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For Roberto and Marcelo, my favorite travel companions
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AND ABOVE ALL, WATCH WITH GLITTERING EYES THE WHOLE WORLD AROUND YOU BECAUSE THE GREATEST SECRETS ARE ALWAYS HIDDEN IN THE MOST UNLIKELY OF PLACES. THOSE WHO DON’T BELIEVE IN MAGIC WILL NEVER FIND IT.


—ROALD DAHL, THE MINPINS
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Dear Reader,





Take a stroll among the shelves of your local bookshop, search your favorite websites, or download the latest app and you’re bound to discover a trove of helpful travel guides. They will lead you to the finest hotels, tell you which dishes to order in restaurants far and wide, and explain which shops sell the most authentic souvenirs. You’ll find lists of museums acclaimed for their exhibits, maps of city blocks renowned for their architecture, and suggestions of venues famous for their concerts and sports matches. They are all very useful, ideal for the practical traveler.


This is not that sort of book.


Herein lies a guide to our world for fans of the fantastic. On these pages, you’ll find places that seem the stuff of dreams—a remote island where dragons roam, distant shores where giants have battled, ancient castles enchanted by fairies—but that are, in fact, very real. They are places you can actually travel to, destinations you can explore, if only you know the way. Many are steeped in myths and legends from long ago that have been passed down over the centuries, while others have histories more fascinating than fairy tales.


It’s my wish that you’re able to travel to see all the places contained in these pages and—who knows?—you just might discover new destinations along the way. If you do, I hope you’ll let me know, for, as you’ll see, I love a good story.


To the journey, to adventure!




L. Rader Crandall
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On the coast of County Antrim in Northern Ireland, there once lived a giant named Finn McCool who was as tall as ten men stacked on top of each other (although this is certainly huge compared to most humans, it’s actually on the petite side by giant standards). Finn spent much of his time each day bellowing insults across the Sea of Moyle at another giant, Benandonner, who resided in Scotland.


“Howya eejit!” yelled Finn. “Seems to me you’re even uglier today than you were yesterday.”


“Easy for you to call me names with the water between us,” Benandonner snapped. “Why don’t you come over here and we’ll see who’s better looking after I rearrange your face!”


One day, Finn decided he had had enough of Benandonner’s threats and began throwing boulder after boulder into the water in order to build a bridge that would take him across the sea, where he would challenge his foe to a fight. It was hard work, but eventually the path was complete. Finn, exhausted from his labor, decided a quick nap was in order before the battle, and he fell asleep.


He woke to the ground shaking fiercely. Searching for the cause of the tremor, he saw Benandonner stomping his way across the stone path. As he drew closer, Finn’s first thought was that Benandonner was one of the largest giants he’d ever seen—the distance really had made him seem much smaller. This was quickly followed by his second thought: there was no way he could beat this goliath in a fight.


Finn ran home as fast as he could. He found his wife, Oonagh, in the garden.


“Oonagh, I’ve really put my foot in it this time,” he panted, out of breath. “I’ve challenged Benandonner and now he’s on his way across the sea to give me a licking. He’s the biggest giant I’ve ever laid eyes on! There’s no way I’ll win.”


Luckily, Oonagh was a quick thinker. “Best not to fight at all then. Come with me.”


Finn followed Oonagh into their house, where she wrapped him in a blanket and tied a baby’s bonnet onto his head.


“Now go into the bedroom and pretend you’re asleep,” she commanded.


No sooner had Finn followed her orders than Benandonner arrived, smashing down the door.


“Where’s that loudmouth Finn McCool?” he asked Oonagh, who sat calmly by the fireside. “I’ve come to give him a piece of my mind and introduce him to my fists.”


“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you,” said Oonagh coolly. “But, unfortunately, he isn’t home yet. If you’d like to go wait in the bedroom, you’d be welcome to, just don’t wake the baby.”


Benandonner peeked into the bedroom, where the largest baby he’d ever seen lay sleeping.


“Erm, takes after his father, does he?” asked Benandonner, sweat beading on his brow.


“Oh, I don’t know,” Oonagh replied. “The child isn’t quite as big as Finn was at that age, but I’m sure he’ll have a growth spurt soon.”


Benandonner thought his rival hadn’t seemed that large from across the water, but if this was the size of his offspring, then Finn must be enormous.


“Thank you, ma’am, but I’ll be going now,” said Benandonner sheepishly, and he backed out of the house with a bow, then took off running toward the bridge, smashing it as he went so that Finn could not follow him.


“He’s gone!” Oonagh called to Finn as she watched Benandonner sprint off into the distance. “I’d say you owe me one.”


“That I do, dear,” said Finn, breathing a sigh of relief. He vowed not to go around picking fights anymore and he never rebuilt the stone bridge. But you can go and stand on its remnants—forty thousand black basalt columns that look like stepping-stones leading away from the shore toward Scotland, then vanishing beneath the waves.
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SKELETON COAST



NAMIBIA
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Along the Namibian coast lies a place where many have arrived but few have departed. Portuguese sailors dubbed it the “Gates of Hell,” the local Bushmen have called it “the land God made in anger,” and as Swedish explorer Charles John Andersson once put it, “Death would be preferable to banishment in such a country.”


Welcome to the Skeleton Coast. Consider yourself warned.


This desolate, 311-mile stretch of sand is the graveyard of more than a thousand ships. A nightmarish combination of punishing waves and thick, gray fog—caused by the mixing of cold waters with the warm air of the Namib Desert—make for terrible conditions for any vessel, and many have had their hulls ripped open by underwater hazards or have run aground after losing their bearings in the pea-soup-like mist. The shore is just as unwelcoming, and it’s hard to imagine a more lamentable fate than enduring the sinking of your ship and a swim through shark-infested waters, only to find yourself lost in a sea of giant sand dunes populated with desert lions, brown hyenas, and jackals.


As you have likely guessed, dear readers, the Skeleton Coast did not get its name because people survived.


To visit this wilderness, travelers must pass through an entrance marked with a pair of skulls and crossbones. Look in any direction and the expanses of yellow sand stretch to the horizon, interrupted only by the hulking wrecks of the ill-fated liners and freighters that appear out of the desert like steel ghosts rising from the grave. Whalebones and seal skeletons pepper the beach, and it’s not uncommon to come across a human skull or femur, too. The wind changes the landscape constantly so that new remains are uncovered while others are buried forever.


And the dunes have one last secret: When the conditions are just right, the desert hums. The air moves through the ancient grains of sand and a low rumble builds to a roar, as if a collective complaint rising from all the souls trapped forever on the Skeleton Coast.
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TAJ MAHAL



INDIA


There once lived a ruler called Shah Jahan. He was the fifth emperor of the powerful Mughal dynasty, which controlled much of the northern part of India from the early sixteenth century to the late eighteenth century. Shah Jahan was a born romantic who adored art, delighted in design and architecture, and relished poetry. Most of all, he cherished his wife, Arjumand Banu Begum, who was nicknamed Mumtaz Mahal, which means “Chosen One of the Palace.” They were married for nineteen happy years, but in 1631, during the birth of their fourteenth child, she tragically passed away.


Shah Jahan was devastated. He locked himself away in his rooms for a year, and when he finally emerged, his hair having turned white from grief, he declared he would construct the finest mausoleum the world had ever seen. Built along the bank of the Yamuna River in Agra, it would be called “Taj Mahal” as a tribute to his lost love.


It was an ambitious project. More than 20,000 masons, stonecutters, painters, dome builders, calligraphers, and construction workers from across the globe were enlisted, as were 1,000 elephants. Created from white marble and decorated with semiprecious gemstones like jade, amethyst, and turquoise, as well as 8,818 pounds of gold, it rose up 240 feet, was surrounded by lush gardens, and featured a giant reflecting pool. It took more than two decades to complete and was finally finished in 1653.


As Shah Jahan had hoped, it was among the most magnificent buildings ever created, but his obsession with its construction had distracted him from his duties as a ruler and his son seized power. The fifth emperor lived out the rest of his days in his rooms at Agra’s Red Fort, gazing out his window across the river at the incredible monument he had made for love. When he finally passed away in 1666, his own funeral was not the grand procession you might expect for a former emperor. He was taken quietly by boat to the Taj Mahal and laid to rest beside his beloved Mumtaz.


Today, the Taj Mahal is considered one of the New Seven Wonders of the World and is visited by millions of people each year, who explore its ornate interiors and stroll the beautiful grounds. Stay the whole day and you’ll experience one of the great building’s most incredible features: as the light changes its color shifts—rose-hued with the sunrise, bright white at midday, and golden orange when the sun sets.
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PREDJAMA CASTLE



SLOVENIA


Erazem Lueger felt rather pleased with himself as he looked down over his castle walls at the enemy camp below.


“Idiots,” he said with a chuckle. The breath from his laughter turned white in the winter air and a mischievous grin spread across his weathered face.


A year and a day had passed since the siege on his castle had begun, and his rivals had nothing to show for it save a few errant hits with the catapult. Erazem, meanwhile, was flourishing. He’d grown to enjoy the life of a brigand, robbing the caravans of wealthy noblemen traveling under Habsburg banners and passing the plunder on to the needy. He’d added plenty of gold to his own pockets, too.


He thought back to over a year ago, when he’d raced home across the snow-covered countryside after killing a commander of the Imperial army at the Vienna Court. The man had deserved it, of course, insulting the memory of Erazem’s friend like he had, but his death had brought the wrath of Frederick III, the Holy Roman Emperor himself, to bear, and so Erazem had fled to the safest place he knew of: his family estate, Predjama Castle.


The fortress was the largest of its kind in the world, fortified by its position in the center of a 400-foot-high cliff. Behind the castle, a cavern housed a network of secret tunnels that allowed Erazem and his men to sneak in and out undetected to replenish supplies. It had proved to be the perfect base for his exploits, and as Erazem watched the sun set on another day of his triumphant standoff, he headed off to bed safe in the knowledge Predjama had proved itself impenetrable.


As darkness fell, Gaspar Ravbar, the leader of the battalion tasked with bringing Erazem to justice, felt his spirits fall, too. Every attempt to penetrate Predjama’s walls had failed, as had his plan to starve Erazem out of hiding. Not only did the blaggard seem to have a limitless supply of food for his own men, he even had enough to taunt Gaspar’s army by throwing cherries over the castle walls, the tiny fruit pinging against their armor in the most undignified way. Gaspar had no idea how Erazem was doing it, but what he did know was that his men could not continue much longer, and the thought of ending his mission in failure left a bitter taste in his mouth.


He had but one hope. His spies had made contact with one of Erazem’s men who was willing to accept a bribe. The man had told them about a weak spot in the castle’s infrastructure: the bathroom. The informant would light a candle to alert Gaspar’s men the moment Erazem was, for lack of a better word, in position, and the army could unleash its weapons, bringing the walls down and thereby crushing anyone on the toilet.


It was not, Gaspar admitted, the most dignified of plans. But he believed it could work. He needed it to work. His men were discouraged, freezing, and longing for home and could not endure many more days of deadlock. Looking out across the bleak and bitterly cold landscape, he knew he couldn’t either. Gaspar cast his eyes upward to Predjama’s towers and hoped tomorrow would bring the golden flicker of a flame.


The next day, Erazem woke up in an excellent mood. He rose and dressed, then took his usual morning stroll along the castle walls to bask in the sight of his frozen foes below. “Good morning, you plague sores!” He laughed, although he did pity them slightly. Erazem was certain he could keep the standoff going, years longer if need be.


Today, though, it was time to make his way out through the cave’s tunnels to intercept a caravan of rich travelers and relieve them of their treasures. He stroked his beard at the thought of the upcoming ambush, his eyes glittering like the riches he was sure to steal. Then his stomach gurgled. “Too much wine and mutton,” he said to himself and headed for the loo. Perhaps he’d send the leftovers from last night’s feast down to his enemies to really get that nincompoop Gaspar’s blood boiling. Then he closed the bathroom door and sat down, the sound of cannon fire erupting beyond the castle walls.


And that, dear readers, is how the fifteenth-century robber knight Erazem of Predjama met his end. But Predjama Castle still stands, and you can explore the hidden cave passages Erazem and his men used, search the attic filled with armor and medieval weapons, and even visit the torture chamber. Just be on the lookout for any lit candles before you use the bathroom.
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