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Mulan


Over a thousand years ago, in the north-east of China,


a seventeen-year-old girl named Mulan was sitting in


a small hut, weaving. Sun rays fell through the tiny


window on to the floor in front of her. The air felt fresh


and cool, reminding her that summer would soon turn


to autumn.


Mulan carelessly pulled the thick woollen threads


through her fingers, hardly looking at her work. She


couldn’t concentrate on her chore – a task that she


wasn’t very fond of. Why did she have to weave another


blanket for her little sister or a new cloak for her brother?


Mulan had much more important things to worry about.







Outside, the village children played peacefully. Mulan


listened to their happy cries and the clunking of wooden


swords. It reminded her of how free she had felt just a


few years ago, when she was still considered a child


herself. When no one was nagging her about cooking


and keeping the house clean, and no one expected her


to keep the appearance of a young lady.


Glancing through the half-open door, she saw her


younger brother Mushu throwing small stones at an


invisible target in the grass. How different he was from


her. He never joined in with the rough games of the


village boys but instead preferred his own imaginary


world, which caused her father no end of worry. The


creases in his forehead became deeper by the day,


although that might have been a sign of his age. While


he always tried to hide it, Mulan had also noticed a


slight tremble in his hand, whenever he reached for a


cup or plate.
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Mulan, unlike her brother, knew how to hold a sword –


and a dagger, a bow or a knife. And most importantly


of all, she knew how to fight. The family lived far away


from big cities and royal courts, where no one cared


about a girl who liked to play war and always defeated


her pretend enemies. Among all the wild children in the


neighbourhood, she was the fiercest of them all. She was


the quickest sprinter through the fields, and climbed the


tallest of trees. But on her fifteenth birthday, Mulan’s


mother had taken her aside and everything changed.


“Mulan, my precious eldest daughter, you are now


turning into a woman. Your place should be inside the


house, not outside in the fields and forests, where you


roam around so freely. I have asked your father to stop


your sword training, and he has agreed that you should


concentrate on other things now. Soon the day will come


when you will leave our home to marry and have your


own family. Up until now, you have neglected to learn


any of the skills a woman needs to have before she gets


married. It is my responsibility to prepare you for this


new life.”


Mulan’s mother had never spoken so seriously with her.


It was true that Mulan didn’t enjoy household tasks. The


meals she cooked tasted bland; the clothes she wove were


messy and full of a myriad tiny holes. But never in her


life had Mulan felt inferior because of it. After all, wasn’t


she making up for it in many other ways?


Like her father – a once famous military commander -


Mulan loved martial arts. Her father had never treated


Mulan differently from her brother when teaching


them the art of sword fighting. Even her little sister was


allowed to join in! How could her father suddenly agree


to exclude her from these lessons? Would her brother,
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Mushu, ever need to cook or weave clothes? No, Mulan


thought disappointedly. They will simply find him a wife to


look after him.


But one day, Mulan’s father noticed her dejected


expression when he was trying to teach Mushu, and


realised the extent of her sadness. The next day, he let


Mulan hold the sword again. More determined than ever,


Mulan’s skills developed faster and faster. Her parents


didn’t speak a word about it, but Mulan could see their


pride, even though her mother in particular tried to


conceal it.


Although she continued to practise martial arts, the


carefree days of Mulan’s childhood were over. She


understood more and more of the mournful conversations


between her parents and the village elders. She saw the


anxious glances mothers cast at their older sons, the


worried looks between young wives and their newlywed


husbands. They might live far away from the Khan’s


court, but he held power over them nevertheless. They


were his subjects, and he might request their service at


any time.


For a long time, the village had enjoyed a period of


precarious peace. During the past few years, none of the


older boys and young men had been sent out to war to


serve the Khan and their country. But Mulan’s parents


had known different times. Before their children were


born, Mulan’s father – the celebrated Hua Hu – had been


sent to war many times. If it hadn’t been for his incredible


skills and extraordinary talent, he wouldn’t have survived.


There was talk of a rebel chief living in the Black


Mountains, around one hundred miles away from Mulan’s


village, too. His name was Leopard Skin, and he was feared


for his cruelty and the merciless killing of his enemies.
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His reputation was so ferocious that even the Khan


himself had become aware of this dangerous rebel who


dared to steal in his territory.


These were the conversations Mulan overheard when


Mushu was snoring loudly next to her and her little


sister turned restlessly in her dreams. From the other side


of the room, her parents’ whispering sounded like snakes


swishing back and forth in the bushes.


“You can’t go to war again,” Mulan’s mother pleaded


with her husband. “Remember how many winters have


passed since you last stood on a battlefield. You were a


hero in those days, but remember the price you had to


pay for all the fighting.”


Mulan imagined her father’s face. The gentle smile


he gave his wife when he agreed with her; the deep


frown when he was angry; his wrinkled hands and


all the shiny, pale scars his body bore. There was one


right above his heart, where a sword had missed it so


narrowly. Now, there was only a long silence from her


parents’ side of the room and Mulan held her breath


until she heard her mother whisper again.



























