn him as well.
But she only knew that he had tried to find her, and he had given his last breath to fight the man who had taken her. That would have to be enough for now, until she was able to sit at leisure and hear more stories of his life that she had never known.
“Is it time now?” Ina asked, her teeth clenched and her palms hot with sweat.
“If it is not now, there will never be a time,” said Captain Henry with a nod. “We must kill him and end this or the king’s death will be in vain.” He nodded to Lord Morlieb.
“Father,” she said, grinding out the word. It sounded so false now, so wrong.
Lord Morlieb turned to her. He smiled so easily. “The little princess who has lost her magic,” he sneered. “And now her father, and her life is soon to follow. But what life has she ever had? It was all a lie, wasn’t it? And she never had a hint of it. Poor, little, useless creature.”
Ina changed herself into her wolf form even as she was moving forward to Lord Morlieb.
“Golda, what a beautiful wolf you make,” said Lord Morlieb. “You should always remain a wolf. You should have been born to this shape.”
Ina threw herself at his back, then clung to it, her head bent to his neck so that her teeth could hold tight to his spine. She could feel him thrash at her grip, trying to get her to fall off, but he had taught her too well how to fight humans as a wolf. Now it was turned against him.
He could not change back because she kept her magic to herself, now that she knew to do it. And he had told the animals to hold back, so they did not intervene. Her attack made it impossible for him to use his voice to give any new commands with the old magic.
Ina used her claws on his backside, digging into his ribs and hip bones. She did not work swiftly. She wanted him to feel pain.
She could smell his blood and his fear, and then for a moment she remembered him holding her when she was afraid at night, after she had dreamed of humans, of his soft wolf’s voice, lulling her to sleep. He had used the old language on her, but how she had loved him at that moment.
Her desire to cause him pain disappeared in an instant, and she focused herself on killing him. He had to die, for he was wrong and he would not stop doing what he believed would give him power. But she would not enjoy it.
She let a small portion of her magic slip from he, just enough for him to change back to his wolf form. Because that was his true form, and it seemed to her that this was the last thing that she owed him. Her last gift to the father he had been, all those years ago. Then she closed the exchange of magic and held the rest of it tightly to herself. He would have no more of her.
But now they were both wolves, each with their own magic. Still, his magic was enough to survive thousands of years and she did not know hers well at all. She had not trained to use it. He had made sure of that. But it was raw power and she was not afraid to turn it back against him.
His blood dripped from his neck, where she held him with her teeth. She could smell it and taste it as it fell down her throat. She did not want to swallow it, but she could not help herself. He had to die, and she had to be the one who killed him.
She jerked him from one side to the other, stabbing him in new places each time with her claws. He winced and let out tiny mewling sounds like a human’s cat, and she wished he would simply die so that she did not have to hear him.
Then suddenly, she felt him throw her backward against a tree. She could feel the bark scraping down her fur, and then she felt the bruise that was caused by a sudden burst of energy as he thrust her against it once more. She had given him too much. And for that, she knew he would not show her mercy.
But Captain Henry threw himself at the wolf then, though Ina she shouted out to him to run away.
The Olde Wolf used one claw on the captain’s leg and blood spurted and he fell down, unconscious. Ina could not tell if he was alive or dead. She had wanted him to tell her stories of her father. Those were all that was left of the king.
But he had wasted himself instead. 
And she was wasted, as well. 
She closed her eyes and fell back to the ground and the last thing she saw was the face of Hans, kissing her as if she were a princess in a story who would come back to life.
“Sorry,” she muttered, and she let herself go.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-seven: Dagmar
 
She was the real princess, and Dagmar let her fight the Olde Wolf as a wolf for as long as she lasted. She was the one who had the magic like the king who was her real father. She looked like him, too, when she was in her human form. And like her mother. She had the red hair of her mother and the freckled complexion, but she had the square jaw of her father. 
When she was in her wolf form, she had a look of determination and a power in her motions that was so much like the king’s. Dagmar knew it well. She had seen it every day of her life. But that was part of the reason it was so painful to her. At long last, the princess had been found. There could be no doubt of her identity in the minds of any human who watched her now. 
But when the golden she-wolf lost her momentum because of Captain Henry’s foolish attack, she fell backward and her eyes rolled back in her head. She was unconscious and changed back into her human form once more. There was a human man who held her in his arms, but he seemed too exhausted to do any more than that.
Dagmar did not know if Princess Ina was alive or dead, but she knew that it was her chance now. Her magic was nothing compared to the great magic that changed animals and humans back and forth, but she would not let the Olde Wolf go without trying it against him.
She limped forward as the Olde Wolf looked up to her. She had to move quickly. She could not allow him to turn into a human once more or her magic would be of no use at all. “Now I see you as you truly are,” she said.
The Olde Wolf preened himself, licking at his wounds and holding his head high. He whispered something in that strange language of his, but she had inured herself against that now. She felt no desire to fall before his feet—or his paws.
She began to murmur her own nonsense words, calming, soothing words like a lullaby. She closed her eyes and did not think of the blue wolf before her, nor of Lord Morlieb who had betrayed her so badly. 
She thought of Pakira, her horse, and of the hounds from the stables that her father had loved so much, though he had refused to allow them in the castle after his daughter went missing and there were signs that animals had helped to take her away.
She thought of the cat that one of the maids had tried to smuggle into the castle when she was a little girl, and how much she had loved the feel of its soft fur on her cheek, and how she had wished she could keep it in her room with her, a better warmth than a fire or a blanket in the winter. 
But her father had smelled it on her, and demanded to know where it had come from, and called for the trembling little girl, to chastise her for what she had done, and to tell her never to bring the animal back to the castle.
She had not. But she had not come back to the castle herself, either, and so Dagmar had been missing two friends then.
Now as she put a hand out to touch the blue wolf, he seemed as tame as ever that cat had been. She continued to murmur her sounds and he lay stretched out beneath her hands, his head to one side, looking at her, his fore and hind legs sprawled out around his body, relaxed and unthreatening.
If she stopped speaking for a moment, he would be his old self again, Dagmar knew, but for now he was hers and she could make him do what she wished. It would not have worked if he were in human form. So without the real princess she could not have done this.
But there was a triumph glow in Dagmar’s heart to know that she had done what no one else could do, not her father or mother, and not the Princess Ina who had such great wild magic. 
She, a peasant’s daughter, had her place, and if not for the Olde Wolf taking the true princess in the night, he would not be in the position he was right now. He had defeated himself, in a way, and she was glad of that. He had not thought that there was anything humans could do to defeat him, once he had control of the wild animal magic.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-eight: True
 
The queen was the one who took out her sword and thrust it through the back of the blue wolf. True did not notice her until she had finished the deed. He had thought her too sorrowful to do anything but hold her husband’s body. And he had been too captivated by the power of Princess Dagmar to lull the blue wolf into a state almost like sleep. 
Where had her power come from? Why had he not seen it before? He suspected she could use it on any animal, even on him, if he returned to animal form.
The blue wolf gasped as the sword came out his belly, but that was his only sound of pain. Princess Dagmar kept murmuring her sounds of peace at him.
Peace magic, thought True. That was what it should be called. 
Then the queen pulled it clean out and spat at him, kicking him down.
True expected to see the blue wolf die. Any wolf would have been dead two or three times over, if it had suffered what the blue wolf had. 
But the Olde Wolf did not die. It shivered, then got back to its feet.
Princess Dagmar continued to use her peace magic, so it could not escape from her, but though blood dripped from its chest, it continued to breathe and seemed hardly worse for wear.
There was nothing any of them could do, True thought. With such an enemy against them, the future of humanity was truly hopeless.
But Princess Dagmar turned and looked at him and she stopped a moment in her soothing murmurs to the Olde Wolf to mouth the words “Help me.” 
The Olde Wolf clawed her across her ear before she could get him to submit to her again, and then she had to pant between her murmurs because she was in such pain.
But she thought that True could help her. She had asked for his help.
He could not ignore her plea.
There was no reason for her to think of him as anything other than a hound who was also a human. He had no magic like hers. But she expected more of him. And he could not ignore that.
It had happened unexpectedly. He had seen the way that his father looked at his mother before he died. Red would have died to do anything Fierce asked of him. And he had never understood that before as he did now.
He could see no way that she could love him as he did her. She was a human. She was a princess. He was no one and nothing.
But he did not need her to love him to give himself to her.
He moved close beside her.
He thought of what his mother had told him of the magic that animals had naturally. He could restore the balance to the world. It was a limited magic, and he could not see how it would be of use here.
But he put a hand to the Olde Wolf and held it there without flinching away as Princess Dagmar continued her song of peace and calm.
There was a sensation of warmth, following by a sound of humming in his ears. And then his human body began to twist. Was he turning back into a hound? Was that the way that he made the balance? If he had known he could do this before, he would have done it long ago. 
But then what? He would have left the castle and gone into the forest. He would have followed the Olde Wolf, along with all these other animals. And the Olde Wolf would have won.
True was glad he had been a human, at least for a time. But he was glad to return to his hound form.
Except that as he looked down at his hands, he realized that he was not changing. He was still a human, and he felt as if he had done something in his mind to his image of his hound form. It no longer seemed right.
He never knew if it was because of the magic that he poured into the Olde Wolf, a magic he had never learned to control and was only just acquainted with. But he felt power stream out of him and through his hands, into the Olde Wolf.
He felt a jerk between him, as if he had been touched by lightning. He fell away from the Olde Wolf, then looked back as the Olde Wolf’s chest heaved. He coughed violently, and his limbs began to shiver. His fur went from silver to pure white as True stared at him. His eyes lost their shine, and his body went slack.
The smell of death filled the air as True looked down at the two very human legs that held him up. He no longer felt unsteady on those legs. He felt—right. 
And somehow, the Olde Wolf was dead. True had finished him off.
He could hardly breathe.
He felt a pounding on his back. It was Princess Dagmar, her cheeks red, her eyes bright, her face alive and beaming.
She was very strong, for a human woman.
True fell down.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” She slipped to her knees and offered him a hand.
He took it with his own shaking one. It was more difficult to pull himself to standing again than he had thought it would be. He was embarrassed. No male hound would allow himself to be lifted to his feet by his mate.
She was pleased with him now, because he had saved her father and her kingdom, and the humans who were like her. 
But when she thought about the truth of him, she would hesitate and look away from him and wish him gone. 
How could she ever understand what his life had been like in the forest? How could she live with a man who sometimes still thought of himself as a hound? What human woman would wait for a man to run through the woods and kill dinner for her? He knew nothing about how to live among humans, how to make a place for himself here, let alone for her.
“What did you do to him?”
“I don’t know,” said True. “It was a magic of the hounds. My mother’s magic. The magic of balance.”
“It was unnatural, the way he shook off my mother’s sword to the heart.”
“And when I touched him, I made him natural again.” But not himself. Or was this natural to him now? He looked down at his human fingers, so long and fragile. There were so many things he could do with those fingers. He could touch her face.
But no, he could not do that. She was a princess, he reminded himself. 
“Did you know you could do that?” she asked.
“No,” True admitted. It was stupid of him to step forward when he had not known. He had hoped, but he had no plan as a human would have. He had simply wanted to help her, and to hurt the Olde Wolf.
“You are very brave,” she said.
“Or stupid,” said True.
“I do not think that. I never said that.”
“I am a hound. I only did what were in my instincts to do.”
“You are more than a hound,” she insisted.
But he would not listen to her.
And there was no time for them to speak longer. Though the Olde Wolf was dead, the animals he had brought with him were still living. They might not be under his command, and they might not feel his hatred for humans, but they were still dangerous. 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-nine: Ina
 
Ina pulled away from Hans, awake again. Where was the Olde Wolf?
“Be still. Be careful,” Hans told her.
She watched as Princess Dagmar stood before the army of animals and whispered peace magic to them. They melted slowly away. 
Once they were gone, Queen Marit was able to prevail upon two of the humans who got to their feet after the death of the Olde Wolf to help get Captain Henry into the castle so that a physician could be called. He woke up while being carried, groaned in pain, and then demanded to be set down.
“Don’t listen to him,” said Queen Marit.
But the humans were too easy to sway in their opinions after the Olde Wolf’s magic, and they did what Captain Henry told them to do.
“The king first,” said the captain. “He must be taken within before me. Or it would be a terrible scandal.”
“The king is dead,” said Queen Marit soberly. “There is nothing that can be done for him now by carrying him to the castle. But if you are not helped soon, your wound will go putrid and fill with pus and you will die.”
“It is not your fault. None of this is your fault,” said Hans.
“Isn’t it?” She had been fooled by the Olde Wolf into helping him. Without stealing her magic, he would never have been able to do so much against her father and his kingdom. If she had seen the truth—if she had turned against him herself—she might have returned home happily, and lived with both of her parents as a princess.
And now others were dying, as well. So many. Not only animals, but humans. 
“He found you. You came back with him. That was all he wanted, his whole life,” said Hans.
She knew he meant Captain Henry, but she still could not bear to see the pain in the man’s eyes. All his effort seemed for naught. The king had never had her as his daughter again.
Captain Henry’s eyes closed and his face went blank, as if he had given up a great deal of pain suddenly. “And would my death be such a terrible thing?” he asked the queen.
“Yes,” she said firmly. She held tightly to his arm and shook it. “Yes. Do not dishonor his memory by letting yourself die for no reason. You know that he would chastise you for it. He stood for life, of all kinds. “
“And I killed him.”
Ina felt a jolt at that. It was for her that the king had died, surely.
“You did not kill him,” insisted the queen. “The Olde Wolf killed him. You did everything to help him live, and more importantly, Henry you brought him the daughter that he had given up hope looking for. That would have mattered to him more than anything else.”
“He never saw her,” said Captain Henry in a hoarse whisper.
He would not look at her. Ina wished he would only look at her and tell her who she was again. She felt as if she might easily forget. It was all so new to her. Was this really her mother, this woman who had not touched her or sniffed at her? Was this castle supposed to be her home?
The queen twisted her lips. “You are right,” she said to the captain. “If you had found her a day before, he would have seen her first and then died for her. But the result would have been the same for him. The only difference is that now you must live with that burden on your head. And if I know you, Henry, you will live well. You will make sure that she is treated as her father would have wanted it. If you die, then who will protect her as a princess, eh?”
Captain Henry’s eyes at last strayed to Ina. 
She refused to allow herself to look away. Hans was holding her hand in his, and it was all that kept her upright, she thought. She wished she was still unconscious. Or dead. It would be so much easier.
The captain swallowed his pain and his pride and submitted at last to being taken into the castle. 
Ina felt a pang of loss as the queen followed the captain inside, but she came back out in only a few moments. Still, she did not come to Ina.
She went back to the king, touched him once on the forehead with a kiss from her hand, and then stood tall again.
“Princess Ina,” she said, finally speaking to her daughter for the first time.
Ina stared at her with wide eyes. She had rather face the Olde Wolf again a hundred times than do this. What did this woman expect of her? What would she have to change about herself? She knew nothing about being a princess. She was only just learning that she as human.
“She will not hurt you. She loves you,” said Hans softly at her side. He was encouraging, but he did not push her forward.
“She does not know me. She does not know all that I have done.”
“All that he forced you to do,” Hans reminded her.
“But I did it. I did not know what he was, but I thought I loved him. I did what I did willingly.”
“If you did it without full knowledge, then it was not willingly,” said Hans.
She looked at him once, her eyes full of pain. 
“And you have the great magic. Your father’s magic. You have tried to fix what mistakes you have made. Surely she will see how good you are, as I do.”
“Will she?” said Ina, and looked at Hans. How could he see anything good in her, after all this?
But his expression was more than kind. He looked at her as if she were a new creature completely, never seen before. As if she was worth all the darkness he had taken into himself.
It was still there. Ina could sense it, though not as clearly as he did. He twisted and jerked frequently, but he stayed at her side.
 



 
Chapter Thirty: Hans
 
Hans tried to press the darkness smaller and smaller as Ina moved toward the queen and he followed. There was no more grace in her step, nothing of the golden she-wolf left in her. He wondered if she did that consciously, to put that part of her life away from her, or if it would come back when she was over this difficulty.
Queen Marit was a few hairs taller than her daughter, when they stood side by side. Ina looked more like her father than her mother, though there was something in the way that she held her head, and the swiftness of her movements that was all wolf, in Hans’s estimation.
The queen did not try to touch her. She looked at her straight in the eye. “It is good to meet you at last.”
Hans had thought that she would throw herself on her daughter in weeping and exultation, and that is likely what Ina thought, as well. When it did not happen, the newly rediscovered princess relaxed and looked at the queen differently.
Now she is wondering if the queen loves her, thought Hans.
But Hans could see she did. It was in the way the queen arched toward her daughter, and the way that she hid the king’s dead body with her own, so that the princess did not have to stare at it. It was in the way that she paid full attention to her daughter, though they were on a battlefield with a thousand animals that could kill any of them if they broke through the other princess’s wall of magic.
“I never knew that you existed,” said Ina.
“Of course you didn’t.”
“He told me that he was my father.”
“And you believed him all this time, and tried to be like him, as a girl will try to please her father.”
“But he did terrible things. I should have seen. I should have known.”
“You know now. You can begin again,” said the queen. 
Hans admired the way that she met the truth squarely, refusing to pretend that Ina had done everything well, or that she would be forgiven immediately. She would have to prove herself, to the queen in part, but most especially to the rest of the kingdom.
“I don’t know what to do. It seems too much.”
Now the queen did touch her, but only on one shoulder, and with the gentlest of brushes with her hand. “It is always that way. We always feel too small, and sometimes we are. But other times we rise to become larger than we thought possible. That is why we live, for those moments, though we never know if they will be the one or the other.”
“You are very wise,” said Ina.
The queen laughed at this. “I think that is only another way of saying that you have no idea what I mean.”
Ina grew red-faced, and turned to Hans.
“Now is the time for bravery,” he whispered to her, still struggling with the darkness that he dared not let out. Not now that the Olde Wolf had been defeated. But he did not know how much longer he could stay here, among these people, without infecting them. The darkness might burst out of him at any moment. He should kill himself. There was no longer any hope of simply cutting off a hand to get rid of it.
Ina clenched her jaw and then faced her mother again. “I have always lived as a wolf,” she said.
The queen waved at her human shape. “But you must have spent some time as a human.”
“In secret. And never with other humans. I know nothing about humans. And even less about royal humans,” Ina admitted softly.
“You know more than you think. We are not so different from the animals you have met. There are men who are as evil as the Olde Wolf there, though they may not have as much magic as he does and their plans are not as grand.”
Ina sighed.
“Speak to her,” Hans encouraged. “Tell her the truth.” The queen seemed to wish for it, though it was not a common trait in humans.
He would see this one last thing done properly, and then he would go.
“I could not live in a castle. I love the forest, the wild, the scent of water in the air, the feel of thunder in the ground beneath my feet,” said Ina.
“I know that world, as well. You could leave the castle and go out into the forest as often as you want. Your father did. Less as he grew older, but he had the animal magic, as well. He had to go out into the woods from time to time, to keep himself safe.”
“You do not understand,” said Ina, making a sound of frustration that was more wolf than human. Hans felt a prickle of unease for her.
She had to stay here. She could not go back to the forest. This was where she belonged. Returning her here had to be the recompense for all he had lost. Whatever happened to him now, he would have the satisfaction of knowing that Ina was happy, and home again.
“I can be human for a few hours in a day. But to be human all the time, to be only a wolf a few hours in a day. Or in a week. I could not do that. I am too changed. I am not the princess you thought I would be, when you give birth to me,” she said.
The queen looked stricken.
Ina shook her head. “I am sorry,” she added.
“Perhaps you could try,” the queen offered.
“Yes,” said Hans. “Please try.”
But Ina was immune to their words. She shook her head. “Not yet. I may find I wish to come back here and see you frequently. But I cannot stay now. It would feel like a prison. A punishment. I have seen the Olde Wolf punish animals, and that is how he did it. He forced them to do what was unnatural, and kept them from the wild.”
“But you are not an animal,” Hans insisted.
“Am I not?” said Ina. “Then I am not entirely human, either. Not anymore.”
“I would not wish to punish you,” said the queen softly.
The two women were hurting each other. 
“Please, let me go,” said Ina. “Hans will take care of me.” She nodded to him.
And suddenly Hans knew what he would do. He would not go back to the Order. He would stay with Ina. And if the darkness came out of him, she would know what to do with it. She would protect the world from him, as she wished she had done with the Olde Wolf. And he would be with her.
“You have another daughter,” Hans said, nodding to the princess who stood near the animals. “She is deserving. She is used to the life of a princess. She is ready to rule in her father’s place, I think. You would not want to take that from her.”
“Yes, but—” said the queen. Then she stopped and looked at her daughter. There was love in her eyes. She looked back at Ina. “You were born Ina Dagmar.”
“But now I am only Ina.”
The queen nodded. “You must do what you must,” she said. “But please, come to me when you can. I would like to get to know you better. As you are now, not as I had imagined you would be. I think that there are always surprises for a parent. But some surprises are larger than others, and a good parent must learn to embrace them.”
Ina hesitated, but without Hans’s prompting, she stepped forward and leaned into her mother’s chest. It was an uncomfortable embrace, with neither fully touching the other, and a stiffness in both. But it was a beginning.
Hans thought he would take Ina away then, but she bent down to look at her father’s body. Strangely, she seemed more able to touch him, dead, than she had been with her mother, living. She was not afraid of death as humans were taught to be, though. Living in the forest, she had become used to it, and was used to seeing animals after they had passed their magic onto the forest.
“He was a good man, and a good father,” said the queen.
But Ina was making her own investigation. She sniffed at him. “He has both human and animal on him,” she said. “But more human. And his hands are still callused. He must have worked outside often.”
“He was never afraid of laboring with his people.”
“There is no trace of a crown on his forehead.”
The queen smiled at this. “He hated that crown of his father’s and took it off every chance he got. He said he did not want it imprinted on his head so that he was known as king wherever he went.”
“So he was used to disguise,” said Ina.
“He did not think of it as a disguise. He thought of it as truth. Being king was not something inside of him. It was a role he filled, to help others. But he was George, simply George, to the heart.”
“He must have known he could not kill the Olde Wolf,” said Ina.
“He did many impossible things,” said the queen. “And found out more than once that they were not impossible, after all.”
Ina rose, but kept her eyes on the king.
Hans thought of the kingdoms he had already seen, and could show her. But perhaps they would discover new kingdoms together.
“That one is human, I think,” said True, the hound. He pointed out into the sea of animals. “Look at the way that he lifts his hooves, as if they were hands.”
Hans started in surprise to realize he was quite correct, though it had been only a guess. One of the animals there was human, and was trapped in the form by the Olde Wolf’s death. He should have been the one to notice such things himself. That was what he had been born to do.
“Can she change him” asked True.
“Ina?” asked Hans. He led the way, and after that, he took charge of finding those humans the Olde Wolf had transformed into animals. Ina seemed to have no trouble changing them back to themselves, though they did not always thank her. Some were angry and spat at her in the language of the animals they had been, and fled to the forest.
Others were dazed and stumbled about among the animals, unsure where to go. True came forward and helped these to the queen, who sent them into the castle. She promised she would care for them until they remembered their names and places, or if not, that they would have work in the castle so long as they lived.
When all of the humans had been changed, Hans and Ina were both exhausted. They slept outside the castle, despite the queen’s protests, and Hans told Ina quietly about the darkness he was no longer sure he could hold within him.
“I know. I can feel it, too. I will make sure that it does not harm anyone, animal or human. Trust me,” she said.
Hans could think of no one he could trust more.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-one: Dagmar
 
In the morning, Ina went into the castle for breakfast, though Hans remained outside. Across the table in the dining hall, the two princesses eyed each other warily.
True sat by Dagmar as she ate. Her hands trembled.
“When did you discover this magic?” asked the queen.
“Peace magic,” murmured True.
“Yes, that is a good name for it,” said Dagmar, staring at True.
He blushed at the stare, and turned away.
“As to when, Mother, it was only this morning,” said Dagmar. “In the dark of night, in the stables.”
“Ah. It is our fault you did not know of it earlier. We should have thought to test you. We should have had animals around you more often.”
“Mother,” Dagmar said, stopping her with a hand. “You and Father were the best parents I could have hoped for. I found my magic on my own, and that is as it should be. Please do not ruin my memory of him by giving me regrets I never had.”
That made the queen turn white and go silent.
“I love you. I loved him. I was happy with my life here, as a princess. But a part of me always wondered if I belonged. I will not hold it against you if you wish for her to be the princess now. I will step aside, and gladly go back to the village, if that is what you wish.”
“But—” sad the queen.
Dagmar was weeping, and True stood at her side, a hand on her back. “Please do not tell me I can stay here as her lady. I do not think I could do that. To see her in my life, with you.”
“You would never be anything but my daughter,” said the queen. “And a princess. How could two princesses be bad for a kingdom that has just lost its king?”
Dagmar looked up at her, her lips trembling. “Then she is planning to stay here in the castle? To take up her role as princess?”
The queen shook her head. “I would like her to, but she says she is too used to being a wolf and she will go into the forest and live there. She will only come back to visit us now and again.” She was in pain, as well.
“But who will rule, then?” asked Dagmar. Now that her father was dead, it needed to be clear who would take his place.
The queen looked at Dagmar. “You have always been the true princess,” she said. “However you came into our lives.”
Dagmar and the queen embraced then, and there was no hesitation. They wept and laughed and told stories of the king.
Then Ina was gone, back outside to where Hans was. The two slipped away late that morning, without saying goodbye to anyone. 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-two: True
 
Dagmar had fallen asleep next to True in the chair in the dining hall, where she had eaten a meal that the queen had called for, despite the late hour and the stunned servants moving slowly through the castle, returning to their places after so long imprisoned by the Olde Wolf’s magic. He could not bear to disturb her. The feel of her warmth next to his own was very sweet.
In the morning, she woke sleepy-eyed and kissed him on the mouth.
“But—” he said.
She kissed him again.
“I am a hound,” he said when she let him go at last.
“There is a part of you that is a hound. And when that part of you needs to, you may go into the forest and be a hound. My father did it when his magic called him. I do not see that it is any different.”
“But it is different,” said True. “He was not born a hound. Your people will not accept me.”
“I accept you. And I was not born a princess, but my people accept me.”
True was frustrated. She wanted a moment’s happiness after all that had happened. He understood that. 
But it would never last. She would see it eventually, and then she would send him away and he would rather die than never see her again. 
“My parents were animals,” True tried once more.
“And my mother lived as a hound for a full year, before my father rescued her. She wouldn’t be prejudiced against you. In fact, I sometimes thinks she wishes she could go back to that life, and how simple it was. She values hounds very highly, thinks they are the most intelligent of all creatures. More intelligent than humans sometimes are.” Dagmar had a glint of humor in her eye that was sly and teasing.
True whined in his throat like a hound.
She kissed him again for that. “You see, I have spent my whole life living without a hound at my side. My mother had one of her own, and now I wish to have one, too.”
True was horrified for a moment. “You mean, you wish me to be your hound?”
Dagmar laughed out loud, a sound True had never heard. “No. I wish you to be my husband and king. But my husband first if you cannot be king. And hound advisor, as well. I will be the envy of every queen on the continent,” she said.
True let out a breath, and began to believe.
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Prologue: 
The Tale of the Princess with the Wild Magic
 
Princess Jaleel was born with great wild magic, which should have been a boon to her people and her kingdom. But because her mother died at her birth and her father was indulgent and melancholy, she was not taught the discipline she needed to keep her power in balance with the laws of nature. The king insisted that he would teach her soon enough, when she was a little older and when he was a little stronger. But then he died only a few years later, and the princess became ruler of the kingdom of The Three Mountains still untutored. 
In her early years, she transformed whomever she wished into whatever creature would amuse her and she threatened and teased and terrorized all those who remained at the palace. But those around her said that she had a great capacity for love, and that she needed only to grow a little older before she learned the proper bounds of her magic. So many remained with her, in hopes of the future when the kingdom of The Three Mountains would grow strong with her power. She would marry and have children with the wild magic and all would surely be well.
But at the age of seventeen, the princess fell in love with a man whose station in life was far beneath from her own and not a man who would make a proper king. Her counselors tried to warn her against him gently, but she had never bothered to listen to their advice and did not now. She spent every waking moment with the man that she could, and she lavished him with gifts that were worth more than his life. Her counselors saw the man’s eye for other women, and his selfishness, and his lack of the wild magic, and they said nothing. 
But when the man disappeared just days before the wedding, they were relieved. They hoped that the princess would at last learn self-control, for the wild magic used wrongly could destroy the foundations of all life. Instead, when the man she loved left her, the princess became even more selfish and erratic, more prone to rages. She used her magic in anger, without thought, and her servants and counselors did their best to keep away from her. 
The only creature who willingly spent time with her in this temper was a new black horse she had found wandering in the plains and brought back to the palace just days after her broken betrothal. The horse was as tall as any man at its withers and its hair was a jet black as dark as the princess’s. 
Also like the princess, its mood was often dangerous. It would rear up and bite any groom in the stable that tried to touch it. Only the princess could ride and care for the black horse safely. The hours she spent riding and grooming the horse afterward were a blessing of peace to the rest of the royal household, the only time they did not fear for their lives or for the kingdom itself. 
Yet one day she came home from a ride and left the horse untouched. She stalked out of the stable and went directly to the blacksmith.
“You will brand my horse today,” she told him sharply.
The blacksmith looked up at her in surprise and then, when he saw the set of her jaw, fear. “Has it done something to harm you, Princess?” he asked.
The princess tossed her hair. “I will have the branding done. Will you do it or will you leave your place and let another do as I command?” she demanded.
The blacksmith had two sons and a daughter to care for, and no wife, for she had died the previous year. He bowed his head. “I will do it,” he said sadly.
The horse was brought to the smithy and tied with thick ropes to hold it in place. The sound of its breath was heavy and wet as it stood with muscles taut and jaws tightly closed.
But when the moment came, and the blacksmith brought the red-hot brand out of the furnace, he looked into the large, black eyes of the horse and could not touch it. There was such intelligence there, and such courage. More than that, the blacksmith felt a flash of warning that to kill this one creature would be a blow against all creatures everywhere, against the wild magic itself.
So the blacksmith set down the brand and faced the princess bravely. “I won’t do it,” he declared.
“I have commanded it,” insisted the princess.
The blacksmith shrugged. “If you will have it done, then do it yourself.” He did not believe the princess would do it. She was spoiled and used to her own way, but she rarely did anything but use her magic herself.
Nonetheless, the princess stepped forward and pulled the horse’s head to her own. She stared into its eyes. “You are mine,” she said fiercely.
The horse nickered and tossed its head, but it did not buck or try to escape. The princess picked up the brand from the fire.
The blacksmith opened his mouth to give her a warning to be careful, but it was too late.
She had already pressed the brand into the left hind quarters of the horse, and in her heedless temper, she burned herself as well. 
“Mine,” said the princess to the horse again, and stalked out.
The blacksmith shook his head over the poor treatment of such a noble creature. He took the horse back to its stable, then slept fitfully in his own bed. 
When he woke in the morning, he went to the stables to find the princess’s black horse was gone. The stall that it had been held in was smashed to bits of wood suitable for kindling, and the locked stable gate was torn apart as if it were made of butter. 
The blacksmith was sick with horror, for the horse had been his only hope for the princess to learn discipline with her magic. 
That same morning, he admitted to the loss of the horse to the princess herself, then promised he would find the creature.
“I know what the horse means to you, and I will find it. I swear it.”
In a menacing whisper, the princess told him what would happen to him if he failed, as if there were no emotion left in her now that her beloved horse was gone. 
In the days following, the blacksmith and many other servants went out from the palace and the outlying villages into the fields. Each night, the princess waited eagerly for news, but the blacksmith had to tell her again and again that he was sorry, for no trace of her unique black horse was ever found.
A villager in the next week brought the princess a gray colt that his mare had just weaned. The colt had a black muzzle and it looked likely to grow very tall. It had an upright carriage and slender legs, and would one day be a beautiful black horse. 
But the princess would not try to ride it, nor touch its soft, silky hair or smell the sweet scent of hay and oats on its breath. She put a hand to her throat and walked away from it with a bleak look on her face, as if the world had ended for her at the loss of her horse.
The blacksmith redoubled his efforts to find the black horse, but there was no trace of it. He became frantic, forgoing food and rest for days on end, returning to the palace infrequently and rarely seeing his children. And each time he spoke to the princess, he found her fading before his eyes. Her wild magic would be lost to the kingdom, never having been used properly for its good. And what of his children? What of the legacy he would leave them? What of the kingdom and all the depravations it had suffered? 
The blacksmith pressed himself to search harder and longer, but with no luck. The black horse was gone, it seemed forever.
At last, months later, a man arrived at the palace and claimed that he had found the princess’s horse. He was well-dressed, with jewels in his hair, and he walked in his bare feet in the princess’s court as if he were used to shoes. He called himself Lord Dashto and demanded that he should speak to the princess directly.
He was brought to her throne room, where he did not do much as bow to her. “I have found your horse, Princess,” he declared brashly.
She looked up immediately. “Where is he?” she demanded, as if she expected to see the horse right there.
The blacksmith was as eager as the princess was to hear of the black horse.
“I have come to negotiate the terms of his return,” said Lord Dashto slyly.
“Negotiate? I demand that you return him at once.” The princess snapped her fingers and her guards immediately lifted spears to Lord Dashto’s side, touching but not piercing his skin.
Lord Dashto showed not the least sign of fear. “Your demands will have no effect on me,” he warned her.
“I will turn you into a beast and then I will turn you into my pet. You will gradually forget everything that you know and love and then I will make you human again and make you think well of me, until I choose to turn you into a beast again.” She smiled with a coldness that the blacksmith shivered at. “Do you have any doubt that I can do this with my magic?”
“I do not doubt your great and terrible power, Princess,” said Lord Dashto—if that was his real name, which the blacksmith doubted. “But if you transform me into a dumb beast, then I will never be able to tell you where your horse is. He will die of thirst and all because of you.” 
The princess thought for a moment. “He must be nearby if you have come here. I will send out search parties for him and we will find him in time.”
Lord Dashto tilted his head to one side and took in the blacksmith and the others who had participated in the grand search. “Will you? Your search parties so far have had little success in finding him. It is reasonable to assume that he is perhaps hidden somewhere, a cave or a hollow. Caged or roped and unable to return to you at the sound of your voice. He would return for you if he heard your voice, would he not?”
The princess did not answer his question. “You stole him!” she accused. “And for that alone you should die.”
“But again, if you kill me, you will not get what you want.”
The princess pouted for a moment. Then she said, “I will give you a great reward if you will tell me where he is.”
“And will you kill me while I am still counting the coins?”
The princess took a breath, but whether or not she had considered this, he did not know. “What do you wish, then?” she asked.
“I wish to be your husband. King of all the land,” said Lord Dashto. “That is the reward I expect for returning your horse to you.”
“Never!” shouted the princess, and she flung herself out of the throne room with a shrieking wail.
The blacksmith closed his eyes and rubbed at them, then motioned for Lord Dashto to be escorted out and brought to food and shelter appropriate for guests of the kingdom.
Lord Dashto returned to the throne room the next day and the next, until at last the princess promised to take him as her husband if only he returned the horse to her.
The blacksmith felt a strange sense of relief. If the princess were married, surely that would be better for the kingdom, even if her husband were a stranger and without the wild magic. The princess’s counselors should have urged her marriage in the first place, when they had had the chance to do so long ago.
“We will be married,” said the princess coldly to Lord Dashto. “In ten days’ time.”
And the man smiled and believed he had won. He took up new rooms in the palace near the princess’s, and he began to indulge himself in meals and entertainment. He spoke often of how he had tamed the princess and would soon have everything he wanted.
But the blacksmith heard of the spies the princess set on Lord Dashto, and after several days, the man returned to the cave where the horse was held, to check on the creature and to bring it grain and water. 
As soon as he had revealed the horse’s hiding place, he was taken, bound tightly, and brought before the princess.
With a wave of her hand, she transformed the lord into a hyena and then she set her dogs to chase him out of the court and into the desert.
The blacksmith reminded himself that at least the princess would have her horse back, and perhaps that would calm her.
Soon, her servants brought the animal they had found. They bowed low. They looked very pleased with themselves. 
But when the horse was brought in, the blacksmith knew as soon as the princess did that it was not hers.
This horse was black and tall and there was a little of the sharp look in its eyes of the horse the princess had lost. But it had the wrong shape to its shoulders and its legs were too finely shaped. Its back end was not as strong or as wide and it seemed eager to please the princess as her true horse had never been.
The disappointed princess put a hand to the horse’s haunches and transformed it into a spider. It skittered away on four legs rather than eight, as the blacksmith stared in horror at this proof of the princess’s abuse of the wild magic. 
Then the princess ordered the servants out, and they stood outside her chambers as she broke every item of value in the throne room through the night. 
In the morning, the princess rose and commanded ten of her best guards to follow her. She had the royal steward gather supplies for a long journey, and coin to purchase more supplies if the journey lasted even longer than that. She proclaimed that she would go out to search for her horse herself, since all her friends had failed her. And she would not return until she had succeeded.
Her chamberlain tried to stop her, claiming that she had no right to take away the resources of her people if she did not intend to rule them. The blacksmith offered to go in her place, so long as she would remain in the palace where she was meant to be.
“And will you be as vigilant as I will? Will you refuse to stop searching, even when all reasonable hope is hope? Will you know for certain that my horse is found, by looking into his eyes?” the princess asked him hotly.
“I will,” said the blacksmith solemnly.
The princess took a breath and shook her head. “Then you will come with me, As for my kingdom, perhaps it will be better off without me. I have been no proper princess of the wild magic.” 
It was the first time she had admitted to any weakness in herself, and the blacksmith thought it a good thing. So he made arrangements for his children to be cared for in his absence, thinking he would be gone for a few months at most, that he would see them again soon and that his sacrifices would be worth it. He would return home a hero, with a princess who had at last learned discipline in the hardship of such a journey.
But they went north, and north again, and then west. There was always a hint of a trail before them, the princess insisting that she could sense the trace of the black horse here, and here again. So year after year, they sought the black horse and did not quite find it.
The blacksmith grew old. He watched the princess’s servants be transformed one after the other into dumb beasts who would follow her without question, but he never spoke a word of protest, for he thought that the princess needed at least one human at her side. When he was close to death, the princess leaned over him and told him that he had been true to her and she would allow him to choose what form she would hold him to, as he continued at her side in a second lifetime.
But the blacksmith asked only that she let him die as a human. For his service and devotion to her, the princess gave him this one gift. Then she commanded her servants to bury the blacksmith, and went on, seeking her horse.
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