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         In the beginning the shining king and the glittering queen of the sky were husband and wife. They lived in harmony. Sometimes he rode the heavens in her sledge, sometimes she rode in his chariot. He loved her and she loved him.

         The problems came when they had a child. With the child came bitter bickering and sullen silence. The child was the Earth. At first the Earth was lifeless, but then two-legged things appeared: men and women. From the moment she saw them, the Queen of the Moon loved them. She watched them like a parent, with infinite compassion. She wanted only good for them.

         They knew nothing. They did not know how to speak or walk or sleep. There was nothing for them to eat, nowhere for them to shelter…

         The shining king was jealous of the time the queen spent doting over them.

         She said, ‘They’re helpless. We have so many things that we could give them that would ease their lives…’

         ‘You waste your love on them. They are weak.’

         ‘They will thrive if we help them.’

         ‘As long as they are helpless, they are no threat. If they thrive, don’t turn your back on them. They will overrun us. Overthrow us.’

         She saw him gathering weapons to use against the people. He had every intention of killing them all.

         The shining king and the glittering queen spoke less and less.

         One day, while her husband was busy, guiding his blazing chariot across the sky, she gathered the things she needed. She wanted to take them to the Earth, but if she went down there, he would see … Ah! She would send her servant. That scatterbrained hare.

         She gave the hare two boxes: a white box and a red one.

         ‘Take them to the people. I will wait until my husband is asleep then join you. Tell the people they must only open the white box. When I arrive, I will teach them how to use the things inside. And as for the red one…’ she saw the hare had forgotten half her instructions. ‘Just take them both boxes. I will explain everything when I arrive.’

         The hare set off.

         ‘And, hare—’

         ‘Yes, Your Highness?’

         ‘The boxes are for the people. Not for you. Don’t open them.’

         In those times there were bridges between Earth and the heavens. As the hare scuttled down a bridge, a million thoughts passed through his scatterbrain.

         I wonder what she’s giving them. 

         What harm would there be in knowing? 

         What is so special about man and woman? 

         What about me? 

         Don’t I deserve gifts after such devoted service? 

         The boxes are so light. She probably forgot to put anything inside. 

         What harm would there be in looking in an empty box? And who will know that I have done so? 

         So, he lifted the lid of the white box.

         He was thrown onto his back. Out came birds and beasts and bees and seeds. Grain and pollen and fire, and countless good things that the glittering queen knew would help our lives.

         Now for the red! Out came disease and madness and jealousy and greed. Snakes and scorpions and pain and death. The things the queen’s husband had been gathering to use against Earth. She was sending them to Earth so that the people could hide them from her husband.

         When the queen saw what had happened, she tried to retrieve the awful things, but they scuttled into the shadows and wriggled into the crevices.

         So she did the best she could. She taught the people how to use the good things she had given them. How to make fire to stay warm and to cook. How to grow crops. How to keep animals.

         But the people were terrified of the scuttling, whispering things in the shadows.

         The people ascended the bridges, pleading with the queen. ‘It is safe up here. Let us come and live with you!’

         ‘You see?’ said the shining king. ‘They aren’t content with everything you gave them. They want to be us!’

         And he blasted the bridges into dust.

         Ever since then the Sun and the Moon have been apart. He built a palace on one side of the Earth, and she on the other. When she is in the sky, he hides his face. When he is in the sky, sometimes she tries to join him, but he will have nothing to do with her.

         But the Moon still loves us. Sometimes she walks the world disguised as an old woman, helping those she meets. Often at night we will see her face gazing down, with all the tender love of a parent. Because she loves us, she gave us one last gift to help us endure the torments and disappointments that escaped from the red box…

         Stories.
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         Two sisters lived at the foot of a black mountain. One was a farmer – she had sheep and cows – the other a hunter. One day, as the farmer sister watched her herds, a shadow crept down the mountain, enveloped the field and surrounded her. At first, she could see nothing … then she saw something blacker than the shadow. It was the silhouette of a man.

         ‘I am the magician of the black mountain,’ he said. ‘Marry me, and you will live like a queen.’

         ‘Thank you, but I am happy living like a farmer.’

         ‘Marry me, or I will turn your sheep into stones.’

         ‘I will not!’

         Shadow and silhouette vanished. The farmer sister stood in a field of cows … and stones.

         A week passed, then the darkness, and its master, returned.

         ‘Marry me and I will give you sapphires.’

         ‘I don’t want sapphires; I want sheep.’

         ‘Marry me, or I will turn your cows into rocks.’

         ‘I will not!’

         She blinked and found herself in a field of rocks and stones.

         When she learned what had happened, the hunter sister said, ‘Don’t worry, we can live on what I kill.’

         But the next morning to their horror, the sisters saw the shadow sliding like smoke under the door of their hut, choking the fire in the grate. The magician appeared.

         ‘Marry me and I will give you diamonds and rubies.’

         ‘I‘d rather have sheep and cows!’

         ‘Marry me or I will turn you both into beasts.’

         ‘No. Never!’

         The shadow and its master vanished. The sisters’ skin became fur, their nails claws, and they fell on all fours.

         The farmer was a bear, and her sister a wolf.

         Fearful of the swords and the arrows of men, they fled into a forest and hid in a cave.

         The days turned to weeks, the weeks into months. The wolf sister hunted. Every day she returned with a dead animal and laid it at bear sister’s feet.

         ‘There. A feast!’

         ‘I can’t eat that! I must have berries and roots and nuts!’

         ‘Berries, roots and nuts aren’t food. This is food!’

         ‘We are human. Humans don’t eat raw meat. Don’t you remember?’

         The wolf sister said, ‘What does it matter who we were? All that matters is who we are!’

         ‘I am still human. If you want to feed me, bring me human food.’

         The wolf sister turned and was gone without a word. Later she returned…

         ‘There! Human food.’

         ‘That is a baby!’

         ‘I thought you‘d like it! Aren’t you going to eat it?’

         ‘I can’t.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Because it is us!’

         In the days and weeks and months that followed, the bear sister gave the baby milk. The child grew. He was dirty – and happy.

         One day, the bear sister said, ‘Milk is no longer enough. He needs solid food. Can you get me bread?’

         The wolf sister said, ‘Bread…’

         
             

         

         Far away, the palace was draped in black. Though hunters had been searching day and night, the young prince could not be found. It was as if he had vanished into the air.

         One day, a wise man said to the king and queen, ‘Your Majesties, there is a certain woman whom it is said is skilled in the secret arts of magic.’

         ‘You mean a witch?’ asked the king.

         ‘Some call her a witch, some call her wise. Magic has stolen him, so only magic will find him.’

         The king opened his hands. ‘Desperate times call for desperate measures. I have heard only good of her. Fetch her!’

         ‘Your Majesty, I should warn you, she … her face…’

         When the woman arrived, they saw for themselves. It was hard to look at her. Her skin was fur, her nose a snout and her eyes were like black beads. She bowed.

         ‘Your Highnesses, fetch me something your son wore – and your favourite hound.’

         The hound sniffed the shirt. She whispered in the creature’s ear. It bounded from the courtyard. The king, the queen and the witch followed it into a forest. They found the spoors and paw prints of wolves and bears.

         The king said, ‘If some beast has killed our son, its life is forfeit.’

         They heard growling. They searched for the source of the sound and found a cave. The king signalled to his huntsmen, who notched arrows to their bows. A bear emerged. The bear saw the king and queen … the king lifted his hand, and his men drew back their bowstrings … but the bear gave the king and queen such a sorrowful look that it wrung their hearts. The bear turned back to the cave and emerged with their son. She placed him carefully before the queen and then lay at the king’s feet.

         He said, ‘This is the strangest beast that ever I saw.’

         The witch said, ‘That is because she is no beast. She has an animal body but a human soul. She has been cursed by a spell.’

         ‘You! Come with us,’ said the king.

         The bear looked back at the cave. Warily, a wolf emerged.

         The queen wanted to gather her son in her arms, but the boy shrank from her. Instead, he rode to the palace on the bear’s broad black back.

         ‘Can you restore these beasts to their true forms?’ the queen asked the witch.

         The witch sighed. ‘How I wish I could! Only the maker can unmake a spell. I will summon the spellcaster.’

         She led bear and wolf to a walled garden. The witch lit a fire and whispered words, her eyes on a distant mountain. A shadow appeared on those slopes, but there was no cloud in the sky above to cast it. The shadow engulfed the fields at the mountain’s foot, then the forest, then the very garden in which she stood. She fed the flames and whispered more words. Night came, but not a single star. The flames kept the darkness at bay. The air grew thicker and thicker, blacker and blacker, until it was heavy, pressing the witch until she couldn’t see, move. She could barely breathe…

         Just as she thought the darkness would crush her, there came a shout as was never before heard by woman or man.

         The dark dissipated, and there stood the magician.

         ‘I knew this was your doing,’ she said. 

         ‘You hold no interest for me,’ replied the magician. ‘Take me to the king and queen.’

         Word had spread of the return of the prince, and the mysterious beasts who had accompanied him. Lords and ladies, courtiers and advisors had gathered to see these wonders. The magician bowed before the king and queen.

         ‘Your Majesties, I am delighted that your son has been restored to you,’ he said. ‘His theft was none of my doing.’

         ‘But what of these creatures?’ said the queen. ‘We are told they are humans whom you enchanted.’

         ‘You were told this by a mad old hag. These animals belong to me.’

         ‘These are people, and they belong to themselves,’ said the witch.

         He sneered at her.

         ‘If you want them, you’ll have to win them. What say you to this, Your Majesties – a contest of magic between me and this one…’ he gestured dismissively at the woman ‘…which you will judge.’

         ‘We should settle this matter another way,’ said the witch.

         ‘Can you hear her fear?’ the magician cried.

         ‘I admit I am afraid,’ she said. ‘Every spell comes at a cost. Every act of magic puts us and others in danger.’

         The magician sneered again.

         ‘Bring me a bowl.’

         A bowl was brought. He filled it with water then passed his staff over it. The bowl was empty! He gave it to the courtiers. They inspected it, passed it from hand to hand, then gave it back to him. He passed his staff over it in the opposite direction and the water reappeared!

         The magician handed the bowl to the witch. She passed her hand over it and again the water vanished. Then she gave the bowl to the crowd just as the magician had done. When it was returned to her, she passed her hand over it in the opposite direction and the bowl was filled with wine. The crowd clapped. The magician scowled.

         ‘Bring me a bird in a cage.’

         A cage holding a dove was fetched. He opened the cage, fetched out the bird and passed his staff over it. The dove dropped dead. When the courtiers examined it, it was cold and stiff in their hands, devoid of life, devoid of breath. The magician passed his staff in the opposite direction and the dove came back to life. The court cheered. The magician stepped back.

         The witch passed her hand over the dove. It fell stiff. Then she passed her hand in the other direction. The dove twitched, rose up and flew above them, singing. It settled on the table, laid an egg that hatched, and a chick popped out. The crowd gasped and laughed.

         The magician was shaking with fury. ‘One last feat,’ he said. ‘But she cannot be privy to the spell I speak.’ So the witch was led from the hall to an antechamber.

         The magician stood his staff in the centre of the hall, spoke a spell and stepped back. The staff sprouted branches, the branches twigs and the twigs leaves. An apple swelled from the uppermost branch. The courtiers were amazed.

         ‘Fetch the hag,’ said the magician.

         When she returned, she saw the tree and said, ‘No more. Magic is not a game. Free the sisters and we need never speak of this again.’

         The magician crowed to the crowd. ‘I have won! She can’t compete with my miracle!’

         The old witch sighed. ‘Then just as I left when you cast your spell, so you must leave while I cast mine.’

         Once the magician left the room, the witch circled the tree three times, then reached up to the highest branch and picked the apple. As soon as she had done so, her face became a human face. The fur shrank into skin, and her snout a nose.

         The tree shrivelled and the branches withered. The leaves disappeared as they fell. The staff clattered to the floor.

         She held out the apple. One of the courtiers took it. She nodded to a servant. He opened the door to fetch the magician, stumbled and screamed.

         The courtiers crowded around him to see what he had seen. The magician’s body lay in a corner of the room – and his head in the opposite corner. The courtier looked at the apple in his hand.

         When they went to the garden, the witch, the king and the queen found a young woman and a wolf.

         The woman said, ‘My sister…’

         ‘I am sorry,’ said the wolf. ‘To go back to what I was, to never again see and smell and hear the world this way, would be to deny my true nature. Goodbye.’

         And she loped into the forest.
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