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…TO ALL CHILDREN WHO ARE MAGIC SEEKERS,

AND ESPECIALLY FOR INGA,

WHO LOVES TO TELL HER DREAMS IN THE MORNING.
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CHAPTER 1 THE RAINBOW HOUSE


It was an ordinary morning in the meadow house. Inka was still lying with her eyes closed, half asleep, her face pressed against the yellow plush muzzle of Bow-Wow. The little washed-out toy dog had always guarded her dreams – at least, Inka had believed that whenever she took the toy to bed for as long as she could remember.

An old wooden clock was ticking on the wall – tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock. Water boiling on the stove for morning herbal tea – the bubbles seemed to discuss something, changing their voices from loud grumbling to quiet whispers. She could smell freshly baked sugar waffles – the sweetest and, therefore, the tastiest smell in the world.

I hope they are waffles with strawberry jam! Thought the sleepy girl, nestling in her soft blanket.

“Get up, Sunny,” said her mother’s quiet voice.

“Mmmm,” Inka grumbled back because she didn’t want to get out of a warm downy bed.

“Well, get up, my Hunny! Look who’s here!” Mom whispered into the girl’s ear, her soft hair slightly tickling her cheek. Inka opened one eye. Multicolored paths shone on the white plank wall of the room, bathing it in the morning sun. What a miracle! Inka seemed to be blown out of bed. What could be more interesting than fingering the splendid stripes so that the colorful magic lights shimmered on her skin? How great it was to have a rainbow living in their house!

Meanwhile, Mommy’s delicious waffles were already steaming on the table.

“Inka, you can play later! The food is cooling down.” Her mother invited her to breakfast once again.

“I’m coming!” Inka replied, finally and unwillingly stopping her exciting game. It was always like that! For some reason, mothers believe that their business is the most important and urgent, although, in fact, they are the only people who think so.

“I’ve made your favorite waffles. Get dressed and eat!” Mom’s voice seemed to be getting angry.

“You forgot about the strawberry jam,” Inka reminded her, pulling on her favorite red dress and sitting down at the table. She was in the most glorious mood ever. Nevertheless, life was soon going to present her with a surprise.

“Alas, today it is last year’s apple jam.” With these words, Mom put a bowl on the table with a pasty dark yellow uninviting substance. “There is only one jar of strawberry left, and we will give it as a birthday present to your great-grandmother Sima. I hope you haven’t forgotten that we are going to visit her today.”

“Yuck! I feel like throwing up!” Inka stuck out her tongue for expressiveness and began to choke ugly right at the dinner table.

“Inka, stop! Don’t get on my nerves today!” Mom threatened. “I remember, yesterday you promised to visit your granny tomorrow. Well, tomorrow has come.”

“Ohhhh, sweet Mommy…” the girl begged in her most affectionate voice. “Do I really have to go? If I don’t, I’ll be good, I promise.”

“Remember, yesterday you promised to visit your granny tomorrow. Well, tomorrow has come.”

“Well, I wasn’t speaking about exactly this tomorrow. Let me go another time. She must be at least 100 years old! She’s ancient; it’s too boring at her place. Ugh…”

“Baby, don’t be like that!” Mom did not give up and shook her head reproachfully. “Shame on you! Yes, it’s no fun growing old, and our Granny Sima is already 90, but we must take care of her. We are her family. And the family looks after its members.”

“I don’t want to take care of anybody!” Inka stubbornly stood her ground, pulling a mug of sweet tea with milk closer.
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“Well, you can’t think only about yourself all the time!” Mom was indignant. “Granny Sima is also trying her best for us. Just remember how many times she has treated you to her cranberry pies!”

“Big deal, pies,” snorted Inka scornfully and defiantly rolled her eyes so that one could immediately see how enraged she was by such a moralizing conversation.

“It’s a pity you don’t appreciate it” Mom’s eyebrows were furrowed; she was definitely upset by her daughter’s disgraceful behavior.

“I won’t go anyway!” Inka pouted her lip as much as possible so that it could be clear from afar how much she didn’t like mother’s idea of Granny’s birthday.

“You’ll go,” Mom did not give up. And then, after thinking about the look of Inka’s outfit, she added. “It would be good if today if instead of the red dress you put on the sundress Granny Sima knitted for you. She will be pleased.”

“Oh, WHY?” cried the indignant girl. “Not the yellow sundress! It’s ugly!”

“It’s very cute.” Mom answered in a soothing tone, taking a long sip from her cup. “What a pity you hardly wear it at all.”

“No, it’s an ugly sundress; how am I going to go in it?” Inka continued to protest indignantly.

“You will.” Mom retorted coldly. “This is not to be discussed.”

“I hate it! I hate Granny Sima. And I hate you!” Inka boiled with outrage and jumped up from the chair. “That’s all! I’m leaving you! Goodbye! And… and… I’d rather have another mother! A kind one, not like you! Bye!”

Ready to pour out her anger on the first person she came across, Inka rushed to the front door. But don’t think that she was a bad, naughty girl. No! She just really didn’t like apple jam instead of strawberry and didn’t care about the birthday of a very old great-grandmother or wanted to wear the old-fashioned sundress instead of her favorite red dress. By the way, all the hurtful words she said to her mother somehow escaped by themselves – you know this sometimes happens even to those who are much older.

Of course, walking on an empty stomach was not joyful at all. But since her “bad parent” was not going to cancel the trip and call Inka back to reconcile, she had to slam the door angrily – as loudly as possible – and forget about the delicious breakfast.

Perhaps, if Inka knew at that time what awaited her outside her house, it would be better if she had gone back to her warm, downy bed again and not quarreled with her mother over trifles.



Everything was fine this morning. Outdoors the sun was shining brightly. The plump woolly clouds ran briskly across the blue sky and looked like cute little lambs. Everything smelled delightfully of delicate flowers and fragrant freshly cut grass. Mmmm… But after a loud quarrel, with shouting and slamming doors, Inka was in no mood to admire the picturesque countryside and rejoice in the new day, which promised to be sunny and warm.
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Frowning, she sat under a huge spreading tree next to the house. In front of her, fanned by a light breeze, fluttered the remains of a yellow sundress, which – Inka imagined it vividly – her old great-grandmother Sima had been knitting during the dark evenings and which Inka had cut with her garden scissors just a minute ago, full of vengeful intentions – for not being forced to wear THAT anymore.

Inka felt blue. Alas, the sundress could not be repaired, and she would be punished, in addition to the reproaches of her conscience. And there would be many harsh words – how could she deal with that? And what should be done now?

In desperation, Inka threw herself onto the soft grass. “Bad mother! It’s all her fault! OK then, I’m going to hide somewhere in the woods behind the backyard and see how she’ll be suffering and searching for me all day long. Or I will even leave her! Forever! I don’t need such a mom! She’ll learn how bad it is without me!”

No sooner had Inka thought about that than a black cloud covered the warm sun, and the cold rain descended as if from a bucket. Bright lightning burst from the clouds with a deafening crash, cutting the heavy rain with a broken yellow ray. Suddenly, a terrible wind blew. It bent the branches of the trees almost to the ground, and everything started spinning, twirling and whistling.

“M-o-m!” was all she managed to squeak. She was out of breath and could see almost nothing because of her tears, and her arms and legs suddenly lost support and left the ground. The wind twisted Inka up in a nasty cold stream, sucked into the gap that had opened in the air and carried her far, far from the house where the rainbow lived.
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CHAPTER 2 A FIND IN AN OLD SWAMP


Inka did not remember very well what happened next. A moment ago, the wind was howling, whirling and tossing her from side to side, but suddenly everything disappeared, and there was complete silence, only the girl’s heart was pounding heavily and loudly in her chest - lub-dub, lub-dub, lub-dub, lub. Shivering from cold and damp, Inka slowly opened her eyes. Her head was spinning desperately; everything floated before her eyes. She laid among the wadded clouds as if in weightlessness, shrouded in a thick white veil of fog.

“Where am I?” hardly had she thought that when something rustled quietly very close by. Instantly fear gave her goosebumps, and her imagination immediately painted a terrible five-eyed monster with long sharp claws. Mommy!

Suddenly a dark face under a torn black knitted hat appeared out of nowhere in front of Inka’s nose. It appeared so unexpectedly that she involuntarily recoiled. “Hi, who are you?” the face asked in a whisper.

“I’m I – I – Inka.” Inka suddenly began to stutter, either from fear or from cold. “Th-the-wind b-brought me.”
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“Ah, got it. Come on, get up, Inka! They’re almost here – because of you. We must hide!”

“Wh-who? The m-monsters?”

“You might say so. Get up soon, or it will be too late!”

Inka grabbed the outstretched hand clad in a black knitted mitt and rose to her feet with difficulty. Everything ached and hurt inside as if she had fallen from an incredible height and got thousands of bumps and bruises at the same time.

“Come on! Come on! Hurry up! Run!”

The stranger pulled Inka by the hand into the milky white haze. At that moment, a sound, which in fact could mean anything, was heard not far away. And right after that, there was a terrible roar and a prolonged chilling rattle.

“What was that?” Inka exhaled in fright.

“I’ve told you, let’s run!” the stranger hissed again and rushed forward without hesitation.



They fled silently in the dense white fog, their feet in wet slush, continually stumbling over snags and bumps. Something was constantly chomping below them, and the icy water squished in their shoes. The stranger was pulling so hard that Inka’s hand ached with pain, and her legs could barely keep up with him. Her heart pounded so loudly that it seemed to be heard everywhere around. Her breathing was very loud. The growling of the fog was getting closer and closer. SOMETHING was catching up with them and getting ready to attack – Inka’s back felt the approach of danger –huge, imminent danger.

“Faster, quick!” Every now and then, the stranger urged, dragging Inka behind him, but Inka felt that she could not move any faster.

Suddenly the stranger, as if bumping into an invisible wall, stopped and, gasping for breath, hissed, “J-jump!”

“Wh-wh-where?” Breathless, Inka forced herself to speak.

“In… in a puddle.… Jump…! I said…” bending in half to catch his breath, the stranger puffed once again.

“C-crazy? It’s a puddle!” retorted the girl in a broken voice, understanding nothing. After all, usually good children are forbidden to jump into muddy puddles, aren’t they? And Inka considered herself a good girl.

“Take a deep breath!” the stranger hissed and pushed Inka painfully in the back so that she plopped face down into the puddle against her will. But amazingly, she did not hit the ground but softly fell somewhere under the water, as if into jelly. The fall caused a strange sinking feeling inside her, and something started to tickle unpleasantly in her stomach. It turned out that this puddle had absolutely no bottom! Inka flew and flew in a kind of weightlessness through the muddy, dirty swill, spreading her arms like wings as her “savior” flew next to her. Every second, the water around her became cleaner and more transparent, and finally, it was painted with absolutely amazing star colors – there were sparkling purple patterns and burning yellow stars, white constellations, and blue twinkles. Then, “Aaaah,” the water was gone, and Inka inhaled convulsively. There was no water around! They could breathe!

“Wow!” exclaimed Inka, stunned. “Where are we going?”

“Going, going… repeated the booming echo.

“We are going to land in the Twilight Forest in a moment! Get ready to fall! Very soon!”
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CHAPTER 3 THE TWILIGHT FOREST


They fell from the sky right into fluffy soft moss, and fortunately, they weren’t hurt.

“Oh! What a flight!” Inka rejoiced in the successful landing, straightening her favorite red dress and brushing off the green fluff.

“Let’s go, hurry! We need to find Uncle Ouzel, or they will find us here sooner or later. It is dangerous to stay put.” The stranger whispered hastily, looking around with concern.

“Stop! Who are they? And who are you? And where am I? If you don’t answer, I’m not going anywhere with you!” Inka stood, frowning, with arms akimbo – just like her mother when she was angry and lecturing her daughter about some pranks and mischief.

Her companion sighed noisily, as if in regret, and little clouds of steam burst out of his mouth in the cold.

“I’m Buddy,” he said in an undertone. “I live here. This is a magical country – Nameless Land. The enchanted wind sometimes brings disobedient children here because of their naughty deeds. Long ago, there ruled a kind queen who taught these children in the Windbrought School of Humanity, Enchantment and Sorcery – WISHES as I say, and brought them back home to their mothers. But now, an Evil Witch is in charge of everything here. She takes the newly brought, pulls out their hearts and turns them into her servants – sullen shadows that have lost their normal appearance. We call them the Dark Ones. They were looking for you in the old swamp. Once, the wind brought me here, too. Uncle Ouzel saved me by hiding from the Dark Ones. And now I’ve saved you – lucky that I was collecting the swamp fog and found you first today.”

“Eh…Hmm…” On hearing this, Inka was too puzzled to answer something more intelligible. Although, frankly speaking, one thought had already flashed in her head: “He’s lying!”

“I’m not lying,” the stranger immediately remarked with gloom.

Inka stared at him in amazement. Does he read minds?

The stranger added convincingly, “Just believe in what you hear.”

But Inka just couldn’t believe her ears.

“Hey, are you kidding me?” getting her voice back, the girl resented what he said.

“Pfff!” Which meant, What else?” she guessed.

Inka frowned, trying to figure out what to do next. “What nonsense!” She thought to herself and winced. “The magical place! Not funny at all! She is not five years old to believe in all sorts of fairy tales! He’s probably crazy. Cuckoo. Nuts. Sick in his head. Insane. And it’s better not to irritate such a person”.

“Well,” Inka said in a soft, soothing manner. “Let’s say.…”

“I see, you don’t believe me,” her new acquaintance chuckled bitterly.

“No, no, don’t you think that!” Inka hurried to talk the insanity out of it: after all, it was not very polite to accuse him of madness from the very beginning of their acquaintance.

“I understand,” he said calmly and looked at Inka without a shadow of a smile. “Of course, it sounds very strange. But this place is… after a short pause, he deliberately pulled the next word very slowly in syllables, MA-GIC”.

“But he’s not serious, is he?” Inka thought again and immediately remembered her recent incredible flight in a puddle. “Or… is he serious?”

The girl stared at Buddy, pondering what she had heard.

“So, let’s say this is a magical land…” She repeated in confusion and even shook her head to make it a little clearer – after all, today was not the most ordinary day in her life. “But how can I get home from here now?”

Buddy shrugged his shoulders expressively.

“I don’t know. Do you think I’d live here if I knew how to go back home? Anyway, stop talking, go faster! Or the Dark Ones will find the Milky Puddle and come here!”

With these words, Buddy turned around and boldly moved into the depths of the forest.



The Twilight Forest turned out to be really twilight. It was neither night nor day. The amazing starry sky they fell from was dragged with shaggy gray clouds. Twisted, as if in exhaustion, the forest around pulled up its bare spiderweb branches. The bark on the gaunt trunks had hardened and looked like mossy pointed stones, and it seemed as if even the trees bristled at the travelers. A carpet of fallen dark leaves and blackened old needles lay under their feet. That gloomy picture was occasionally decorated with the green velvet of moss, which was thriving here and there and seemed to be a fluffy fur of some forest beast bewitched by sleep. It smelled of damp earth and rot. There were no birds, no animals, no insects heard – it was the quietest and the saddest forest you can imagine.

Inka walked quickly after the Black Hat (the name she silently called her savior). She almost ran, afraid to get lost in this inhospitable forest. A lot of unasked questions spun in her head.

“Tell me,” she asked, gasping, “What is this magical land? How is it called?”

Buddy shrugged his angular shoulders again. “I don’t know. It’s nameless; probably no one has come up with a name yet.”

with an old tiled roof and a shabby blue door. One of its windows gleamed dimly in the dark, and a whitish smoke flowed in a thin stream from the chimney. It was evident that someone lived in the house.

“Pull the rope, and the door will open!” said Buddy and pulled the shabby cord hanging on the door. A lock clanged inside; the door creaked open into a dark corridor. It smelled of hay, dried apples and a warm hearth.

“Who is there?” The owner of the house appeared in the reflection of a ghost candle. It was a big gray-haired bird in a dark plaid vest and an old-fashioned nightcap with a puffy tassel at the bottom. Its pointed beak-nose was adorned with very strange-looking glasses without temples, fastened to the vest with a gold chain. The owner of the house appeared so suddenly and was so unlike anything Inka had ever seen – even in nightmares – that she screamed shrilly. Immediately, Buddy’s hand closed over her mouth.

“It’s me, Uncle Ouzel!” Buddy shouted out cheerfully.

Uncle Ouzel?! Inka stared at the bird, her mouth open in astonishment. She had never met talking birds or such huge ones – those that lived in a tree near her house were no bigger than her palm and could only twitter cheerfully. They’ve never asked questions.

“Oh, my boy! How nice that you’re back! Just in time for evening tea! Come quickly to the fire!” Upon noticing a dumbfounded Inka in the twilight of the corridor, the host ceased talking uncertainly for a second and then, surprised, quietly asked, “And who is your pretty companion?”

“This is Inka, Uncle Ouzel. She was brought by the wind to the old marsh today. The Dark Ones immediately rushed to find her. We ran from them through the Milky Puddle. Get us warm and feed us, Uncle. Hopefully, the Dark Ones won’t find our secret passage for now.”

“Frankly speaking,” Inka said slowly, trying to pull herself together and give weight to every word. “I want to return to my mother, and I do not want to hide from anyone. Do you know how to get home?”

Uncle Ouzel narrowed his huge black eyes as if thinking of something and shook his gray head.

“My girl, you need to warm up and eat. And then I will tell you about our country, and maybe together we will figure out how to bring you back home.”
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CHAPTER 4 TALKING TO UNCLE OUZEL


“Once our forest was entirely different,” Uncle Ouzel began, sipping his tea. “And it was called the Wonderful Forest, not the Twilight one. There was a lot of beauty here – flowers, sun, music, and magical inhabitants. But one day, our country was captured by an Evil Witch, and all this disappeared. Darkness and cold came; all the Fairies, Gnomes and Trolls hid in secluded places and fell into endless winter sleep. I am the only one who remained here, living alone in my old house.” Large clear tears welled in Uncle Ouzel’s eyes after thinking about his loneliness.

“There, there, no tears, please,” Buddy hugged the old bird by the shoulders and patted him encouragingly on the back. Now, in the light of the hearth, Inka was able to see the Black Hat well.

He was older than Inka, tall, thin, with dark shaggy hair and kind, sad brown eyes. His black clothes were pretty worn out and were covered with dried dirt stains. A thick woolen sweater was bristling with threads, threatening to turn the rough knitting into holes here and there. He had uncut nails on dirty fingers with earth piled under them – a real slob, Inka’s mom would say if she were here now. Inka smiled sadly, imagining the incredible meeting. Thinking about her mother made Inka’s heart ache with yearning.
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