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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         
            In which we team up to write a story and get to know the main characters
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         “Write me a story!”

         “What about?”

         “The duck king and the duck princess.”

         “About two ducks?”

         “They’re not really ducks, you know.”

         “What are they then?”

         “They’re really a proper king and a proper princess. It’s just that the wicked witch has cast a spell on them.”

         “Why has she done that?”

         “Because of Poor Johnny.”

         “Johnny sounds like an English name—is he English?”

         “Of course he isn’t! Poor Johnny is Poor Johnny and that’s that. He’s got nothing except the shirt on his back and wanders about wherever he wants, whistling as he goes.”

         “And why was it because of Poor Johnny that the witch turned the king and the princess into ducks?”

         “She didn’t want him to marry Arnica.”
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         “And who’s Arnica?”

         “The princess of course, who else would she be?”

         “Ah, Princess Arnica! Who was so sweet and gentle, that when she smiled, wolves and bears forgot their fierceness. Even the wild wind became still. Everyone loved King Tirunt’s daughter.”

         “King what?”

         “King Tirunt. Isn’t that what Arnica’s father is called?”

         “Oh, yes. That’s his name. King Tirunt. Absolutely.”

         
             

         

         Far away, over the mountains and beyond the valleys, beyond the valleys and over the mountains there was once a round lake. By the side of the lake stood a royal palace with thirty-six towers and three hundred windows. In this palace lived King Tirunt and his daughter Arnica. The king was a very fair man. He punished those who needed punishing, and rewarded those who deserved a reward. But there was one thing that showed more clearly than anything else what a good king he was: he would never order anyone to do anything when he was in a temper. If he did lose his temper—and kings often do—he would retreat to his throne room, saying, “Now whatever I say, don’t pay it any heed. Ooh, I’m angry! You’d best get out of my sight, you sons of dogs, before I tie you up by your heels! Get out, everyone, and count to a thousand. When you’ve done that, you may peek in and see if I’ve calmed down or not.”

         Well, everyone would scramble out of that throne room so fast that their feet barely touched the threadbare Persian rug! Standing outside, the Chief Royal Counter would quickly count to a thousand. Then the courtiers would peek in at the king, generally quite boldly as, by that time, his anger would have evaporated.

         If it hadn’t, then when he saw them peeking at him, the king would yell, “Out with you, dogs!” 
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         In such cases, the Chief Royal Counter would count to another thousand. More often than not, at eight hundred and eighty-eight, the king would come out of the throne room and say:

         “Sorry, everyone, if I called you dogs and sons of dogs, but I was like a mad dog myself.”

         But such two thousand—or one thousand, eight hundred and eighty-eight—scoring fits of rage were as rare as hen’s teeth because King Tirunt was a wise man and his anger quickly passed.

         
             

         

         “Where did it pass to?”

         “Angerland.”

         “Is that where the Angers live?”

         That’s right, and they like to get into people’s hearts. They’re always on the lookout for one they can enter. And once the Angers have got into a person’s heart, no amount of shaking and huffing and puffing and going red in the face will make any difference. That poor person can go on shouting till they burst!”

         “Or until their Anger flies off back to Angerland.”

         “That’s right. The sooner the better.”

         “And what if someone wandered into Angerland by mistake?”

         “Then woe betide them, woe and weeping and wailing a thousand times over!”
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         “Why? Is there no such thing as good anger then?”

         “Of course there is. Absolutely there is.”

         “And when King Tirunt got angry, was it good or bad?”

         “Both good and bad. But I want to tell you about a time when his anger was good.”

         
             

         

         It happened once, and once only, that the poor Chief Royal Counter had to count so much his throat got quite dry. On that occasion, he had to count to five thousand. Hardly surprising, given what had happened. That would have made anyone angry, not just King Tirunt. One fine day two knights had turned up in the palace courtyard, their helmets flashing and gleaming in the sunshine, their armour rattling and clanking, and their horses blowing and stamping and pawing the ground. All this clattering, stamping and neighing brought the people of the palace, young and old, out into the courtyard. King Tirunt and Arnica came out too.

         “And who might you be?” asked the king.

         “Greetings to Your Majesty, the greatest of kings,” said the knights. “And greetings to Princess Arnica, the most lovely, the most beautiful girl in the world.”

         “But I’m not the most lovely or the most beautiful girl in the world,” whispered Arnica to her father.

         “Doesn’t matter,” said the king. “One day there’ll be someone for whom you’ll be the most lovely and the most beautiful.”

         With that, he turned to the knights.

         “What do you want?”

         “We request your daughter’s hand in marriage, Your Majesty,” said the knights. “We realise of course, that she can marry only one of us. Therefore, we have decided that we will fight a duel to the death right here, in this courtyard, and whichever of us survives will have Arnica.”

         This was greeted with delight by the courtiers and the palace staff. A good little scrap was in the offing and they’d get to see it!

         The two knights were already drawing their swords. However, both the rejoicing and the brandishing of weapons turned out to be a little premature.

         “Stop right there!” said the king. “I’m not having a fight on my hands.”

         The knights lowered their swords and looked at the king.

         “What do you mean? Don’t you want to give us your daughter’s hand in marriage?”

         “It’s not for me to decide who my daughter marries,” said the king.

         “Then who should decide?”

         “My daughter. When she gets married, it’ll be to someone she loves. And to someone who loves her. There’s no point in you two hacking away at each other, if my daughter happens not to love the victor. And if she happened to love the vanquished one, well, that doesn’t bear thinking about. Better forget the whole thing.”

         “You mean to say that your daughter wouldn’t want to marry the victor?”

         “I meant just what I said,” said the king. “My daughter will marry someone she loves.”

         “And what if she happens to fall in love with some riff-raff?” asked the knights. “Some fly-by-night, some traveller-type, some empty-pockets, some sleep-in-the-straw?”

         Red patches were appearing on the king’s cheeks. To those in the know, it was clear that he was about to lose his temper.

         “Then that fly-by-night, that traveller-type, that empty-pockets, that sleep-in-the-straw will be her husband,” said the king, a touch louder than usual.

         “Hardly proper for a king, that way of talking,” said the knights snootily.

         Now the king was shouting.

         “Not proper for a king perhaps, but proper for a man! Take them to the prison and off with their heads, both of them!”

         The Chief Royal Counter had already begun to count. One, two, three…

         The king dashed into the throne room, pressed himself into the farthest corner of it and there he fumed and he huffed and he puffed. Anger had got into his heart all right.

         The knights looked at the courtiers in dismay.

         “Are you going to chop our heads off right now?”

         “Of course not. Just get out of here as fast as your legs can carry you!” said the Chief Courtier.

         The Chief Royal Counter had got to three hundred and thirty-three.

         By the time he reached one thousand, the two knights couldn’t be seen for dust.

         The peekers had a peek in, but the king was still so enraged that he flung his crown at them. It took him till five thousand to calm down. Then he came out of the throne room and said:

         “I rather fear that, while I was angry, I may have told you to chop off their heads. I do hope…”

         “Not to worry, Your Majesty,” said the Chief Courtier. “We didn’t touch a hair of their heads. Let them run off, I say.”

         “Oh, thank the Lord!” said the king, much relieved. “What a pair of dunderheads! They’re just the sort I’d give my daughter to. Eh, Arnica?”

         Arnica smiled at her father, and said, “Thank you, dearest Father.” 

         
             

         

         “Because Arnica is going to fall in love with Poor Johnny, isn’t she?”

         “I reckon so.”

         “Do tell me when Poor Johnny’s going to come into the story!”

         “He’s on his way. He’s already in a wood nearby.”

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

   

OEBPS/a016_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/a007_02_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_01_online.png
AWNICA

“\E,DU(K PR‘NI[ ff |

lllustrated by Jacqueline Molnar
Translated by Anna Bentley

PUSHKIN CHILDRENS





OEBPS/a007_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/a011_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/a005_01_online.png





OEBPS/a009_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781782692218_cover_epub.jpg
ERVIN LAZAR






OEBPS/a012_01_online.png





