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			Let’s forget lovestruck Rapunzel, who waits patiently to be helped down from a tower by a handsome prince. Let’s leave behind Snow White, who lies still in a glass box until a man comes by to rescue her. And let’s ditch Sleeping Beauty, who’s literally asleep for most of her own story. It’s time to move on from stories about women who stand by, mark time, and twiddle their thumbs until other people take action.

			This book isn’t about the sort of girls that you usually find in fairy tales. These women are doers, not waiters. They have their own minds and take action. However, that’s not to say that they’re all virtuous figures. Amongst our protagonists, you’ll find tricksters and thieves as well as noble heroes, and girls driven by revenge as well as heroism. These charismatic characters are just as varied as their male counterparts, with whom you may be more familiar—because in myths and folk stories about men, there’s a Loki or Anansi for every Thor or Theseus. And it should be that way for women, too.

			The fearless girls of our stories are free spirits who possess the same awe-inspiring qualities of self-confidence, strength, wit, and independence usually attributed to heroes, not heroines. In our heroines’ lives, love at first sight is a thing of myth. Love must be earned through acts of commitment and affection, and, vitally, by mutual respect. Our heroines are happy to be loved, but not at the cost of being claimed as someone else’s property.

			Of course, being free-spirited and independent-minded isn’t always easy or popular. It never was. Strong women in fairy tales and folk stories are often painted in a negative light, as sinister stepmothers, evil stepsisters, wicked witches, or hideous trolls. Luckily, the girls in our stories couldn’t care less what other people think. They’ve got their lives ahead of them, and they’re going to lead them in the way they want to, whatever anyone says. After all, why shouldn’t girls be as fearless, fabulous, and free as men? Why shouldn’t girls be heroes too?

			So, with all that in mind, get ready to meet some inspiring women who couldn’t give two hoots about doing what was expected of them. And just as well. Thanks to their trailblazing and derring-do, they rescued their friends, family, and society in general from many a life-threatening scrape. There’s amazing Atalanta, an expert shot with a bow and arrow, and so fast on her feet that no one could beat her fairly in a race. There’s Tokoyo, the Samurai’s daughter, who risked being drowned or devoured by a terrible sea monster to rescue her father from exile. There’s Tatterhood, who dressed in rags and rode on a goat until people accepted her for who she was. And there’s Unanana, whose children were kidnapped and eaten by a one-tusked elephant who hadn’t reckoned with their fearless mother.

			All of that’s just for starters. The book is filled with tales of fearless women from all around the world. We hope that you’ll enjoy dipping into their action-packed adventures, and also that you’ll feel inspired by their examples to have some awesome adventures of your own.

		

		
			The Tale of Brave Bradamante and Her Amazing Flying Horse
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			Long ago, there lived a mighty knight, the bravest woman in all of France. Her name was Bradamante, and her fame quickly spread far and wide. A fine and fearless warrior, she rode on a fabulous flying horse. It was a magical creature with an eagle’s head, talons, and wings. What was more, she fought her enemies with an enchanted lance that unhorsed any villains who dared to fight unfairly. She wielded a sword so fiercely that it was a brave person who dared to take Bradamante on.

			One day on the battlefield, Bradamante found herself fighting alongside two young men. They were named Melisso and Ruggiero. Melisso was strong and brave, but Ruggiero’s fighting skills were so good, they almost matched Bradamante’s. After fighting together for several days, Ruggiero and Bradamante fell in love and planned to marry. 

			However, Bradamante’s parents had their sights set on their daughter marrying a wealthy nobleman, not a soldier. Despite her pleas, they refused to give their blessing to a marriage to Ruggiero. Finally, a determined Bradamante laid down a challenge—she would only marry a suitor who could match her in combat move for move and blow for blow. If her parents could find her a nobleman who could do that, she would marry him. Her parents agreed, but Bradamante was sure that no nobleman in the kingdom could match her. To her parents’ great alarm, her cunning plan worked perfectly. Suitor after suitor tried to win her hand, including Rinaldo, the son of the powerful sorcerer Atlantes. Each one was defeated. Bradamante could make her opponent fall with as little as one swing of her sword. 
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			The only one to rise to the challenge was Ruggiero, as Bradamante always knew he would. Her parents had to admit defeat and give their blessing to the wedding.

			After a fun-filled wedding day, surprisingly, both families became firm friends, and Bradamante and Ruggiero were looking forward to their happily ever after. Sadly, it was not to be. Atlantes the sorcerer was furious that Bradamante had refused his son’s offer of marriage, and vowed that he would have revenge. 

			As Bradamante and Ruggiero left their wedding party, Atlantes summoned a magical wind to kidnap Ruggiero and whisk him away to his enchanted castle. It stood on a high mountain, far away, and was made of glittering glass. Atlantes had filled it with tricks and illusions to confuse anyone who tried to enter it.

			“They’ll never be together now,” Atlantes cackled.

			However, he hadn’t reckoned on fearless Bradamante. Riding her faithful flying horse, she followed Ruggiero to the castle, smashed through the glass walls with her enchanted lance, and rescued him.

			Atlantes spotted them climbing onto Bradamante’s horse together and was outraged. He summoned his strongest magic and put a spell on the horse. The loyal creature bucked Bradamante off, then picked up Ruggiero in its talons. To Bradamante’s horror, it soared away through the sky.
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			 Ruggiero kicked and struggled, but the horse did not let him go until it landed on a mysterious island in the middle of the sea, which belonged to the wicked witch Alcina. Alcina was beautiful, but she had a horrible habit of turning her unsuspecting visitors into rocks, trees, streams, and wild animals.

			As Ruggiero glanced around, in quiet despair, he was surprised to hear a nearby myrtle bush speaking.

			“Beware, beware,” the bush warned. “Run for your life, young man, before it’s too late. Wicked Alcina will fall in love with you and bewitch you with her beauty and charm, but she will soon grow tired of you. Then she will transform you into something to decorate her island. It has happened before and will happen again, mark my words. I was once Astolfo, a great knight, and now look at me. Your only hope is to find the enchanted urn that contains her magic and destroy it.”

			Ruggiero was only half listening. Despite Astolfo’s warning, he strode straight off to find Alcina and once he found her, the unfortunate knight immediately fell under her spell. He forgot all about Bradamante.

			Meanwhile, Bradamante was making plans to save her beloved Ruggerio. She had gone to visit Melisso, to ask him to help her. When Bradamante told Melisso the direction the horse had flown in, he guessed it had gone to Alcina’s island, which he had heard of from some other knight friends. He brought his magic ring, which allowed the wearer to see through illusions and spells. Bradamante dressed herself as a young man in full battle clothes and called herself Ricciardo, as a disguise. They borrowed a boat and rowed across to the island. 
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			When they got there, Astolfo the bush gave them the same warning that he had given Ruggiero. Bradamante and Melisso listened to him and they hatched a plan. They went to Alcina’s palace together, to find Alcina and Ruggiero sitting next to each other on thrones. Behind the thrones bubbled an urn, the source of Alcina’s magic. Melisso and “Ricciardo” introduced themselves as two young men who wished to compete for Alcina’s hand in marriage. 

			Bradamante hoped that Ruggiero might recognize her voice, but she was dismayed to see that he was already so besotted with Alcina that he had forgotten all about her, their wedding day, and his previous life. 

			Alcina smirked at them both. “I already have the best man in the world,” she said. “I don’t need any more suitors. Although, I could do with some new rocks for my island.”

			She raised her hands to turn them into rocks, so Bradamante and Melisso ducked out of the door. 

			“We need to destroy her magic,” Bradamante said. For the rest of the day, they watched, but everywhere Alcina went, she carried the urn with her. They knew they needed to distract her … but how? 

			Finally, while Bradamante watched Alcina, Melisso managed to get Ruggiero alone. Melisso valiantly tried to remind Ruggiero of his past life. He told Ruggiero about Alcina’s wicked magic, and what had happened to all the others who had dared to cross her path.

			At first, Ruggiero refused to believe him.

			“If you’re trying to trick me into leaving,” he cried, “it isn’t going to work. I love Alcina with all my heart, and she loves me with all of hers. I’m going to stay here forever. And you can’t stop me!”

			To bring Ruggiero to his senses, Melisso took off his magic ring and placed it on his friend’s finger so that Ruggiero at last saw things as they truly were. Instead of an enchanted island filled with babbling brooks and rolling hills, Ruggiero saw a harsh, stony desert haunted by howling monsters. And, as the spell was broken, he remembered Bradamante and his love for her. 
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			“You must distract Alcina,” Melisso told Ruggiero. “So that brave Bradamante can defeat her.”

			Together, they went back to the throne room. Alcina was lounging on her throne, not realizing that Bradamante was hidden behind a statue. 

			Ruggiero strode bravely into the middle of the room. “I don’t love you and I wish to leave,” he announced. 

			Alcina’s anger was terrible. Summoning her most harmful spells, she called up every evil genie and spirit she could to stop him from leaving her. Bradamante leapt out from behind the statue, shook off her battle helmet, and defended Ruggiero from all the evil spirits. She dodged magical curses and, with a hundred swift swings of her sword, defeated all of the grasping monsters that Alcina could conjure. 

			Then, with a roar, Bradamante dived through the air, over Alcina’s throne, and, with a sudden strike, smashed the urn into a million pieces. At once, Alcina’s palace crumbled away into dust. Alcina herself sank into the ground, with a deathly wailing sound. The island was free of evil, at last. Ruggiero and Bradamante ran into each other’s arms.

			 There was one last good deed to be done before they could leave the island—to transform the rocks, trees, streams, and wild animals of the island back into the people who they had once been. Among them was Astolfo, the knight who had been turned into the myrtle bush, and his son, Oberto, who had been turned into a ferocious cave lion. Melisso arranged to take all the newly transformed people home in the boat. Saying farewell to their friends, Bradamante and Ruggiero jumped on the back of Bradamante’s flying horse and set off through the skies for home. They were looking forward to a life of happiness—and adventure.

		

		
			Atalanta the Fleet-Footed Huntress
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			Once upon a time, in the sunny land of Arcadia, in Greece, there lived a king and queen who had no children. They longed for a son to rule after them, and offered many prayers to the great gods to grant their wish. After a while, it seemed that their dreams had come true, when the queen gave birth to a beautiful, bouncing baby. The only problem was that the baby was a girl.

			The king flew into a terrible rage: “I wished for a boy, and I got a girl,” he fumed. “What good is a girl to me? She can’t ride or hunt or learn to fight. And she can’t be king of Arcadia after me. It’s a complete disaster. There’s only one thing to do.”

			With a click of his fingers, the heartless king summoned one of his men and ordered him to take the baby into the forest, far away on the border of his land.

			“Leave her to be eaten by wild bears,” he said. “It’s the best way for us to get rid of the child.”

			So the man took the baby into the forest and left her under a tree. For a day and a night, the baby wailed for her mother, growing weaker and hungrier. Only the birds in the trees could hear her cries. Then, the following evening, a mother bear came shuffling by. She heard the baby crying and wondered if it was a lost bear cub. Reaching down with her big, furry head, she gently nuzzled the baby’s face. Cooing with delight, the baby reached up and touched the bear’s shiny nose with her hand. Then the bear lay down beside the baby, and they both fell sound asleep.
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			The next day, the bear took the baby to her den in the woods, where they lived happily for several years. The little girl grew up fast and strong, trotting through the woods after her bear mother. Then, one day, a hunter came to the forest and stumbled across the bear’s cave. The little girl was frightened, but the mother bear spoke soothing words: “You are growing up quickly,” she rumbled sadly. “And it is time for you to move on from this place. From now on, your home will be with this hunter and his wife. They will look after you, dearest child, and teach you the skills you’ll need in your life.”

			The little girl did not want to go, and cried for the bear who had been her mother for so long. The hunter and his wife were kind and welcoming, so it wasn’t too long before she felt at home.

			“We shall call her Atalanta,” the hunter said. “And thank Artemis, goddess of hunting, who kept her safe in the forest until we found her.”

			As Atalanta grew older, the hunter and his wife gave her a fine hunting bow and a quiver full of arrows. They taught her how to shoot and hurl a hunting spear. Whenever they went out hunting, she came along, and proved herself to be an expert shot. She was nimble and strong and could outrun anyone. Soon, everyone in Arcadia had heard of Atalanta, the fleet-footed huntress.
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			The forest in which Atalanta lived lay on the borders of Arcadia and the next-door kingdom of Calydon. The king of Calydon, Oeneus, was wise and brave. He loved hunting and tending his vineyard. One summer, the harvest was particularly fine, and Oeneus decided to thank the gods for the bounty his kingdom had received by making offerings to them. In his excitement, Oeneus forgot to thank Artemis, goddess of hunting, and she did not take the slight well.

			“I’ll show them,” she said angrily. “They won’t forget me again.”

			The very next day, the largest boar anyone could remember came roaring out of the forest. It had two tusks, as sharp as knives, and gleaming, angry eyes. It tore through the countryside, trampling crops, breaking down grapevines, and uprooting trees in the orchards. Then it killed all the sheep in the fields. The devastation went on for weeks as the boar never seemed to tire. Soon, the storehouses of Calydon stood empty, and people began to starve.
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			In despair, King Oeneus sent for his son, Meleager, who was the greatest warrior in the land. Together, they sent messengers to all the greatest hunters of Greece, asking for their help. The hunters came willingly, including Atalanta, who was armed with her mighty hunting bow, arrows, and spear.

			“Your Majesty,” she told the king, “the boar is destroying the forest where I live. I will go with the warriors on the hunt and kill it.”

			Some of the hunters who hadn’t heard of her burst out laughing.

			“What does she know about hunting?” one said.

			“If she goes, I’m staying at home,” said another. “Everyone will laugh at us!”

			Prince Meleager had heard of Atalanta and he stepped forward. 

			“You’re welcome to join us,” he told her. “We’re in dire need of your skills. As for the rest of you, shame on you. Are you afraid that Atalanta will prove a better hunter than you?”

			The next day, the hunt began, and it was Atalanta who led the way. At last, they tracked the boar to a thicket—and it was a terrible sight to see. Its eyes shone red like fire, its mouth drooled and foamed, and it slashed its sharp tusks from side to side. Even before the warriors could load their bows, the boar charged, scattering men and dogs, leaving several of the heroes dead. Only brave Atalanta stood her ground. Carefully, she raised her bow, took aim, and let an arrow fly. It struck the boar straight between the eyes, and the great beast fell to its knees. Then Meleager finished the beast with his spear. It rolled over, dead. 

			When Atalanta went back to her old life, her fame spread far and wide. Her speed of foot, her courage, and her beauty became the talk of Greece. Many young warriors fell in love with her, but Atalanta preferred the freedom of the woods to being married. The trouble was that her suitors wouldn’t take “No” for an answer, and more and more arrived to woo her. Soon, Atalanta could stand it no longer, and called them all together.
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			“I will marry the man who can beat me in a running race,” she declared. “But if I beat you,” she continued, “you lay down your swords, bows, and arrows to me. No longer will you call yourself a warrior.” One by one, the challengers came forward, and, one by one, Atalanta beat them all. None of them came close to winning, and so, she soon amassed a great mound of weapons. 

			Then, one day, a prince called Melanion arrived. He knew that he couldn’t hope to outrun Atalanta, but neither did he want to lay down his sword. So he went to pray to Aphrodite, goddess of love, and she took pity on him. She gave him three golden apples and told him what to do.
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			Atalanta gave Melanion a head start when the race began, but, swift as an arrow from a bow, she soon caught up and began to overtake him. Calmly, Melanion took out one of the apples, and threw it right in front of her. As the apple fell to the ground, it sparkled in the sun. Atalanta had never seen anything so beautiful and knew that she had to have it. As she stopped to pick it up, Melanion ran straight past.

			Atalanta stood up and began to run again, and soon caught up with him. So Melanion took out a second apple, and tossed it into her path. It sparkled even more brightly than the first, and Atalanta stopped to pick it up. Again, Melanion ran straight past her, and again, Atalanta ran like the wind to catch him up. Atalanta started to figure out what Melanion was doing. He is a clever prince, she thought, but he isn’t going to get the better of me.

			 However, just before the finish line, Melanion took out the third apple and threw it over his shoulder so that it rolled off the path. Not even thinking about what she was doing, Atalanta chased after it … leaving Melanion to cross the line first. 

			Atalanta was annoyed. “You cheated! Those apples were enchanted!”

			Melanion held her hand and kneeled on one knee. “I wanted to marry you so much that I took advice from Aphrodite herself. I cannot run as fast as you, but I can love you as strongly as any man ever could. I won’t hold you to your promise of marriage, because we hardly know each other. I only ask that you allow me to spend a few days in your company. If you prefer, I will put down my sword and leave now, although it will pain me to do it.”

			Atalanta knew that Melanion must have lived quite a life to receive the blessing of Aphrodite, so she decided they would spend a few days together in order for her to hear all of the stories she felt sure he could tell. A few days stretched into weeks, and then months. Soon, she realized that she had fallen in love with him, and after a couple of years, Atalanta and Melanion married. They lived happily together for very long time, but they never raced each other again.

		

		
			Nana Miriam and the Horrible Hippopotamus
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			In a village by the great River Niger, in West Africa, there once lived a man called Fara Maka, and his daughter, Nana Miriam. They belonged to the Soroko people, who were famed and feared as great warriors, and Fara Maka was one of the bravest and best.

			Now, Fara Maka was built like a giant, and was so strong that he could uproot a baobab tree with just one hand. He was also said to be ugly. His daughter, Nana Miriam, was incredibly strong like her father, but she was also beautiful and clever. Fara Maka was proud as could be of his daughter, and taught her everything he knew. Together, father and daughter roamed the land and paddled along the river, with Fara Maka pointing out all the different fish, plants, and animals, teaching Nana Miriam their natures and names. There was one other thing that he taught her—magic. Before long, Nana Miriam knew more magic than her father, though she didn’t tell anyone, not even him. 

			At that time, a huge, monstrous hippopotamus—who also knew magic—lived in the River Niger. It was always ravenously hungry, even after a meal. Every year, just as the Soroko people were about to harvest their precious rice crop, the hippo splashed out of the river, waddled onto the land, and gobbled down every single rice plant. It munched its way through harvest after harvest until there was nothing left for people to eat and famine gripped the land.
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			Hunters from the village tried time and again to kill the beast, but the hippo kept outwitting them, transforming itself into a crocodile, a water snake, or a giant fish, and quickly swimming away. One day, Fara Maka himself went out to hunt the monster, carrying seven of his sharpest spears.

			“These spears have never failed me before,” he said. “When I return, the beast will be dead!”

			When at last he tracked down the hippo, he pulled his arm back, took aim, and threw. Seven times, he hurled a spear, and seven times, he failed to hit his target. For, suddenly, the hippo made seven pots appear from thin air, filled with fire. One by one, Fara Maka’s spears landed in the pots, burst into flames, and melted in the fire. After Fara Maka ran out of spears, the seven pots filled with fire disappeared, and the hippo cackled, “You will never kill me! I have magic too and I am unbeatable!” The monstrous and terrible hippo transformed again and swam away. Proud Fara Maka was forced to admit defeat and return to the village empty-handed.

			To save face, Fara Maka knew that he had to do something. He marched to the next village to ask for help from Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi, a hunter whose reputation almost matched his own.

			“Will you help me to hunt this beast?” asked Fara Maka.

			“I will,” replied Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi. “And I’ll bring along one hundred and twenty of my finest hunting dogs.”

			Each hunting dog was the size of a horse, with fearsome fangs, and eyes that glowed in the dark. They made Fara Maka nervous, but he didn’t like to admit it. Before long, they’d tracked down the hippo—it would have been difficult to miss—and Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi turned his trusty dogs loose. Fangs gnashing and chains rattling, they made a terrifying sight, or at least so Fara Maka thought. The hippo thought otherwise. It laughed when it saw the baying pack.

			“I’m not scared of a few scrappy dogs,” it boomed. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

			The monstrous creature grabbed each of the one hundred and twenty horse-sized hunting dogs by the tail and gobbled them down, one by one. Then it turned its back on the horrified hunters and lumbered off to raid another rice field.

			Fara Maka and Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi ran as fast as they could, all the way back to Fara Maka’s house. There they were met by Nana Miriam, and they told her what had happened, leaving out the bit about running away.
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			“What a brute!” Fara Maka said, trying to stop his voice from trembling. “We tried everything, and nothing worked.”

			“That’s right,” continued Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi. “And if we couldn’t stop it, then nobody is likely to. After all, we are the best hunters in the land.”

			Nana Miriam listened to their story and decided it was time for her to take things into her own hands, and get rid of the hippo once and for all.

			“Well,” she said, smiling. “There’s nothing else left to do. I’ll have to go and see this beastly creature for myself!”

			Fara Maka was beside himself.

			“No, no, no,” he cried, taking her hand. “My beloved daughter, you are wise and strong. There can be no doubt about that. But our greatest warriors have tried to kill this beast, and nobody can touch it. You are my only child—I beg you not to go.”

			Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi just snorted at her. “What nonsense. You wouldn’t stand a chance against such a monster. Listen to your father, that’s my advice, and stay at home, where you belong.”
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			 His words simply made Nana Miriam more determined. She’d show him. Calmly grabbing a spear, and her leather juju bag, in which she kept her magic powders and charms, she turned her back on the two men and strode off in search of the hippo.

			Before long, Nana Miriam found the hippo. It had left a trail of destruction along the riverbank, and was busy devouring yet another rice field. It looked up as it saw Nana Miriam approaching, and grinned through its terrible teeth.

			“Ha, they’ve sent a child to kill me,” the hippo sniggered. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			“We’ll see about that,” replied Nana Miriam, holding herself straight and tall.

			“What makes you think you can do it?” asked the hippo. “When the strongest and cleverest hunters in your village and beyond have failed. Even one hundred and twenty hunting dogs couldn’t stop me. What have you got to say about that?”

			Nana Miriam gave the hippo a long, hard stare.

			“If you’re ready to do battle,” she challenged him, “I’ll show you what I can do.”

			“Ready when you are,” chuckled the hippo.

			“I’m ready,” replied Nana Miriam.

			So the battle began between the hippo and Nana Miriam. Hoping to catch her off guard, the hippo made the first move. With a deafening roar, it set the rice field alight, and then created a giant wall of fire between them. Nana Miriam acted quickly. She reached into her juju bag. She pulled out a pouch of magic powder, which she flung onto the flames. At once, the fire turned into water, which soaked harmlessly into the ground.

			“You’ll have to do better than that,” she taunted the hippo.

			“Oh, don’t worry,” it replied. “I haven’t finished with you yet.”
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			The hippo gave another deafening roar, and this time an enormous, gleaming iron wall grew up between them. The hippo looked pleased, but it didn’t last long. Once again, Nana Miriam reached into her juju bag and pulled out a magic hammer. With all her strength, she pounded the hammer against the iron wall, and had soon smashed it into pieces.

			“Anything else?” called Nana Miriam. “Or have I won?”

			For the first time, the monstrous hippo looked worried. It wasn’t used to coming second, and decided to run away before it was beaten. It transformed itself into a raging river that hurtled into the Niger at full speed. Nana Miriam was ready. She reached into her juju bag, pulled out a bottle of magic potion, which she then sprinkled over the hippo-river. In an instant, the river dried up, and turned back into a hippo again.

			Just at that moment, Fara Maka appeared, with Kara-Digi-Mao-Fosi-Fasi at his side. Fara Maka wanted to check up on Nana Miriam and he was curious to see if his daughter really could kill the hippo. Distracted by their sudden arrival, the hippo forgot all about her, and charged straight at the two men.

			 Nana Miriam was ready. As the hippo roared past her, she leapt out and grabbed its back leg. Then, summoning all her strength, she swung it three times around her head, before hurling it across the River Niger. It smashed into some rocks on the other side of the bank, and crashed to the ground, stone dead.

			All three hunters returned to the village, to dance, feast, and sing the story of Nana Miriam’s great deeds. And from that day on, the Soroko enjoyed many rich rice harvests and were no longer starving—all thanks to Nana Miriam.

		

		
			The Amazing Adventures of Tokoyo
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			Many centuries ago, in Japan, a powerful emperor, called Hojo Takatoki, ruled over the country. One day, a great Samurai lord, Oribe Shima, offended the emperor and found himself banished to the Oki Islands, a wild, rocky, and hard-to-reach group of islands stretched out along the coast.

			Oribe was forced to leave behind his beloved daughter, Tokoyo, in the care of his family. Heartbroken, Tokoyo mourned the loss of her father. She longed for him to be pardoned, but that day never came. Finally, when she was almost grown up, she made a vow to herself:

			“I will go and find my father,” she said bravely. “Or I shall die trying.” 

			Then she sold all her belongings and set off on a long journey to the coast. From here, on a clear day she could see the island where her father had been exiled. When she tried to persuade the local fishermen to take her across the sea to the island, they just laughed at her. It was against the law to visit those who had been banished, they said, and breaking the law meant certain death.
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			Tokoyo had not come all this way to give up now. With her last few coins, she bought food, and under cover of night, went down to the shore, where she found a small boat. She pushed the boat into the water, and started rowing as hard as she could. It was a risky crossing, across storm-tossed water, but Tokoyo had been brought up by the sea, and it held no fear for her. Besides, luck was on her side. A stiff breeze and a strong current carried her across the ocean, and the following evening she washed up on a rocky shore. Shivering with cold and exhaustion, she found a sheltered spot on the beach, lay down, and went to sleep.

			The next morning, Tokoyo began her search for her father as soon as she woke up. The first person she came across was a fisherman.

			“I am the daughter of Oribe Shima, the great Samurai lord,” she said. “I’ve come a very long way in search of my father. Can you tell me where he is?”

			“I can’t help you,” replied the fisherman. “I don’t know your father, and you’d do well to stop asking so many questions about him. It will only get you into trouble.”

			So Tokoyo was forced to wander from place to place, across the island, and back again. By now, all her money was gone, and she was forced to beg for food. One evening, she came upon a little shrine, perched on a rock a little way offshore. After swimming out to the shrine, and bowing before the image of the Buddha, she prayed to him and asked him for help in her search. Then, exhausted, she lay down and fell sound asleep, right in that holy place.
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			Sometime during the night, Tokoyo was woken up by the curious sound of clapping, and someone crying. By the moonlight, she saw an old monk clapping his hands while chanting a prayer, and a young girl sobbing. Both were dressed in flowing white robes. When the prayer was over, the monk stopped clapping and led the girl to the edge of the rocks. He was about to push her off the rock and into the sea when Tokoyo jumped up, rushed over, and grabbed the girl’s arm—just in time to save her life. The old monk looked at her in surprise.

			“It seems that you are a newcomer to this island.” He sighed, sadly. “Otherwise, you would understand why I have to do this terrible deed. Our island is cursed by an evil spirit, a serpent called Yofune-Nushi. He lives down there, at the very bottom of the sea. Every year on this day, he demands that we throw a young girl into the water as a sacrifice to him. If we neglect to do this, he sends great storms, and our crops fail, and our fishermen drown, and our people starve for the rest of the year. So, you see, giving this one life saves many others.”

			Tokoyo had been listening carefully and thinking hard.

			“Holy monk,” she said, “I understand now, and I am sorry for you all. Let this girl go, and let me take her place. I am the daughter of the great Samurai lord Oribe Shima, who has been exiled to this island. I came here to search for him, but I cannot find him anywhere and my heart is broken. I have nothing left to stay here for. All I ask in return is that you take this letter to my father.”

			With this, brave Tokoyo kneeled in front of the shrine and prayed to Buddha for courage and strength. For, she did not simply intend to become a sacrifice, but to kill the evil serpent and rid the island of his menace once and for all. Then she pulled a small pearl-handled dagger from her waistband. It had belonged to her father, and his father before him, and was the last thing of value that she owned. Holding it in her teeth, like a pearl diver, she jumped into the sea and vanished from view.

			Down and down Tokoyo swam through the clear water, cutting through like a fish until she reached the bottom. There, she found herself in front of a cave glittering with pearls and seashells. As she peered into the darkness, she could just see a man standing inside. Fearing nothing, she swam farther in, holding her dagger ready to strike. Still, the figure did not move, and Tokoyo realized that it wasn’t a man after all, but a wooden statue of the emperor who had banished her father.

			At first, Tokoyo was angry. She raised her dagger, intending to take her revenge out on the statue, but what good would that do?

			No, she thought, rather than destroying the statue, I shall repay evil with good and rescue it instead. 

			So she untied the sash of her robe and wound it around the waterlogged statue. Then she tied it to her back, and began to swim strongly out of the cave. Just as she reached the entrance, a terrible sight met her eyes—a hideous, yellow-eyed monster, with the body of a snake, sharp claws, and glowing scales along its back. It could only be the evil Yofune-Nushi, ready to devour the girl who was his due.
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			Slowly, the monster slithered toward her, and Tokoyo braced herself for the attack. As it lunged at her, with its enormous jaws agape, she swiped with her dagger and put out the creature’s right eye. Writhing in agony, the monster tried to reach the safety of his cave, but blinded by the loss of his eye, he could not find his way back. Tokoyo took full advantage, swiftly stabbing him in the heart, and with a last tormented gasp, Yofune-Nushi died.

			Tokoyo was delighted that the monster was dead and the island was safe again. With the very last of her breath, she tied the other end of her sash around the monster’s neck, and towed him up to the surface. Standing on the cliff edge, the monk and girl were astonished to see a figure struggling to rise from the rushing waves.

			“Why, it’s Tokoyo,” the girl cried. “The girl who took my place. I recognize her robe. But she seems to have a man and a giant snake with her.”

			By this time, the monk had rushed down to the shore and was pulling an exhausted Tokoyo out of the water.

			Soon, the whole island heard the news—Yofune-Nushi was dead! Now the celebrations could begin. The emperor’s statue and the monster’s hideous head were brought into town, and Tokoyo was given a hero’s welcome. A report was dispatched to Emperor Hojo Takatoki himself, telling him of Tokoyo’s death-defying feat. On hearing this, the emperor, who had been suffering from a strange illness, suddenly found that he was cured.
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			“A curse was put on your statue before it was thrown into the sea,” one of his wisest advisers told him. “Now that the statue is found, the curse is lifted, and we have Tokoyo to thank for that, too.”

			“And who is this Tokoyo?” asked the emperor. “I owe her a great deal.”

			“The daughter of Oribe Shima,” came the reply.

			“Oribe Shima?” the emperor smiled. “Then he must be released at once.”

			And so, thanks to Tokoyo’s daring and courage, she and her father were reunited. Both were overjoyed to see each other again. They returned to their home with the emperor’s blessing, and with very generous rewards of treasure and land. And they were never apart again.

		

		
			How Little Molly Whuppie Outwitted the Giant
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			Along time ago, in England, there lived a man called Mr. Whuppie and his wife, Mrs. Whuppie, who had too many children to feed. So they took their three youngest girls, Katy, Jane, and Molly, and left them all alone in a deep, dark wood.

			Holding hands, the three little girls wandered here and there, hoping to find their way home, but soon were hopelessly lost. They were frightened and hungry, and it was getting dark. Just then they spotted a light shining through the tangle of trees.

			“Look over there,” said Molly Whuppie, who was the youngest, but was as brave as a lion. “It must be a house. Perhaps they’ll give us a bed for the night, and some food.” So they knocked on the door and were amazed when it was opened by a woman who was enormously tall and enormously wide.

			“What do you want?” she asked, peering down at them.

			“We’re lost and hungry,” Molly replied. “Can we come in and have a bite to eat?”

			“I wouldn’t dare,” said the woman. “My husband’s a giant, and he’ll kill you and eat you all up if he finds you here.”
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			“Please,” begged Molly. “We’re so hungry. Let us stay for a while. We’ll go before your husband comes home.”

			The giant’s wife took the girls in, and they’d just sat down by the fire with some bread and milk, when the giant crashed through the door. He was so tall that his head scraped the ceiling, and his hands and feet were as big as shovels.

			“Fee, fie, fo, fum,” boomed the giant, “I smell the blood of some earthly ones! So, wife, who have we got here?”

			“Oh, just some wee lassies,” his wife replied. “They’ll be gone once they’ve finished their snack.”

			The giant gave a great big gap-toothed grin. Then he slumped down in his chair and ate a huge supper—enough for twenty usual-sized men. Afterwards, he belched loudly and stared at the three terrified girls.

			“You poor things,” he growled. “You look frightened and exhausted. Stay a few days, I insist. I’m a great baker, and I’ll bake you something nice tomorrow.”

			The giant’s wife led them up some wooden stairs to a dusty attic, where there was a great wooden bed.

			“Sleep tight,” she cackled as they climbed in.

			Then she stomped back downstairs.

			Although they were very scared, they were really very tired, and soon, all the girls were sound asleep, except for Molly Whuppie. She guessed that the giant was up to mischief, and, quiet as a mouse, she slipped out of bed. She overheard him in the kitchen downstairs, chuckling as he sharpened his carving knife.

			“He means to eat us after all!” Molly whispered to herself. She knew that there was no time to lose, and woke her sisters up. They had to escape before the giant came back upstairs. Molly thought quickly. If she could just distract him and lead him away from the stairs and the front door, they might have a chance.

			Clever Molly took one of her shoes and hurled it out of the attic window so it landed with a thump outside. She heard the giant muttering that there might be a tasty deer out there. He stomped round to the back of the house to look.

			Hand in hand, Molly and her sisters crept downstairs and out the front door, then ran and ran through the woods. They found a curious bridge made of a single hair, but decided to cross farther downstream. By morning, they’d reached a fine-looking house, which turned out to belong to the king.

			“We can’t go in there,” Katy said. “We haven’t even brushed our hair and you only have one shoe.”

			However, Molly had other ideas. Without even stopping to knock on the door, she walked straight in and told the king their sad tale.

			“Well, well, well, little Molly Whuppie,” the king said at last. “You’re a very brave girl, no doubt. But this particular giant has been hurting my people for years, and I think you could do even better. Go back and steal the great sword that hangs above the giant’s bed. If you do this, he’ll be less of a danger to the people, and I’ll give your eldest sister, Katy, anything that is within my power to grant.”

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			“I’ll certainly try,” replied Molly Whuppie, bravely.

			The next day, wearing new boots given to her by the queen, Molly traced her footsteps back to the giant’s house, and, while the giant was out hunting and his wife wasn’t looking, she hid under their enormous bed. She waited and waited without making a sound, until the giant and his wife had eaten their supper, and were asleep, snoring loudly. Then she crept out, stood silently on the bed, and reached over the giant. Just as she grabbed the sword, it clattered against the headboard, and woke the giant up. Molly ran as fast as she could, until she reached the bridge made of just one hair. She was so light that she could run straight across, but the giant was too heavy to follow. Left behind, he shrieked with rage, and shook his plate-sized fists.

			Molly gave the giant’s sword to the king. Katy declared her wish for the hand in marriage of the king’s eldest son, whom she had been getting to know while Molly was stealing the sword. Katy and the king’s eldest son were soon happily married, but the king hadn’t finished with Molly yet.

			“Well, well, well, little Molly Whuppie,” he said with a big smile. “You’ve done very well, but you can do even better. Go back and steal the magic coin purse that the giant keeps under his pillow. If you do this, your middle sister, Jane, can marry my middle son if she wants to.”

			“I’ll certainly try,” replied Molly Whuppie, and off she went.

			Once again, she crept back into the giant’s house and hid until the giant and his wife went to bed. Then she slipped her hand under the giant’s pillow. Just as she snatched the purse, the coins inside clinked and woke the giant up. Once again, Molly ran as fast as she could, until she reached the bridge of hair. And, once again, she skipped across, while the giant stood shaking his fists.

			Molly gave the purse to the king.Shortly afterward, Jane and the king’s middle son were married. The king had one final task for Molly.

			“Well, well, well, little Molly Whuppie,” he said, “you have done very well, but you can do even better. Go back and steal the gold ring that the giant wears on his finger. If you do this, you can marry my youngest son.”

			“I’ll certainly try,” replied Molly Whuppie, ready for her toughest test yet.

			Back Molly went to the giant’s house, and hid under the bed, until the giant and his wife were snoring. Then she picked up the giant’s hand, and, as gently as she could, pulled and pulled until she got the ring off. Just as she slipped it onto her wrist, the giant woke up and grabbed her hand.

			“Got you at last, Molly Whuppie,” he raged, “and this time, you won’t get away. I baked you some delicious cakes, but you rudely ran away without even trying them, and then you stole my sword and purse. Now, what will your punishment be?”
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			“If it were up to me,” Molly said quickly, “I’d put you in a sack with a cat and a dog. I’d add a needle, thread, and scissors, and hang the sack on the wall. Then I’d go into the woods and find a big stick and beat the sack to teach you a lesson!”

			“An excellent plan, young Molly.” The giant smirked. “Then, that’s exactly what I’ll do to you!”

			So the giant fetched a sack and put Molly inside with a cat, a dog, a needle, thread, and scissors. Then he hung the sack on the wall. Leaving his wife to guard it with her life, he set off into the woods.

			“Oh, what an amazing sight,” cried Molly, from inside the sack.

			“Why, what is it?” asked the giant’s wife.

			“The most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” said Molly.

			“I want to see it too,” begged the giant’s wife.

			“But you’d have to be in the sack with me,” replied Molly.

			“I daren’t take the sack down,” groaned the giant’s wife.

			“Then I’ll help you up into it,” sang Molly.

			Molly took out the scissors and cut a hole in the sack, only just big enough for her to squeeze through. Then she jumped out, holding the needle and thread. Molly helped the giant’s wife up into the sack, then sewed the hole behind her until it was closed.
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			From inside the sack, Molly could hear the wife complaining that she couldn’t see anything. Molly took no notice, and hid behind the door. Before long, the giant came home, a great tree trunk in his hand. He took the sack down from the wall and began to beat it.

			“Stop! Stop! You fool!” his wife, cried. “It’s me, your wife! It’s me inside!”

			However, over the loud sounds of the cat’s meows and the dog’s howls, the giant couldn’t hear what she said. It was only when he spied Molly running out the door that he stopped beating the sack. He chased after Molly, once again, until she reached the bridge of hair. And again, she leapt across, light as a feather, stranding the giant on the other side.

			“You stole my sword, purse, and ring,” he raged. “And now you tricked me into beating my wife. Woe betide you, Molly Whuppie, if you ever come anywhere near here again.”

			“Don’t worry,” laughed Molly. “I’m never coming back.”

			Then she took the ring to the king. 

			“I’m sure your son is very nice, but I don’t think I want to be anyone’s wife,” she told him. “However, I would like a job.”

			The king made her his new Explorer in Chief. Molly Whuppie roamed the vast kingdom for the rest of her days, defeating monsters and discovering all sorts of new things and interesting treasure to bring back to the king. She never saw the giant again, but stories of her cleverness and courage were still being told for many years to come.

		

		
			How Mizilca Tricked a Sultan and Saved Her Father from Disgrace
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			In Romania, long ago, there lived an old knight who was also a master of magic and sorcery. One day, a messenger arrived at his castle, sent by the sultan. The sultan was gathering an army for his latest war, and demanded every knight in his kingdom to serve him for a year and a day. Failing that, each knight must send a son in his stead—otherwise they would be disgraced and put to death.

			The old and noble knight was too frail to go himself, but he had no sons to send. His three beautiful daughters were his pride and joy, but girls weren’t allowed to fight. In despair, the knight stopped eating or smiling, even when his daughters were around. He took to his bed, sighing deeply and shaking his head.

			His eldest daughter, Stanuta, came to him.

			“Dear Father, whatever is the matter?” she asked gently. “Are you ill? Or have we done something wrong?”
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			“No, no, my child,” the knight replied sadly. “It’s not your fault, and I’m not ill.” He told her about the sultan’s request, asking her to keep it a secret from her sisters.

			“Don’t worry, Father,” Stanuta smiled. “I am tall and strong. If I dress like a man and cut my hair short, I can be your son! I’ll ride by the sultan’s side, and no one will know the difference.”

			The old knight was horrified at the thought of his daughter setting off for the sultan’s court. Headstrong Stanuta would not change her mind, so he decided to use his magic to dissuade her. Stanuta had her long hair cut off, and her father gave her the finest horse from his stables, his sturdiest shield, and his trustiest sword, and watched her ride away. Then, ignoring his many aches and pains, he jumped on to his own horse and galloped across the fields until he came to a bridge at the boundary of his lands. There, he used his magic to turn himself into a blue boar, and hid in the woods beside the river.

			Soon, Stanuta came riding up and had almost reached the bridge when the boar charged straight at her, snorting smoke through his nostrils. Stanuta screamed in terror and pulled on the reins to turn her horse around. She galloped back to the castle.

			Next, the knight’s second daughter, Roxanda, came to see her father.

			“Dear Father, we’re so worried about you,” she said softly. “You still seem so very sad. Whatever is the matter?” Her father told her about his dilemma, and, like her sister, she begged to go to the sultan’s palace, disguised as a boy.

			“Please, Father,” she pleaded. “I’ll ride straight to the palace, and I won’t let any boars get in my way.” Roxanda immediately cut off her long hair, and her father gave her his second-best horse, his second-best sword, and a dented old shield. Then she set off down the road. And, as she did so, her father jumped up from his sickbed, mounted his horse, and galloped off, across the fields, until he came to the bridge. There, he used his magic to turn himself into a red lion, and hid among the trees.

			When Roxanda reached the bridge, the lion leapt out at her with a bloodcurdling roar. Terrified, Roxanda gave a loud scream and pulled on the reins to turn her horse around. Then she galloped home as fast as she could.

			The old knight’s youngest daughter, Mizilca, was the bravest of the three sisters. She went to her father and asked for his permission to ride off to serve the sultan.

			“Dearest Mizilca,” her father replied fondly. “I cannot allow you to go. Your sisters are older and stronger than you, and they have failed. How do you hope to succeed? Stay at home and keep me company in my old age.” Mizilca was not ready to give up. She knew that her father doted on her, and that, eventually, she would get her own way.

			“Father, please let me go,” she begged. “Boars and lions don’t frighten me.”

			“I absolutely forbid it,” grumbled her father.

			Mizilca kept begging and pleading, until he couldn’t stand it any longer. He agreed to let her go, but he only gave her his rustiest sword, his oldest lance, a battered shield, and an ancient horse that hadn’t been ridden in years. Mizilca was too excited to care. She cut her long hair, put on her boyish disguise, and prepared to set out. As she left the castle, her father was already on his way. He raced across the fields and reached the bridge, where he used his magic to turn into a green dragon. Then he hid in the woods and lay in wait for her.
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			Before long, Mizilca came riding by the bridge, and at once, the dragon rushed at her, breathing out great clouds of fire. Mizilca was not like her sisters. She didn’t panic or turn her horse around. She galloped straight at the dragon, holding her sword, ready to fight. Before she could strike a blow, the dragon turned on its heels, and fled. The old knight was very relieved to get back to the castle in one piece that day.

			Instead of going after the dragon, Mizilca crossed the bridge and rode, not stopping until she reached the sultan’s palace.

			There, she approached the sultan and bowed low.

			“Your Majesty,” she said, “I am the old knight’s son, and have come to pay my father’s debt to you.”

			The sultan looked her up and down. He thought she looked like a girl dressed as a boy, but he couldn’t be sure about it. So he welcomed her warmly into his band of knights.

			As the weeks passed, Mizilca proved that she could ride and shoot a bow just as well as any of the sultan’s knights. Yet still, the sultan had his doubts. So, he went to see an old wise woman and asked her advice on finding out if Mizilca were a girl or a boy.

			“That’s easy,” cackled the wise woman. “While this knight is out hunting, have merchants come to the palace. Tell them to set up their stalls in the great hall. On one side, they should lay out their finest clothes and embroideries. On the other side, they should lay out their finest daggers and swords. If the knight is a girl, she’ll choose the pretty clothes. If he’s a boy, he’ll go for the weapons.”

			The sultan wasn’t so sure. But he did as the wise woman said, and summoned merchants to set out their wares. Mizilca had never really been particularly interested in fashion, though, so she walked past the fine clothes and went straight to the weapons.
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			Still, the sultan was not convinced, and went to see the wise woman again.

			“Have your cook make some buckwheat porridge,” she told him. “Then mix in some pearls. If the knight is a girl, she’ll pick out the pearls and save them. If he’s a boy, he’ll throw them away.”

			However, the wise woman was wrong. Mizilca, like lots of other girls, had never developed a taste for precious stones and jewels. She took her bowl of porridge, picked out the pearls, then tossed them under the table as if they were worthless stones.
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			The sultan paid one final visit to the wise woman, for he still was not certain.

			“Scatter flowers all over the floor of the great hall, and call your knights in,” she said. “If the knight is a girl, she’ll step lightly over the flowers, or pick them up and make a bouquet. If he’s a boy, he’ll stamp on them and squash them.”

			Again, the sultan did as the wise woman advised. However, Mizilca was reading a particularly good book on the way to dinner and she didn’t even notice the beautiful flowers as she crushed them underfoot. 

			At last, a year and a day had passed, and it was time for Mizilca to head home. She took her leave of her fellow knights, and mounted her old horse. The sultan himself came out to say farewell.

			“You have served me well,” he said to her. “Your father should be proud of you, and his debt is paid. But before you go, I have one last question—are you a boy or a girl?”

			“Mighty sultan,” she replied respectfully, “does it really matter? I served you as well as any of the boys, did I not?”

			“But,” pleaded the sultan, “if you are a woman, then how did you pass all my tests?”

			Mizilca hadn’t even realized the sultan had been testing her! She asked him what the tests were. When the sultan told her, she burst out laughing. She laughed and laughed until tears of joy streamed down her face. She laughed so hard that her hat fell off, and her long hair, by now grown back, tumbled over her shoulders. 

			“You old-fashioned fool. Haven’t you realized?” said Mizilca. “Women are no more alike than men—and a great many of your male knights love fine clothes and pearls too!”

			Then, spurring on her horse, Mizilca galloped off toward her father’s castle, where a sumptuous feast had been prepared. And, from that day on, every knight in the land showed Mizilca, and all women, the greatest respect.

		

		
			Tatterhood and Dacia
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			A long, long time ago, in Norway, there lived a king and a queen who had no children, and this made them both very sad. The queen often complained to her husband how lonely and dull life was in the palace without any children running around. In despair, the king suggested that they invite their two little nieces to stay. And soon the palace rang with laughter, and the queen smiled, at last.

			One day, the queen was watching her nieces in the palace courtyard, playing and picking flowers together. Just then, a beggar woman came by, with a little girl dressed in rags. The little girl began playing with the queen’s nieces.

			“You shouldn’t be playing with my nieces,” the furious queen cried. “Now shoo, whoever you are.”

			“You wouldn’t say that if you knew about my mother’s magic powers,” the beggar girl said.

			“And what powers might those be?” asked the queen, scornfully.
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			“She can help people to have children,” said the beggar girl.

			“Tell your mother that I want to speak to her,” the queen said. “Now!”

			So the girl fetched her mother, who was selling eggs at the palace door.

			“Your daughter tells me that you have special powers,” the queen said. “And that you could tell me how to have children of my own.”

			“Well,” said the woman. “I could do that. But it’ll cost you, and I’ll want payment in gold.”

			The queen counted out five gold coins.

			“That’ll do nicely,” said the woman, rubbing her hands. “Now, I do know a spell that might help you. But you must follow the instructions carefully.”

			“Yes, yes,” said the queen, nodding eagerly.

			“Before you go to bed,” continued the woman, “have your servants bring two pails of water. Wash yourself in each, then pour the water away under your bed. When you look under the bed in the morning, you’ll see two flowers—one red and lovely; the other brown and like a weed. Eat the red flower and leave the brown one be.”

			The queen did exactly as she was told, and by the next morning, two flowers had bloomed. The queen ate the red flower. It tasted so sweet that she couldn’t stop herself and she ate the brown one as well.
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			Not long afterward, the queen found that she was pregnant with twins, and soon enough, it was time for her babies to be born. The first baby was a strange-looking little girl holding a wooden spoon, and riding a goat. As soon as she was born, the child started bawling, “Mama! Mama!”

			“If I’m your mama,” said the queen, “I pray to God to help me mend my ways.”

			“Oh, don’t worry,” the little girl piped up. “There’s another one coming after me—you’ll like her much better!”

			Sure enough, the second baby was also a girl, but this time, she was pretty and sweet, like a proper princess.

			The sisters were as different as night and day. The younger twin was polite and gentle, while her older sister was loud and clumsy. Her mother named her firstborn Tatterhood, after the ragged clothes she wore, and she called her secondborn Dacia. The sisters loved each other dearly, and were never apart.

			One Christmas Eve, when the twins were about nineteen, a terrible crashing and banging broke out in the corridor outside the queen’s sitting room.

			“What’s all that noise?” asked Tatterhood.

			“Oh, it’s nothing,” replied the queen. “Don’t worry about it.”

			However, Tatterhood kept asking, until the queen gave in.

			“It’s a pack of trolls,” she said, angrily. “Every few years, they turn up and cause mischief. It’s always at Christmas, but there’s nothing we can do about it. ”

			“Nonsense!” replied Tatterhood. “I’ll get rid of them.”

			“You’ll leave them well alone,” cried the queen. “They’re dangerous little beasts.”

			“I’m not afraid of a few pesky trolls,” replied Tatterhood, hopping on to her goat and brandishing her wooden spoon.

			She told the queen to keep all the doors tightly shut, then set off to face the trolls. She whacked them so hard with her wooden spoon that they turned around and ran away.

			Just then Dacia opened a door the tiniest bit, and peeked out to see how things were going. And, POP!, up jumped an old troll, and cut off the princess’s head. In its place, the troll stuck a cat’s head on her shoulders, and she ran back into the queen’s sitting room on all fours, meowing pitifully.

			“I’ve got no choice,” Tatterhood fumed when she came back. “I’ll have to go and get her head back.”

			Tatterhood stormed off to her father’s office and asked for a good boat, and supplies for a long voyage. Then, she headed off for the land of the trolls, taking her unfortunate sister with her.

			Under Tatterhood’s expert command, and with a fair wind, they quickly reached the land of the trolls. Then, leaving Dacia on board, Tatterhood rode her goat to the trolls’ house. One of the windows was open, and through it, Tatterhood spied Dacia’s head, hanging on the wall. Still on her goat, she leapt through the window, grabbed the head, and galloped back to the boat. A shrieking pack of trolls came after her, swarming around her like angry bees. But the goat butted them with its sharp, pointed horns, and Tatterhood bashed them with her wooden spoon, until the trolls were forced to give up. Once she was safely in the boat, Tatterhood put Dacia’s head back in place, so that she went back to being a girl.
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			Rather than sailing straight home, the sisters decided to explore the world together. One day, they reached a beautiful kingdom. When the king and his two sons saw the strange boat, they wondered who it belonged to. The king’s eldest son hurried down to greet the strangers. As soon as he saw Dacia, he fell in love with her.

			“Will you marry me?” he asked the princess.

			“Only if my sister is getting married too. I won’t leave her by herself,” Dacia replied.

			The prince looked at Tatterhood. He thought she looked wild and dirty. Who would want to marry her? He thought quickly and invited the sisters to the castle for a feast. Then he spent the rest of the day begging his younger brother to look after Tatterhood. The younger prince also thought Tatterhood looked grimy and the last thing he wanted to do was marry her, but he agreed to give her a chance, for his brother’s sake.

			Back on board the ship, Dacia put on a new dress and brushed her hair until it shone.

			“Why don’t you borrow one my dresses?” she asked her sister, but Tatterhood refused to change out of her rags.

			“No, thanks,” she replied. “I’ll go as I am.”

			The king sent his sons to accompany the princesses, as well as a pair of fine white horses for the sisters to ride. While Dacia rode beside the elder prince, looking splendid, Tatterhood followed, next to the younger prince, on her faithful old goat.

			“You don’t say much,” said Tatterhood.

			“What is there to talk about?” replied the prince, glumly. “Unless,” he added, quickly, “it’s to ask you why you ride that ugly goat.”

			“Is it an ugly goat,” answered Tatterhood, “or the finest horse you ever saw?”

			At once, the goat turned into a magnificent horse.

			“I see,” said the prince, astonished. “Well, why do you carry that wooden spoon? What on earth is it good for?”
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			“Is it really a wooden spoon,” replied Tatterhood, “or a magic wand?” At once, the wooden spoon turned into a ruby-tipped magic wand. The prince was even more surprised.

			“One final question,” he said. “Why do you wear that ragged hood instead of fine clothes like your sister?”

			“Is it really a ragged hood,” came the response, “or a golden crown?”

			At once, the ragged hood turned into a glittering crown of gold and pearls.

			For a while, they rode on in silence, until, at last, Tatterhood spoke.

			“Aren’t you going to ask me why my clothes are covered in mud and soot?” she said.

			“No,” replied the prince, smiling. “You have chosen to wear them, and that’s good enough for me. If you wish to change them, you can, but I don’t want you to be anyone except yourself.”

			At once, Tatterhood’s muddy clothes turned into a grand silver gown, with no sign of mud or soot anywhere.

			Dacia turned around and gasped. “Tatterhood, why have you changed?”

			Tatterhood smiled at her. “I’ve always been this way, but you’re the only one who’s always loved me just as I am.”

			The younger prince was so entranced that he proposed marriage right away, but Tatterhood gently turned him down. “The man who truly loves me would love me when I am riding a goat with tattered clothes, for looks are the least important part of me.”

			With that, she bade her beloved sister and the princes farewell and rode away to have another adventure.

		

		
			Princess Imani and the Magic Fan
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			Long ago, there lived a king in India called King Girish. He had two daughters, called Kupti and Imani. “Daughter,” he asked Kupti one day. “Do you trust me with your life and fortune?”

			“Of course I do, Father,” replied the princess. The king then asked his younger daughter, Imani, the same question, but he got a different reply.

			“No, Father,” she cried. “I’d like to make my own way in the world.”

			“Hmm,” said King Girish with a frown. “We’ll have to see about that.” Determined to teach her a lesson, the king sent for a poor, old holy man who lived in a tumbledown shack.

			“My younger daughter wants to make her own way in life,” King Girish told him. “You are old and frail and can hardly walk. I’m sure you’d be glad of some help. So I’m sending my daughter to look after you.”

			Before too long, the princess and the holy man reached the shack where he lived. It was hardly a suitable home for a princess, but Imani had a plan.
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			“Do you have any money at all?” she asked the holy man.

			“A penny,” he replied.

			“Give it to me,” said the princess. “Then go and see if you can borrow a loom and spinning wheel.”

			The holy man hobbled off into the village, while Imani headed to market to buy oil and rough flax yarn. Back home, she rubbed the oil onto the old man’s troublesome leg. Then she sat at the spinning wheel and spun the finest thread ever seen. Next, she sat at the loom and wove the thread into the finest cloth.

			“Take this cloth to market,” she told the holy man. “And sell it for two gold coins, nothing less.”

			At the market, Princess Kupti came by, and spotted the beautiful cloth. She happily paid two gold coins for it, and the holy man headed home again.

			Every day after that, Imani bought oil to treat the holy man’s leg, and wove cloth for market. Slowly, the old man’s leg got better, and her cloth became famous. They repaid the kindly woman who had lent them the loom and the spinning wheel, and they bought a sturdy new set for themselves. Imani discovered she was very talented at designing pretty new patterns in cloth that proved even more popular at the market, and soon the hole in the floor where they kept their money was overflowing with gold coins.

			“We have enough to build a new house,” said the princess, and she sent for the builders, who built one of the finest houses in the kingdom. And when King Girish asked who owned such a house, he was told that it was his daughter’s.

			“Well, well,” exclaimed the king. “She’s done it—she’s made her own fortune.”

			A few months later, King Girish had to make a journey to the faraway kingdom of Dur. Before he left, he asked Princess Kupti what she’d like him to bring as a gift.

			“A ruby necklace!” she answered.

			King Girish sent a messenger to ask Imani, who was busy untangling a knot on her loom. When the man asked her what gift she wanted, she replied, “Patience!” Now, she meant that he should wait until she had finished, but the messenger took this as her answer and hurried back to the king.

			“Patience?” said King Girish, puzzled. “I don’t know where I’m going to buy that.”

			The next day, the king left on his travels. His business done, he bought a ruby necklace for Kupti, then sent his servant to market to find some patience for sale. The stallholders laughed at the servant, and told him to stop being such a fool.

			Soon, word of the servant’s curious request reached the ears of the young king of Dur. He sent for the servant, and listened to his story.

			“If it’s patience the princess wants,” the king said with a smile, “I know where there is some, but it’s not for sale.”

			Now, the king of Dur’s name was Subbar Khan, and Subbar means “patience,” but the servant did not get the joke. Desperately, he began telling the king how clever, talented, and hardworking Princess Imani was, in the hope that he would change his mind and give him some patience to take to King Girish.

			“Enough, enough!” laughed King Subbar Khan. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			With that, he fetched a golden casket that contained a fine feather fan.

			“This casket has no lock or key,” the king said. “It can only be opened by the person who truly needs what’s inside. That person will receive the gift of patience, though it may not be the sort of patience they were expecting.”

			Delighted, the servant took the casket, and tried to pay for it, but King Subbar Khan would take no money.

			When Kupti and Imani’s father returned home, he sent his messenger to take the casket to Imani.
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			“What’s this?” said Imani, in surprise. “I didn’t ask for anything.”

			However, she took the casket and showed it to the old holy man who tried his best to open it. Then he handed it back to the princess, and at her touch, the lid sprang open immediately. Inside lay the fan. Imani took it out and began to fan herself with it.

			After three strokes, a figure appeared out of nowhere—King Subbar Khan of Dur!

			“And who may you be, sir?” asked the old man.

			“King Subbar Khan of Dur,” the king replied. “The princess has summoned me.”

			“I haven’t summoned you,” cried Imani. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

			The king explained how the messenger had come to buy patience, and how the king had given him the casket and fan.

			“The fan has magical powers,” he explained. “With three strokes, you can summon me. Then, with three taps on the table, you can send me home again.”

			Princess Imani wanted to send the king home there and then, but the holy man was delighted to have such a guest, especially one who was good at chess. The king and Imani had lots of long talks, and they both learned a great deal from each other. Imani found herself summoning the king more and more often, until eventually she gave him his own room in their house.
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			When Princess Kupti heard about the handsome and clever young king that had been visiting her sister, she was jealous. She went to see Imani, pretending that she wanted to look around her new house. Later, she slipped secretly into Subbar Khan’s room, and scattered poisoned splinters of glass under his bedsheets. Then she went home as if nothing had happened.

			That evening, Subbar Khan was summoned as usual, and they played chess and talked late into the night, when he headed to bed. As soon as he lay down, the thousands of tiny splinters of glass pricked him all over, and he began burning from head to foot. In the morning, he still felt terribly sick. However, he said nothing, and waited until Imani tapped the fan to transport him home. All the best doctors in the kingdom were sent for, but none could work out what was wrong. For weeks, he grew worse and worse, until, eventually, he lay close to death.
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			Meanwhile, Imani and the holy man were worried. However often they waved the magic fan, Subbar Khan never appeared. The princess could stand it no longer and decided to go to Dur herself disguised as a young holy man. One evening, she came to a dense forest and lay down under a large tree to sleep. She found sleep was hard to come by, and she lay awake, listening to two monkeys chattering in the tree.

			“Good evening, friend,” said one of the monkeys. “Where are you from, and what news do you bring?”

			“I come from Dur,” replied the other. “And the news is bad—our king is dying. Word is that he was poisoned by splintered glass.”

			“It’s a shame his doctors don’t know about a bath potion made from the berries of this very tree,” said the first monkey. “Mixed with hot water, it would cure him in three days, at most.”

			Imani waited until it was morning, then gathered up the berries from the tree and walked as fast as she could to the market in the city of Dur.

			“Medicine for sale!” she cried. “Cures anything, or your money back.”

			“I wonder if it could help the king?” one man said.

			“It’s worth a try,” replied his friend.

			They took her to the palace and announced that a new doctor had come to try to cure the king.

			When Imani saw the king she was shocked at how thin and pale he had grown. She quickly prepared the potion and gave it to the king’s attendants, instructing them to bathe the king with it. To everyone’s astonishment, it worked so well that the king had his first good night’s sleep in weeks. The next day, the king asked for something to eat. By the third day, he was well but weak; and by the fourth, he was up and sitting on his throne.

			“Bring the doctor to me,” he told his servant. “I want to thank him for saving my life.”

			When Imani appeared, the king didn’t recognize her and was astonished that such a young man could be so talented. He tried to reward the doctor with money and precious jewels, but all the doctor would take was the king’s signet ring and a pretty silk scarf.

			Back home, Imani told the holy man what had happened, then waved her fan and summoned Subbar Khan. He explained about his illness and why he had stayed away so long, full of praise for the brilliant young doctor who had finally cured him.

			At that, the princess opened a cupboard and took out the ring and scarf.

			“Are these the rewards you gave to the doctor?” she said, with a smile.

			“They are indeed,” the king replied, in surprise.

			Then, understanding all that had happened, the king asked Imani and the holy man to move to Dur. Imani could train to at the Royal University to be his royal doctor, and he and the holy man could play chess every night. They agreed and lived happily ever after.

		

		
			Maada and the Mountain Dweller
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			On an island off the coast of Canada, there lived a princess of the Haida people, the daughter of the village chief. Her name was Maada, and she was proud and spirited. Too spirited, some thought. Her parents wanted Maada to get married and settle down, but Maada had other ideas. She loved being free to run barefoot along the beach, and roam the mountain trails. Suitors came regularly to the village to ask for her hand, but Maada turned them all down.

			Now, Maada’s grandmother was the keeper of a special box filled with dried herring roe on kelp, which the Haida call k’aaw and consider a great delicacy. She was supposed to keep the k’aaw for visitors, but she had a soft spot for her granddaughters, and she was always slipping slivers to Maada and her little sister Kilsa, then pretending that one of the dogs had eaten them. One day, she’d just fed the girls the last delicious morsels of that year’s roe, when news came that another suitor and his family had arrived on the shore, by way of a beautifully painted canoe. 

			Maada’s father sent his men to take the visitors to his handsome cedar wood house. Then, dressed in his finest robes, he ordered the traditional Dance of Peace and Welcome to be performed. His wife went to fetch some k’aaw for his guests to chew on, until the proper feast was ready. When she asked for the k’aaw, the grandmother told her that the last of it had gone.
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			“The dog ate it,” the grandmother said, as usual.

			“Really?” said the chief’s wife, suspiciously, eyeing her two daughters, who were sitting nearby. “Have you two seen anything?”

			Maada and her sister couldn’t answer—their mouths were too full.

			“Open your mouth!” their mother shouted at Maada, and saw the k’aaw inside. 

			“Such a greedy girl!” she raged. “You may as well marry the horrible old Mountain Dweller—his house is always crammed with food.”

			Maada was angry and hurt by her mother’s harsh words. That night, when she went to bed, she whispered to her sister.

			“I’m going to marry Mountain Dweller,” she said. “At least he lives far away from our mean mother and all these annoying suitors.”

			“If you’re going, I’m coming with you,” said Kilsa.

			So the sisters laid long wooden dishes in their beds, covered in fur robes to look as though they were tucked up in bed. Then they crept out of the cedar house and into the dark woods. When the girls did not appear the next morning, their mother went to wake them.

			“Get up,” she said as she shook one of the piles of furs. “Our guests are starting to wonder where you two are.”

			She pulled one fur cover back, then the other … only to find that the beds were empty. The princesses had run away. At once, a group of hunters was sent in search of them, but the sisters managed to hide up a tree, and stay out of their way. Then, when the hunters had moved on, Maada set off up the mountain at breakneck speed.

			“I’m famished,” her little sister said.

			“There’ll be plenty to eat when we get there,” replied Maada.

			Tired and hungry, the girls carried on up the steep slope. Before long, they came across a little mouse trying to get onto a big tree stump.
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			“Poor little mouse,” said Kilsa, wearily.

			“There you go,” said Maada, gently lifting it up onto the stump.

			Just then they heard a small, squeaky voice.

			“Come in, come in,” the voice said. “Welcome to my humble home.”

			The girls noticed a tiny house, lavishly decorated with intricate carvings.

			“Mouse Woman!” the little princess squealed in delight, for Mouse Woman was famous. She was known for her great wisdom and for being a guide to wayfarers.

			“You helped me,” said Mouse Woman. “Now it’s my turn to help you.”

			She gave them cranberries and roasted salmon to eat. 

			“Now, my dears,” she asked. “What brings you to the mountain?”

			“My mother said I should marry Mountain Dweller,” Maada replied, blinking back tears. “Because she thinks I’m greedy, but I’m not. I’m going to get away from her.”

			“I’ll take you to Mountain Dweller,” squeaked Mouse Woman, nose twitching. “But be warned. His house is guarded by terrible beings.”

			“Terrible beings?” wailed the little princess. “I want to go home.”

			Maada had no intention of turning back now.

			“Mouse Woman, please tell me of the dangers,” she said, much more bravely than she felt inside.

			“I will tell you about three of the dangers,” Mouse Woman replied. “And give you the magic to overcome them. But I’m afraid I can’t tell you about the fourth—you’ll have to deal with that by yourself.”

			Mouse Woman told Maada about the hunting dogs, floating waterweed, and crushing rocks that guarded Mountain Dweller’s house. Then she gave Maada three gifts—a magic knife, a knife-sharpening stone, and a magic fish—which Maada put safely in the pouch at her waist.

			Just after sunrise the next morning, Maada boldly headed out along the trail, with Kilsa following behind. Before long, two snarling hunting dogs rushed at them, ready to pounce. Maada threw the magic fish at them, and they quickly gobbled it down. Immediately, they turned into playful puppies, chasing each other’s tails, and the girls were able to slip straight past them.

			Soon, they reached a mountain lake that was completely smothered with long, green strands of tangled waterweed. A canoe was waiting for them, next to a tree covered in thick moss. Using her magic knife, Maada cut off a large clump of moss and tucked it in her boot. As they paddled across the lake, the strands of waterweed began to close in from both sides, threatening to capsize the canoe. Maada tossed the moss into the water, and, at once, the strands moved aside to let the canoe pass. 

			They weren’t out of danger just yet. On the other side of the lake rose the crushing rocks, ready to crash shut if they tried to pass through. As the rocks began to move, Maada hurled the magic knife-sharpening stone into the gap. At once, the rocks shrank back on either side, and the girls raced safely through.

			They found themselves in a flower-filled valley, where Mountain Dweller’s splendid wooden house stood. Just then a young man appeared from the trees. He was dressed in fine skins and furs, and carrying a hunting bow.
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			“Welcome, princesses,” he said. “What brings you so far from home?”

			“I’ve come to marry Mountain Dweller,” replied Maada.

			“I am Mountain Dweller,” the young man said.

			Maada was surprised; he wasn’t old at all, and he seemed quite nice. She smiled at her sister as he led them to his house.

			Inside, Mountain Dweller’s house was even more magnificent than it looked from the outside. It was decorated with stories in fabulous carvings and paintings, and strewn with huge chests of precious furs, not to mention piles of food boxes and bowls. Soon, they were tucking into the most delicious meal they’d ever eaten.

			“I’m off hunting,” Mountain Dweller said later, picking up his bow. “Please make yourselves at home. But don’t look behind that screen, whatever you do.”

			He pointed to a large screen that stretched across one corner of the room. The girls looked at each other. They were both thinking the same thing—the fourth danger! As soon as Mountain Dweller had gone, the princesses heard noises from behind the screen and smelled meat roasting. But there was something else in the air, which made them shiver and pull their furs more closely around them.

			“Perhaps it’s an evil old woman, cooking?” whispered Maada.

			“But we’re not going to look,” whimpered Kilsa. “Are we?”

			Mountain Dweller did not return until late in the evening, and then early next morning, he headed back out. Again, the sisters heard noises and smelled cooking from behind the screen. It was the same for the next four days.
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			“We can’t carry on like this,” Maada sighed. “We’ll have to face the fourth danger, whatever it is.”

			Then, taking a deep breath, and gripping a stout stick of firewood, she pushed the screen aside. Behind it stood a hideous old woman, with long, white hair and evil, red eyes. As the woman reached a clawlike hand out to grab the princess and throw her on the fire, Maada bashed the crone with her stick, knocking her into the cooking fire. The woman went up in a big cloud of choking black smoke, which turned into a thick cloud of gnats.

			 When Mountain Dweller returned that night, he was overjoyed.

			“You’ve rid us of the evil that’s plagued these hills for so long,” he cried. “I can’t thank you enough.”

			Then, all four dangers over, he guided them back to their family’s village, bearing lots of gifts of food and fine furs. When they were nearly home, they heard the distinctive sounds of mourning. What had happened? Then they saw their brother, who shrieked as if he’d seen a ghost.

			“My sisters!” he cried, racing back to the family longhouse. “I’ve just seen them!”

			“You can’t have,” replied his mother, her face streaked with tears. “They’ve been away for so long now, they must be dead.”

			At that very moment, the princesses reached their family house, accompanied by Mountain Dweller. Clinging to their mother, they promised never to run away again.

			“But I thought we were getting married?” Mountain Dweller asked Maada.

			“We were.” Maada smiled. “But it wouldn’t be fair on either of us to marry just to teach my mother a lesson. I hope we can still be friends?”

			Mountain Dweller agreed, and so, with no hard feelings, he went back to his valley, promising to visit from time to time. And Maada went back to doing what she did best—running barefoot on the beach, roaming the mountain trails, and eating k’aaw with her grandmother.

		

		
			Sumac and the Search for the Magic Lake
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			Long ago, there was a powerful Inca emperor who only had one son. The prince had been sickly ever since he was born. Despite the royal doctors’ best efforts, the prince’s health got worse and worse as he grew up. In despair, the emperor went to the temple to pray.

			“Great gods,” he prayed. “ I beg you to cure my son. I am an old man, and am not long for this world. If my son dies too, who will look after our people?”

			Then he waited quietly for an answer. To his great surprise, he heard a voice coming from the sacred fire that burned in front of the altar. 

			“Listen well,” said the voice, faint but clear. “Send for a cup of water from the magic lake that touches the sky at the end of the world. If the prince drinks this water, he will be cured.” 

			As the voice faded, the fire sputtered and went out, and among the ashes, a golden drinking flask appeared. The emperor and his wife were filled with hope for the first time in their son’s short life. But how would they get the water?
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			The emperor was too old and frail to go on such a long journey himself. So, he sent out a proclamation. Whoever could fill the flask with water from the magic lake would be handsomely rewarded. Many brave men answered his call. They searched far and wide, but none could locate the lake. And so weeks and months passed by, and the golden flask stood empty.

			In a village far away from the palace, there lived two poor brothers, Anku and Roca, with their little sister, and their parents. They scraped a living by farming corn and potatoes. Hearing the royal trumpet, they went to see their parents.

			“Dear Mother and Father,” said Anku. “Please let us go and search for the magic lake, so we can heal the prince and claim the reward. We’ll be back before the harvest.”

			Reluctantly, their parents agreed.

			For months, the brothers searched every corner of the country, carrying their buckets, and found many lakes, large and small. However, none were magic, and none touched the sky. Soon, it was harvest time, and the brothers had to go home.

			“We can’t go back empty-handed,” said Roca.

			“Don’t worry,” replied Anku. “We’ll get some water from the next lake we pass. It’s not like anyone, not even the emperor, would know the difference. Hopefully the prince will get better anyway, and we’ll get our reward.”

			Back at the palace, Anku and Roca presented the lake water to the grateful emperor. He filled the golden flask, but the water vanished as soon as it was poured in. 

			“Your Majesty,” the High Priest told the emperor. “The flask will only hold magic lake water. It’s telling us that you’ve been tricked.”

			In a terrible rage, the emperor threw the brothers into the palace dungeon and forced them to drink the lake water they’d brought back, to remind them of their lies.

			Once again the emperor sent messengers to every part of his empire, but this time, he doubled the reward. The brothers’ little sister, Sumac, was looking after her llamas. She hurried home and begged her parents to let her go and find the magic lake.
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			“No, no,” cried her mother. “You’re far too young. Look what happened to your brothers. I don’t want to lose another child.”

			“But if no one finds it, the prince will die,” replied Sumac. “And perhaps the emperor will pardon my brothers as my reward.”

			Eventually, her parents agreed, and Sumac set off at once, with her youngest llama for company. Her father packed her a bag of toasted corn kernels to eat on the journey. 

			On the first night, Sumac snuggled up to her llama and went to sleep. In the night, she heard the cries of a hungry puma, and was worried that the llama would be eaten. When morning came, she sadly sent the llama home and carried on her way. That night, she climbed a tree, out of reach of the puma. She shared her corn with some hungry sparrows, then went to sleep.

			The next morning, she was woken up by the sound of the sparrows’ voices.

			“Poor little thing,” one bird twittered. “She’ll never find the lake like this.”

			“We must help her,” chirped another.

			“Yes,” a third chirruped. “After all, she shared her corn with us.”

			“Oh, please help me,” interrupted Sumac. “I don’t know where to start looking.”

			Each of the sparrows gave her one of their wing feathers, and the first sparrow told her to hold them all together like a fan. 

			“The feathers have magic powers,” the sparrow said. “They’ll take you wherever you want to go and protect you from harm.”

			“The magic lake is guarded by three monsters,” the second sparrow added. “But don’t be afraid. Hold the fan in front of your face and they won’t be able to hurt you.”

			Thanking her new friends, Sumac tied the feathers together with a ribbon from her hair. Then she held the fan to her lips and whispered, “Magic fan, please take me to the lake at the end of the world.”

			Sumac found herself carried off by a gentle breeze. Up and up it swept her, until she was soaring over snowcapped mountain peaks. Then, at last, it set her down on the shore of a beautiful lake at the end of the world, where the water touched the sky.

			Fan in hand, Sumac ran to the lake’s edge. As she reached the water, she realized that she had left all her belongings behind in the forest, including a flask for carrying the water in.

			“I wish I’d brought a flask,” she groaned.

			Then, hearing a soft thud, she looked down. On the sand lay a golden flask—the very same one that the emperor had found in the ashes. 

			As she kneeled down to fill the flask with water, she heard a hissing noise behind her. Turning around, she saw a huge crab snapping its enormous claws.

			“This is my lake,” the crab growled. “Now buzz off or I’ll pinch you.”

			Quick as a flash, Sumac spread the fan in front of her face. At once, the crab closed its eyes and fell fast asleep.

			Again, Sumac kneeled to fill the flask, and this time, she heard a slapping sound coming from the lake. There was a gigantic green alligator beating its tail on the water.

			“This is my lake,” the alligator snarled. “Now buzz off or I’ll bite you.”

			Sumac again held the fan in front of her face. The alligator yawned loudly, then sank into a deep sleep.

			A third time, Sumac kneeled by the water, and this time, she heard a loud shrieking sound coming from the sky. It was a terrifiyingly huge, flame-breathing, flying serpent, with bright red scales. 

			“This is my lake,” hissed the serpent. “Now, buzz off, or I’ll set you on fire.”

			At this terrifying sight, Sumac spread out her fan, and once again, it saved her from harm. The flying serpent dropped to the ground, folded its wings, and dozed off on the sand.

			With the three terrible beasts snoring loudly, Sumac quickly filled the golden flask with water. Then, holding the fan to her lips, she whispered:

			“Magic fan, please take me to the emperor’s palace.”
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			No sooner had she spoken than she found herself in a room in the palace. The prince lay on a huge bed, ghostly pale and still. His parents stood by his side, weeping, because he was close to death.

			Sumac went straight to the prince and gave him a few sips of water. At once, the magic began to work. The sickly prince opened his eyes and smiled weakly. Within just a few minutes, he was sitting up in bed.

			“I’m feeling better already,” he beamed. “And I’m starving! What’s for dinner?”

			“I can’t thank you enough for saving our son’s life,” the emperor said to Sumac. “We can never truly repay you. Please ask for whatever you want.”

			“You are very generous, Your Majesty,” Sumac answered. “I have three wishes that I beg you to grant. Firstly, I wish for my brothers, Anku and Roca, to be forgiven and set free.”
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			“Your wish is granted,” said the emperor, and freed the brothers immediately. “What is your second wish?”

			“I wish for the magic fan to be returned to the sparrows so they can have their feathers back,” she replied.

			However, even before the emperor could grant her wish, the magic fan spread itself open, and fluttered out the window toward the forest.

			“And your last wish, brave Sumac?” asked the smiling emperor.

			“I wish for my parents to be given a bigger farm and a better house to live in,” she said. “And enough money to live the rest of their lives comfortably.”

			“Your wish is granted,” the emperor nodded. “But you haven’t asked for anything for yourself. What would you like, Sumac?”

			Sumac declared that the only thing she wished for herself for now was to go back to her family, though she asked that she might be given an interesting job at the palace when she was old enough. The emperor agreed, and sent his own guards to accompany her and her brothers safely home.

			Meanwhile, back at the palace, the golden flask never grew empty again, however much water was drunk from it. Thanks to Sumac’s courage, the prince and his descendants all enjoyed the best of health.

		

		
			Feng Mian, the Head of the Family
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			Many years ago, in the Chinese countryside, there lived an old farmer and his three sons. Two of his sons were married, and the family all lived together in the one tiny, ramshackle house. The farmer’s daughters-in-law, Ying Yue and Ru Shi, came from a lively and beautiful village quite a long way away. They had been best friends since they were babies, and while they both loved their new family, and were happy to have each other, they often felt lonely and homesick for their own parents and siblings. 

			According to the custom, they had to ask their father-in-law’s permission every time they wanted to visit their old homes. Unfortunately, they asked so often that the farmer began to get very annoyed. Eventually, he decided to find a way to put an end to their pleading, once and for all.

			“You’re always asking me to let you go off to visit your parents,” he told them. “And you think I’m being hard-hearted when I say no. So, I’ll let you go on one condition—that you each bring me back something precious.”
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			“Of course, Father,” they both answered, quickly.

			“Very well,” he said. “I want one of you to bring me some fire, but it must be wrapped in paper. The other must bring me some wind, also in paper. If you can’t get these for me, you can go to your villages, but you must never come back here.”

			Without really thinking, the women nodded their heads in agreement. They excitedly packed their things, and almost immediately set off for their village, before their father-in-law could change his mind.

			It was a long walk, but the women chatted happily about all the things they would do when they reached home. They had walked a long way, when disaster struck, and the strap on Ying Yue’s sandals broke. As they sat by the roadside, trying to mend it, they suddenly realized what they had agreed to do. There was no way they could bring back fire and wind, wrapped in paper. But then, they would never see their beloved husbands again. In despair, the women began to cry.
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			Sometime later, a young girl came by, riding a water buffalo. Seeing their sad faces, she stopped and asked if she could help.

			“No one can help us,” they wailed. “Our father-in law has set us an impossible task.”

			The girl insisted on hearing their story, and when they’d finished, she smiled.

			“I can definitely help you,” she told them. “If you come home with me, I’ll show you how to find what he wants.”

			So off the daughters-in-law went to the girl’s home, where she showed them a paper lantern with a candle inside, and a paper fan.

			“When you light the candle, you’ll have fire, wrapped in paper,” the girl said. “And when you wave the fan, you’ll have wind in paper.”

			“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the daughters-in-law cried. “How can we ever thank you enough? We are so happy we met you!”

			Then they went cheerfully on their way to their village. After a happy stay, they bought a paper lantern and a fan and headed back home to their husbands.

			The old farmer was surprised to see them coming down the road.

			“I told you not to come back,” he scolded. “Unless you brought the things I asked for.”

			“But, Father,” they told him. “We’ve got them, both of them!”

			They handed him the lantern and fan.

			“How did you solve the riddle?” he cried in astonishment. “Tell me!”

			They told him about meeting the girl on the water buffalo, and how she had helped them. 

			“She sounds like a very clever young woman,” the farmer said to himself. “She might just make an excellent match for my youngest son.”

			So he sent a message to the girl’s family to see if they would agree. And when everything had been arranged, the wedding celebrations took place.

			However, this was to be no ordinary marriage.

			“Because my youngest son’s wife is so clever and wise,” the farmer announced to his older two sons and their wives. “She will now be head of the family. You must ask her advice in everything, and do as she says.”

			For the time, this was highly unusual—the head of the family was usually a man. But the new head of the family, whose name was Feng Mian, quickly took matters into her own hands. She told the farmer and his sons that they must never go to or from work empty-handed. Each morning, they were to take fertilizer to the fields, and, in the evening, bring back any sticks they could find. By doing this, the family soon had fields full of crops, and were never short of firewood to burn. And when there were only a few sticks of wood left to collect, Feng Mian told them to bring back stones for building, which they piled up outside the house.

			One day, a gem dealer rode by and spotted the pile of stones. When he stopped to take a closer look at them, he noticed that one of the stones contained a large lump of precious jade. At once, he went to the house and asked for the head of the family. Imagine his surprise when Feng Mian replied! He was even more surprised at her sharp bargaining skills, and left, agreeing to pay a high price for the stones. Of course, he said nothing about the jade, but promised to come back in a few days to pay.
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			Feng Mian guessed at once that the gem dealer was trying to cheat them. She told her father-in-law to invite him for dinner and draw him into a conversation about precious stones and how to identify them. Feng Mian listened from behind a curtain. Then she went outside, found the jade, and hid it in the house.

			 The next day, the gem dealer returned with the money, and saw to his horror, that he’d been found out. Feng Mian agreed to sell the jade to him, if he also bought the pile of stones—but only for a much higher price than he had offered before. The money she earned made the family rich, and they built a grand new house, with a sign on the gate that read “No Sorrow.”

			A few days later, a government minister came by. He stopped when he saw the sign on the gate.

			“That’s a very boastful sign,” he said, angrily. “Every family has its fair share of sorrow. I shall fine you for your arrogance.”

			“We have a happy home and family,” replied Feng Mian, politely. “The sign is simply to ask visitors to leave their sorrows behind at the gate.”

			“Even so,” raged the minister. “As punishment, you can weave me a piece of cloth as long as this road.”

			“Of course, Your Excellency,” said Feng Mian, with a deep, respectful bow. “Just as soon as you have found both ends of the road and told me the exact length.”

			The minister realized that he’d been outwitted, and it made him even angrier.

			“And you can also bring me as much oil as there is water in the sea,” he fumed.

			“With pleasure, Your Excellency,” said Feng Mian, with an even deeper bow. “Just as soon as you have measured the ocean and told me the exact number of gallons you need.”

			“If you’re so clever,” the minister replied, “perhaps you can read my mind. If you can, I’ll drop the fines. See this songbird perched on my finger? Now, tell me this. Am I planning to squeeze it to death or let it fly away safely?”
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			“Your Excellency,” answered Feng Mian. “You are an important minister, and I’m just a humble girl. If you don’t know more than me, you shouldn’t fine me at all. Now, I have a question for you. I’m standing with one foot on one side of the door, and the other on the other side. Tell me, am I planning to come in or go out? If you can’t read my mind, you shouldn’t ask me to read yours.”

			Of course, she knew that the minister wouldn’t able to guess, and he was forced to admit that she was right. Tutting loudly, he took his leave, and the family, with its wise and clever head, lived without sorrow for many years to come.

		

		
			Unanana and the Elephant
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			There was once a woman called Unanana who lived in a village in South Africa. In the Zulu language, there’s a saying “Unanana-bosele,” which means “as stubborn as a frog.” Unanana was well named—she never gave up, no matter what life threw at her.

			Sadly, Unanana’s husband died, leaving her a widow on her own. But, true to her name, Unanana was determined to make the best of things. She lived with her two children, in a tumbledown hut near the forest, where many wild animals lived. Every day, people from the village passed their hut, on their way to collect firewood from the forest. And every day, they would stop by the hut. “What beautiful children you have, Unanana,” they would say. “You must be very proud of them.”

			One morning, Unanana set off into the forest to collect firewood. She left her children playing a game of pebbles with their older cousin. She could hear their happy shouts as she disappeared among the trees. And when they got tired of playing pebbles, they made little huts from sticks and leaves.

			Suddenly, they heard a loud rustling, and a baboon ambled into the yard.
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			“Whose children are these?” the baboon asked the cousin, in its incredibly deep, booming voice.

			“They are Unanana’s,” replied the cousin, with a smile.

			“Well, well, well,” the baboon said. “I’ve never seen such beautiful children before.”

			Then it scampered back into the forest, and the children went on with their game.

			A little while later, they heard the snap of a twig and saw a gazelle staring at them with its big, brown eyes.

			“Whose children are these?” the gazelle asked the cousin, in its soft, gentle voice.

			“They are Unanana’s,” she replied, as before.

			“Well, well, well,” the gazelle said. “I’ve never seen such beautiful children before.”

			Then it bounded back into the forest. This time, the children didn’t go back to their game. They were hot and thirsty. Their cousin gave them each a small gourd to use as a cup, which they filled from the water pot by the door.

			Just then, they heard a rumbling roar and saw the spotty body of a leopard. The cousin was so frightened that she dropped her water gourd.

			“Whose children are these?” asked the leopard, in its low, growling voice.
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			“They’re Unanana’s,” the cousin replied, trembling.

			“Well, well, well,” said the leopard. “I’ve never seen such beautiful children before.”

			Then it turned around and slunk back into the forest.

			After this, the children didn’t feel like playing anymore, and they didn’t want any more visitors. All they wanted was for Unanana to come home, and soon. But, instead of their mother, an enormous elephant, with only one tusk, came lumbering out of the trees. It stood staring at the terrified children, who tried to hide behind a large rock.

			“Whose children are these?” the elephant bellowed, in the loudest voice they’d ever heard.

			“Th-th-th-they’re Unanana’s,” stuttered the cousin, too frightened to move.

			“Well, well, well,” said the elephant. “I’ve never seen such beautiful children before. I think I’ll take them back with me!”

			With that, the elephant opened its mouth wide and swallowed the two children down with a gigantic, very noisy gulp. Then it stomped back into the forest.

			Their cousin screamed, ran back into the hut, and slammed the door. How was she going to explain to Unanana that she had lost her children?

			It was not until much later in the day that Unanana returned, carrying a large bundle of firewood. The cousin came running out of the hut, in a terrible panic. It took a while for Unanana to understand what she was trying to say.

			“I’m sorry!” sobbed the cousin. “Couldn’t stop it. Elephant. Took the children. Oh no! Oh no! Whatever shall we do?”

			“I’ll just have to go and find them,” Unanana replied. “But I’ll need a few things first.”

			She went into the hut and put a potful of beans over the fire to cook. When the beans were soft and ready, she let the pot cool, then balanced it on her head. Next, she found a long, sharp knife and tucked it in her belt. Then, leaving the cousin to look after the hut, she set off into the forest to look for her children.

			The first animal she met was a baboon.

			“Baboon! O baboon!” she called. “Have you seen an elephant with one tusk? It has eaten my children, and I need to find them.”

			“I know you,” replied the baboon, in its deep, booming voice. “You’re Unanana. I will help you. Follow this track until you reach some tall trees and white stones. There you will find the elephant.”

			Unanana thanked the baboon and set off down the track, but there was no sign of any tall trees anywhere, nor white stones, nor elephant. In fact, the only animal she saw was a gazelle.

			“Gazelle! O gazelle!” she called. “Have you seen an elephant with just one tusk? It has eaten my children, and I need to find them.”

			“I know you,” replied the gazelle, in its soft, gentle voice. “You’re Unanana. I will help you. Follow the track until you reach some tall trees and white stones. There you will find the elephant.”

			Unanana thanked the gazelle and carried on down the track. She walked and walked until she was tired and hungry. But she didn’t eat the beans in her pot—they were for her children. On and on she went, and on and on, until, around a bend in the track she came across a leopard.

			“Leopard! O leopard!” she said, in a weary voice. “Have you seen an elephant with one tusk? It has eaten my children, and I need to find them.”

			“I know you,” the leopard replied, in its low, growling voice. “You’re Unanana. I will help you. Follow the track until you reach some tall trees and white stones. There you will find the elephant.”

			Unanana thanked the leopard and staggered off down the track, hardly able to put one foot in front of the other. Suddenly, in front of her, and on her last legs, she spied some tall trees and white stones. And, lying contentedly in the shade, was an enormous elephant with only one tusk. 

			Unanana looked the elephant square in the eye.

			“Are you the elephant that ate my children?” she asked.

			“Don’t be silly,” boomed the elephant. “Why would I do that? It must have been another elephant. Now, if you just follow the track … ”

			“Tell me the truth!” yelled Unanana. “Did you eat my children?”

			“No, I did not,” lied the elephant. “As I said, if you just follow … ”

			At that moment, Unanana rushed at him, waving her knife, and screaming, “Where are my children? Tell me NOW!”

			Then the elephant opened its huge mouth wide, as if to reply, and … swallowed Unanana, her cooking pot, and knife down in one gulp. Little did the great beast know that this was exactly what Unanana wanted. She slipped down the elephant’s throat, down and down, into the darkness, and landed in its stomach, where an astonishing sight met her eyes. The walls of its stomach were like rolling hills, and dotted around she saw all sorts of people and animals, and her own two beautiful children.
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			“Mother! O Mother!” they cried as she hugged them. “We’re really scared. And really hungry.”

			Unanana took the cooking pot off her head and gave the beans to the children to eat. Soon, crowds of people had gathered around.

			“We’re hungry, too,” groaned the people. “Please can we have some of those beans?”

			“How can you be hungry?” Unanana replied. “You can get milk from your cows and goats, and eggs from your chickens. Cook the eggs over a fire, but make sure the fire’s good and hot.”

			So the people made a blazing fire and began to cook their eggs. As they did so, the elephant started to roar in pain. He made so much noise that the other forest animals rushed over to see what was the matter.

			“My stomach’s killing me,” the elephant groaned. “It feels as if it’s on fire—it must be something I ate.”

			The burning pain grew worse and worse, until, before long, the elephant rolled over, dead. Quickly, Unanana pulled out her knife and hacked out a doorway between the elephant’s ribs. Out stepped Unanana and her children. Out stepped the cows, goats, dogs, and chickens. Out stepped the people, who couldn’t thank Unanana enough for saving them. They gave her all sorts of gifts so that Unanana and her children were no longer poor. 

			When they got home, the cousin was overjoyed to see them, safe and sound. They celebrated with a party for the whole village, and lived happily ever after.
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			The Warrior Queen and the Wizard
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			Once upon a time, a kingdom in Russia was ruled by a woman called Queen Maria Morevna. She inherited her kingdom from her father, who not only taught her to rule wisely and well, but trained her in warfare. She was married to a young prince called Ivan. He was good and brave, and came to live in Maria’s palace with her.

			Then, one day, a messenger galloped through the palace gates. He brought news that Prince Ivan’s kingdom was under attack and that the prince should come home at once.

			“I’ll come with you,” said Maria, smiling. “You’ll need someone to look after the kingdom properly while you’re away.”

			So the two set off for Ivan’s palace, where he assembled his army for war. Then he said goodbye to Maria, with these words of warning.

			“You have all the keys to the palace,” he said. “But the door to the room in the tower must be kept locked at all times. Don’t go up there, I beg of you.”

			Maria was instantly curious, though she was very busy for a few weeks ruling the kingdom. One holiday weekend, she found herself with some time to explore, and, despite Ivan’s warning, she climbed the stairs to the tower.
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			“I’ll just take a quick look,” she said to herself. “Surely that won’t do any harm.”

			She unlocked the door and stepped into the room. There was an old man with a long white beard and long white hair, chained to the wall.

			“Dear lady,” the old man begged. “I’m so thirsty. Please bring me some water. In return, I will spare your life one day.”

			Taking pity on the old man, Maria fetched three large buckets of water, which he gulped down, one by one. As he did so, he grew stronger, until he was strong enough to snap his chains apart.

			“Thank you, Maria Morevna,” he laughed. “You have made an old man very happy.”

			“But who are you?” cried Maria.

			“Koschei the wizard,” the old man replied. “Years ago, Prince Ivan’s father captured me and locked me up in here. To get rid of evil, he claimed. Now you have set me free, and you will never see the prince again.”

			Then, with a hideous cackle, he flew out the window and far away, until he found Prince Ivan and his army. He swooped down, snatched the prince from his horse, and flew away with him, to his fortress by the sea.
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			When evil Koschei had gone, Maria knew that there was no time to lose. She was the great Maria Morevna, after all. At once, she leapt on her warhorse, and rode off to rescue her husband.

			Many days later, Maria reached Koschei’s fortress. She hid in the forest until she saw the wizard riding off on a magnificent black horse. Sword in hand, she crept into the fortress, where she found Ivan deep in a dark dungeon. Overjoyed to see each other, the two began to plot their escape. But it wasn’t going to be easy—Koschei’s horse could run like the wind. They couldn’t hope to overtake it, and if Koschei caught them, he would kill them both.

			“But we can’t stay here,” said Maria. “It’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

			So they headed back to the forest and raced off on Maria’s horse as fast as it could carry them.

			Meanwhile, Koschei’s great horse suddenly stopped in its tracks.

			“What’s the matter, you lazy, good-for-nothing?” shouted Koschei.

			“Maria Morevna has rescued Prince Ivan,” it snorted.

			“Well, what are you waiting for?” Koschei shrieked. “Get after them, or I’ll have you turned into dinner for the dogs.”

			Flying across the ground, the horse quickly drew level with Maria and Ivan. The wizard seized them and carried them off to his fortress. 

			“How dare you try to cross me?” screamed Koschei. “Now, prepare to die.”

			As he raised his sword to strike, Maria called out:

			“You once promised to spare my life,” she said. “Remember?”

			“Very well,” sneered the wizard. “I won’t kill you this time.”

			Instead, he sealed Maria into a large barrel and threw it into the sea. Then he took Ivan back to his palace. 

			Luckily, a few days later, a hawk, an eagle, and a raven flew by and spied the barrel bobbing in the waves. With their sharp beaks and claws, they pulled it ashore and tore it open. To their great surprise, Maria crawled out.

			“Thank you,” said Maria Morevna. “But I’ve no chance of rescuing Ivan now, inside the barrel or out!”

			“If Ivan can find out where the wizard got his horse,” the birds squawked, “you can try to get another one its equal.”

			Maria set off for Koschei’s fortress. Once more, she waited for the wizard to leave, and crept in to find Prince Ivan. She told him what the birds had said, then left, promising to come back the next day.
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			That evening, when the wizard returned, Ivan asked him about his horse.

			“I’ve never seen such a superb creature,” he began. “Where did you get him from?”

			“From an old Baba Yaga,” Koschei replied, flattered. “She has a herd of magical horses, which I once tended for her. The horse was my reward.”

			“But how did you find Baba Yaga?” exclaimed Ivan. “That can’t have been easy.”

			“Only someone as clever as me could manage it,” boasted the wizard, pulling a red silk cloth from his cloak pocket. “She lives by the far seashore. First, I had to cross a river of fire. So I waved my magic handkerchief, and a bridge appeared. Simple, really.”

			He beamed at Ivan and puffed out his chest, very pleased with himself.

			Later that night, as the wizard slept, Ivan slipped out of the dungeon and stole the handkerchief.

			The next day, Ivan gave the handkerchief to Maria, and told her what Koschei had said. Maria set off on the long journey to Baba Yaga’s house, using the handkerchief to conjure up a bridge over the river of fire.

			On she walked, hungry and thirsty, when she saw a mother bird with her chicks. One of those would make a good meal, she thought. But the mother flew around, squawking loudly, begging her not to eat her little ones.

			“Leave my chicks be,” the mother bird said. “And I will help you, one day.”

			Maria had a kind heart, and walked away.

			Later, she found a wild beehive. The thought of honey made her mouth water. But the bees pleaded to be left in peace.

			“Leave our honey,” they buzzed. “And we will help you, one day.”

			So Maria went on her way again. She walked until she reached the seashore, where she caught a crayfish on the rocks. Dinner, at last! But the crayfish cried:

			“Spare my life, please, and I will help you, one day.”

			So, of course, Maria did.

			At last, Maria spied a strange-looking hut, built on four tall stilts—Baba Yaga’s house. She climbed a ladder and knocked on the door. It was opened by a bent-over old woman with a wizened face and sharp, brown eyes.

			“Come in, Maria Morevna,” she croaked. “Tell me, what is it you want?”

			“I’ve come to tend your horses,” Maria said, cautiously. “So that I may earn one of them, as a reward.”

			“Well, why not?” said Baba Yaga. “If you care for the horses well, I’ll give you the fastest and finest. But, if even one of them goes missing, I’ll kill you, mark my words.”

			Baba Yaga gave Maria a place to sleep, and something to eat and drink. The next morning, Maria opened the stable door, and let the horses out to graze. At once, they galloped off in every direction. In seconds, they were all out of sight. All day, Maria looked for them, but they were long gone. As she was about to give up, a flock of birds appeared in the sky, led by the mother bird whose chick Maria had spared. The birds found the horses and pecked them so hard that they ran back home again.

			Baba Yaga was secretly furious. She had ordered the horses to run away, so that she could kill Maria, and now her plan had been foiled. The next day, she sent them deeper into the forest. Maria followed, wearily, but they were nowhere to be seen. Then, suddenly, a swarm of bees filled the air. They found the horses and stung them until the beasts fled back to their stable.

			Baba Yaga hadn’t finished yet. The next day, she sent the horses down to the sea and told them to swim until they were out of sight. A dejected Maria sat down on a rock—her quest to find Ivan seemed hopeless. Then something nipped her finger—it was the crayfish.

			“The sea creatures have driven the horses back to the stable,” it said. “But Baba Yaga hates being tricked. Hide in the stable until she’s asleep. Then take the scruffy little horse in the corner and ride away, as fast as you can.”
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			Maria did as the crayfish said. Late at night, when Baba Yaga slept, she came out of her hiding place, saddled the scruffy horse, and galloped off. After crossing the bridge over the river of fire, she let the horse graze in a meadow filled with lush, green grass. After a few days, the horse grew large and powerful—a match for the wizard’s horse. In no time at all, they reached Koschei’s fortress, where Ivan was waiting. He climbed up behind Maria and they fled.

			When Koschei learned of their escape, he exploded with rage and leapt straight on his own great horse.

			“After them, you useless, lazy beast!” he cried, giving the horse a sharp lash with his whip. “Faster, faster! Go faster. We’ll never catch them like this.”

			The horse ran like the wind, until it drew level with Maria and Ivan. But as Koschei lifted his sword, the horse bucked, throwing his cruel master to the ground. With a few well-aimed kicks, the horse sent the wizard limping back to his fortress, never to be seen again. Then, having seen that Maria was kind to all creatures, the horse turned to Maria and let her get on his back.

			So Maria Morevna and Prince Ivan finally returned to their kingdom. They were overjoyed to be reunited, but it wasn’t long before Maria was riding off, again, at the head of her army. After all, once a warrior princess, always a warrior princess.

		

		
			Fallon, the Girl from the Northland
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			Long, long ago, the freezing Northland of Finland was ruled by old Louhi and her daughter, Fallon. One bleak morning, Louhi heard a very strange sound coming from the bank of the nearby icy river. She hurried to untie her little boat, and rowed downstream, where she found an old, silver-haired man standing on the bank, howling like an injured wild animal.

			“Who are you, stranger?” called Louhi. “And where do you come from?”

			“I come from the Land of Heroes,” the old man replied. “But I’m completely lost.”

			“Come to my house,” said Louhi. “At least you can get warm and dry.”

			He thanked her for her kind offer, and helped her to row back upstream. As they sat beside the fire, he told Louhi of his troubles.

			“My name is Vainamoinen, but my friends all just call me Vaina,” he began. “I am known as a singer of songs.”

			Now, Louhi had heard of Vainamoinen, and she knew he was no simple singer, but a famous and powerful magician.

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			“Silly old fool that I am,” he continued. “I came here to find a wife. But it has been one long disaster, and all I want is to go home.”

			“And what will you give me if I help you?” asked Louhi.

			“Gold and silver?” suggested Vaina. “Jewels? Furs?”

			“The only thing I want,” said Louhi, “is a Sampo—a special magic mill that can grind flour, salt, and coins, all from thin air. Get me this, and I’ll give you a horse and sled to take you home. Oh yes, and whoever makes me a Sampo can marry my daughter, too.”

			“Alas, I don’t have the skills to make you a Sampo,” Vaina sighed, sadly. “But I know someone who does. He is Seppo Imarinen, the master smith of the Land of Heroes. I will send him to you.”

			As Vaina set off home on his new sled, Louhi had a warning.

			“Keep your head down until you reach home,” she said. “Don’t look up, or bad luck will surely follow.”

			Vaina hadn’t gone far, when he heard a sharp, clacking sound. Forgetting Louhi’s warning, he looked up and, to his surprise, saw a rainbow. And sitting on the rainbow was a young woman weaving on a loom. She was old Louhi’s daughter—Fallon, the Girl from the Northland. 

			“Your mother says we shall marry when I next return. Will you have me, Girl from the Northland?” he asked.

			“I’ll think about it,” Fallon said, laughing. “If you can tie an egg in knots without breaking the shell, and split a horsehair with a knife.”
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			“That’s nothing,” boasted Vaina, climbing out of the sled. And he did exactly as she asked.

			“Now peel a stone, and chop a block of ice into pieces with your bare hands,” Fallon said.

			Again, Vaina did exactly that.

			“Clever,” said Fallon, admiringly. “But can you make a boat from the pieces of my loom and launch it without touching it?”

			“Easy,” replied Vaina, and set to work. For hours, he chopped and shaped planks of wood, until, suddenly, his saw slipped and sliced deep into his leg. Could this be the bad luck Louhi had warned him about? When he looked up, both the Maid and the rainbow had gone.

			Summoning up his most powerful healing spell, Vaina stopped the bleeding, and bound his leg with a bandage of moss. Then he hobbled back to his sled and drove south as fast as he could.

			When Fallon reached home, Louhi scolded her for playing tricks on Vaina.

			“Well, you shouldn’t have offered me as a reward,” Fallon replied scornfully. “I don’t want to get married at all, especially not to an old man like that!”

			“You could do a lot worse,” said her mother. “He’s promised to send a smith to make a Sampo for us.”

			Back in the Land of Heroes, Vaina wasn’t so sure he could keep his promise. What if Seppo didn’t want to go? Then he had a brilliant idea. Using all his magic, he began to sing. As he sang, a tall pine tree with golden needles sprang up, reaching high into the sky. Its branches were scattered with twinkling stars, with a full moon perched on top. Then he went to find Seppo, and explained his dilemma.

			“But I don’t want to go the Land of the North,” the smith said, wielding his huge hammer. “It’s full of monsters, and freezing cold.”

			“It’s not that bad,” said Vaina. “Come and see what I brought back.”

			He took Seppo to see the golden pine tree, and encouraged him to climb to the top. As Seppo did, Vaina began to sing up a howling gale that carried Seppo off through the air and dropped him right on old Louhi’s doorstep.

			Seppo was furious at being tricked, but Louhi and Fallon made him welcome, especially when they found out his name.

			“Well, well, well, Vaina kept his promise,” Louhi said. “A master smith like you should have no difficulty making a Sampo. And, in return, perhaps my delightful daughter might agree to marry you.”

			“In your dreams,” muttered Fallon, behind her back.

			Several weeks later, Seppo finally finished making a magnificent magic Sampo. When Louhi pressed a lever, it ground out flour from one side, salt from another, and coins from a third. His task complete, Seppo turned to Fallon.
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			“I’ve made you a Sampo,” he said. “Now will you marry me?”

			“No, thank you,” she replied, firmly. “I don’t want to get married.”

			A dejected Seppo returned home, but he couldn’t get Fallon out of his mind. He had fallen head over heels in love with her. He had thought she had started to change her mind about marrying him after all, and was disappointed that she had said no again. 

			When he told Vaina what had happened, the magician was secretly pleased.

			“She must want to marry me after all,” he said to himself. “And is sorry for playing her tricks on me. I’ll finish making the boat she wanted, and it will be the finest, strongest boat ever seen.”

			When the boat was finished, Vaina painted it red and gold. Then, very early one morning, he hoisted a great red sail. He hoped to slip away without being seen, but Seppo’s sister, Annikki, spotted him, as she was washing clothes by the seashore.

			“Where are you going, Vaina?” she called.

			“Fishing for salmon,” he replied.

			“But you haven’t got any nets or lines,” she said.

			“Hunting wild geese, then,” he tried again.

			“But you haven’t brought your bow and arrows,” she said.

			“Okay, okay,” admitted Vaina. “If you must know, I’m going to the Land of the North to ask the Maid to marry me.”

			Immediately, Annikki dropped her washing, and raced off to find her brother, to tell him about Vaina’s cunning plan. For she knew that Seppo still pined after Fallon. Without delay, Seppo put on his finest clothes, harnessed his best horse to the sled, and set off at top speed.

			In their farmhouse in the Land of the North, Louhi and Fallon watched as Vaina’s boat pulled up on the shore, and Seppo’s sled slid over the snow. Fallon was secretly delighted that Vaina had come back, as she had missed his company, and come to realize that they made a good team. 

			“I know I said I wouldn’t,” Fallon told her mother, “But I think I would like to marry Seppo after all.”

			“Are you absolutely sure you wouldn’t rather marry the rich, powerful wizard? No? Well, Seppo’s got to do more to prove he is worthy of my only child,” said Louhi. So, she called for Seppo, and set him an impossible task.

			“To prove you’re worthy of marrying my daughter,” she said. “You must clear the Field of Snakes.”

			Seppo turned deathly pale. He was terrified of snakes, but he desperately wanted to impress Louhi and Fallon.

			“Don’t worry,” Fallon whispered. “Forge a coat made of chain mail, iron boots, and iron gloves for me, and I’ll do it for you. The snakes can’t bite through metal, and I’m not scared of them, anyway.”

			Seppo made Fallon the most beautiful chain mail coat with sturdy boots and gloves, and she tilled the field in neat, straight strips without being bitten once. But when Seppo returned to the farmhouse, his hopes of marrying Fallon were about to be dashed again.

			“That doesn’t count, since you didn’t do it yourself,” said Louhi. “So, now you’ll have to do another task. Catch the Great Pike that swims in the river, but don’t use a net or line.”

			Seppo trembled at the thought of the Pike’s terrible teeth, but once again, Fallon came to his rescue.

			“Forge a giant bird from fire, with claws of iron,” she said. “It will catch the Pike, and you won’t be harmed.”

			So this is exactly what Seppo did. 

			“Now, please may I marry your daughter?” Seppo asked Louhi, handing her the Pike’s head for the pot.

			“Yes, you may,” interrupted Fallon, before her mother could find anything else for him to do.
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			The Princess, the Merchants, and the Very Unusual Cupboard

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			In Sudan, there was once a powerful Sultan who lived in great luxury, with a fabulous palace, with exquisite gardens, hundreds of servants, and a treasury full of gold. The Sultan was not good at managing his money—he left all that to his wife. He had a daughter, Amira, who was as clever and shrewd as her mother, which was just as well.

			One sad day, when Amira was about twenty years old, the Sultan’s wife fell ill and died. The Sultan was heartbroken. In deep despair, he mourned his wife, refused to take any part in affairs of state, and shut himself away in his rooms. The palace fell into dreadful disrepair, and the gardens became choked with weeds, but the Sultan was too sad to instruct the workmen or gardeners. Worse still, he started to spend money as if there were no tomorrow. Eventually, he squandered all his money, until his once overflowing coffers lay completely empty.
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			Now, the Sultan also had a very large strongbox, full of gold ingots, which his wife had put aside for a rainy day. When all his other funds were gone, he remembered the strongbox, and began to work his way through the ingots, too. Luckily, Amira kept a close eye on her father. Every time he opened the strongbox, she secretly removed an ingot, and buried it in a deep hole in the ground. As time passed, the strongbox also lay empty, but, by now, Amira had a large store of gold hidden away. And, with the palace running short of food, and the servants needing their wages, she dug up one of her ingots, and took it to market to sell.

			Amira went straight to the most important merchant in town and asked him to buy her ingot for what it was worth. The merchant was so dazzled by the princess’s charm that he instantly fell in love with her.

			“Beautiful princess,” he said. “If you agree to be my wife one day, I will pay you twice what your ingot is worth.”

			Amira didn’t want a husband, and she certainly didn’t want to be bought as a wife. She refused his offer, to his great shame and dismay. And when she asked for her ingot back, he replied that he didn’t know what she was talking about.

			Angrily, Amira went to see the next merchant. She told him what had happened, and asked for his help in getting her ingot back. To her annoyance, this merchant, too, decided that he was madly in love with her. 

			“Beautiful princess,” he said. “If you agree to be my wife one day, I will pay you four times what your ingot is worth.”

			The same thing happened with a third merchant. And with a fourth. Eventually, Amira could stand it no longer, and went to sit in the shade of a nearby tree. As she sat there, sighing, an old wise woman passed by.

			“Why do you look so sad, Princess?” she asked. “It’s too lovely a day to be in a bad mood.”

			Amira told her the story of the ingot, and the way the merchants had spoken to her, as if she was an object they could buy.

			“They need to be taught a lesson,” cackled the old woman. “And I know just the thing. I will gladly help you, if you give me just half of the ingot, in return.”

			“I will give you what you ask for,” agreed Amira. “If you help me get it back.”

			“Then listen carefully,” began the old woman, and she told Amira what to do, then bade her farewell.

			Back at the palace, Amira summoned the court carpenter. As the wise old woman had instructed, she asked him to make a big cupboard, with four doors. Each door had to open into a compartment large enough for a person to fit inside. The carpenter had never been asked to make anything like this before, and worked on it, day and night for a week. When it was finished, he installed it, proudly, in Amira’s sitting room.

			With the cupboard in place, Amira went back to the market, and headed straight for the first merchant’s shop. 

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			“Good Sir, I beg you to give back my ingot,” she said. “I have great need of it—it is the only thing of value that my father and I have left.”

			“In that case, dear Princess,” the merchant replied. “Accept my offer. I will pay you twice what your ingot is worth, if you agree to be my wife.”

			“I agree,” smiled Amira, to the merchant’s astonishment. “But there’s no time to lose. Come to the palace tomorrow, at midday exactly, and wait for me in my sitting room.”

			“I’ll be there,” promised the lovestruck merchant, handing back both the ingot and twice its value in coins.

			Delighted, Amira went to see the second merchant.

			“Dear Sir,” she added. “Could you do something for me? Get my ingot back from your friend, and bring it to me. I have great need of it—it is the only thing of value that my father and I have left.”

			“I will gladly give your ingot back,” the merchant simpered. “And give you two ingots of my own, if you agree to be my wife.”

			“I agree,” smiled Amira. “But there’s no time to lose. Come to the palace tomorrow, just after midday, and wait for me in my sitting room.”

			Dancing with joy, the merchant gave her two ingots, and promised to be there on time. Then, Amira went to see the third merchant, and the same thing happened. In return for two of his gold ingots, she promised to marry him. She told him to come to the palace the next day, a few minutes after the second merchant. Lastly, she visited the fourth merchant, and arranged for him to arrive at the palace a few minutes after the third man.
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			With nine gold ingots in her hands, Amira left the market, and skipped back to the palace. She gave the gold to her father, on the condition that he mend his ways. The Sultan smiled at his clever daughter, sadly.

			“Your mother would have been proud of you,” he said. Then he summoned his ministers for a meeting, and began issuing instructions for getting the palace roof fixed, and the gardens watered.

			Before the Sultan left, Amira asked for his help. He was to hide in the next room, and, each time he saw someone enter her room, he was to knock on the door. He must do this every time someone arrived, until all four merchants were there.

			Next day, exactly at midday, the first merchant arrived at the palace. Amira welcomed him warmly, and showed him into her sitting room. The merchant couldn’t believe his luck. He was just admiring the princess’s new cupboard, when, to his alarm, there was a loud knock on the door.

			“Quick, you must hide. My father will not approve of our marriage,” said Amira. She went to the cupboard, and opened the first door. She told the merchant to get in. Then, she locked the door behind him, and put the key in her pocket.

			A few minutes after midday, the second merchant arrived. He was about to sit down and make himself comfortable, when there was a loud knock on the door.

			“We must avoid my father until we are married, for he will not approve,” said Amira. “Please hide in here.” She opened the second door of the cupboard, hid him inside, and locked the door. Then she put the key in her pocket. 

			The same thing happened with the third merchant, and the fourth. And, when all four merchants were locked inside, Amira called some porters to take the cupboard off to the auction house. There, it caught the eye of her childhood friend, who was now a Sultan from a nearby kingdom, and he offered a high price for it. Amira was happy to sell it, on one condition.

			“Great Sultan,” she told him. “If you promise not to regret what you find in the cupboard, I shall not regret selling it to you.”

			“Agreed!” the Sultan replied, and Amira handed him the keys.

			The Sultan was planning to take the cupboard straight home, but curiosity got the better of him. As a crowd gathered to watch, he opened the first door, and found the first merchant, cramped and red-faced inside. Then, he opened the second door, then the third, and the fourth, until all four merchants had scrambled out. The crowd clapped, and roared with laughter, at the merchants’ embarrassment.

			“Tell me, Princess,” asked the Sultan, admiringly. “How did you manage to lock four merchants in a cupboard? It’s the cleverest thing I’ve ever seen!”

			So, Amira told him all about the gold ingots, and how the merchants had tried to trick her into marrying them. She turned to the merchants. “You all tried to buy me, so instead I sold you. It serves you right!”

			She gave each of the merchants the same number of gold ingots as they had tried to buy her with. They all scurried home and nobody in the kingdom ever tried to cross clever Princess Amira again. 
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