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      The book you are about to read contains four tales that were originally collected and published in Romania during the second half of the 19th century by Petre Ispirescu.

      I have translated these tales into English and adapted them for a contemporary audience.

      The headline tale, The Mystery of the Dancing Shoes, follows the story of a young man who falls in love with the youngest of the king’s twelve daughters.

      But in order to ask for his beloved’s hand in marriage, he first has to figure out how the girls manage to escape their locked bedroom every night to go dancing.

      He also has to avoid the fate of the previous eleven suitors, who have all disappeared without a trace after attempting to solve the mystery.

      The second tale, Greuceanu, is a classic male hero quest.

      The sun and the moon have been stolen by the evil zmei, fearsome human-like creatures with magical abilities that appear in many Romanian fairy tales.

      To defeat the zmei, young hero Greuceanu will need not only his strength, but also his cunning, with twists and turns happening until the very end.

      King Aleodor, the third tale, features a strong female heroine with powerful magical abilities.

      As punishment for trespassing on his evil neighbor’s land, a young king must bring back the Green King’s daughter.

      But his mission soon turns into a deadly game of hide and seek.

      Will his trio of magical helpers find a way to bring the young king’s impossible mission to a good end?

      The fourth of the tales, The Magic Wolf, follows the story of the king’s youngest son as he attempts to catch a thief with the help of a shapeshifting wolf.

      But as the young man gets himself into trouble with the law, the wolf’s magical powers may not be enough to overcome the mounting challenges that present themselves at every turn.

      If this is the first book you are reading in this series, please allow me a few moments to tell you a little bit about the background to these four stories.

      They are part of a larger collection of stories that were first published in 19th century Romania, though they may have originated at an even earlier time.

      Petre Ispirescu, the collector of these tales, was born in 1830, had grown up among Romanian fairy tales, and had taken up a job at a publishing house.

      His first published collection dates from 1862, and he continued publishing Romanian fairy tales until close to his death, two decades later.

      A couple of the stories he collected and published are part of the literature curriculum in Romanian schools, which is how I first came across them.

      Yet many of them are unknown to most Romanian people.

      They had certainly been unknown to me, until I accidentally stumbled upon Ileana Samziana a while ago, many years after having moved from my native Romania to start a new life in the UK.

      I retitled that story The Girl Who Would Be King and you can find it as the first story in a book by the same name that is part of this series.

      I was so surprised and amazed by that story (a transgender fairy tale dating from at least the 19th century Romania!) that I made my way through Petre Ispirescu’s entire collection.

      I loved the stories in that collection so much that I decided to translate and adapt them for an English-speaking, contemporary audience, and publish them as a series of short, easy-to-read books.

      In doing so, I did my best to stay true to the narrative heart of each story, yet filter out elements of racial discrimination and other such aspects that do not sit well with my 21st century values.

      I have also taken creative license with many of the titles, as well as with the sentence structure and length.

      Following each tale, I have included a Translator’s Note in which I summarize the changes I have made, for any readers who would like to know more about how my translated and adapted version differs from the original.

      I have also used that section to add short pieces of personal commentary focused on various aspects of the story, as well as to point readers to related tales or other relevant resources that may be of interest.

      This type of direct message from the translator to the reader is rather unusual in translated works, but I hope that readers will enjoy the transparency and added insight these sections provide.

      As such, the books in the Romanian Stories series also represent an experiment in the art of putting together a translated version of a piece of work.

      If you enjoy these stories, you can find more at www.storybothy.com
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      There was once a poor young orphan lad who worked as a servant to make ends meet.

      He was so clever and skilled that all the village boys were envious of him.

      They kept making fun of him so he would feel bad about himself and seek out their company, but he didn't care about their chatter and was minding his own business.

      When they would gather up in the evenings to gossip, he pretended he didn't understand their jokes.

      His masters, on the other hand, were very happy with him.

      He was also favored by the village girls, who would nudge each other and look at him from underneath their eyebrows whenever they saw him.

      And they indeed had something to look at.

      He was handsome, with dark locks fluttering in the wind and framing his cheeks white as snow.

      His little moustache was barely sprouting, as if it was a shadow on his upper lip.

      And the eyes? His eyes were breaking all the girls' hearts.

      When he was taking the cows to pasture, the girls kept trying to chat him up.

      They had nicknamed him the Prince Charming of the village.

      But he ignored them and pretended he didn't understand what they wanted.

      In addition to being good-looking, everything he laid his hands on came out well.

      The cows he was taking to pasture were healthier than those that were looked after by the other servants.

      They gave more milk than other cows, because he took them places where the grass tasted better and gave more nourishment.

      Wherever he walked you could tell, because even the grass was rejoicing.

      It turns out that he had been born at a good moment and it had been prophesized that he had a bright future ahead of him.

      But he had no inkling about this and didn't know what his future held.

      Instead, he was humble and kept minding his own business.

      He did not take issue with anyone's words or interfere with other people’s belongings.

      And for this very thing, the other lads and servants were envious of him.

      One spring day, tired from having walked all over the place with the cows, he lay down under the shadow of a large tree and went to sleep.

      He had already chosen that spot for such an eventuality.

      The tree under which he slept was located in a valley decorated with all sorts of little flowers, all in bloom.

      Somewhat further along there was a little stream, which originated from the sides of a small hill.

      The stream was meandering through bushes and other weeds through which it had carved its path, and the gurgling of the water seemed to invite you to sleep.

      The tree under which he had fallen asleep was so tall and majestic, it seemed to touch the sky.

      Little birds were nuzzling one another and building nests through its branches.

      Listening to their song would be enough to light the fire of love in anyone's heart.

      As soon as he put his head down in that spot, he fell asleep.

      He dreamt that he saw a beautiful fairy who told him to go to the court of the local king to seek his fortune.

      When he woke up, he wondered about the meaning of that dream.

      He wrestled with his thoughts all day long, but couldn't find any clarity.

      He didn't know that the star under which he had been born had come to serve him.

      The next day, while taking the cows to pasture, he made a detour by the tree under which he had slept the day before.

      He once again fell asleep by its root, and dreamt the same dream.

      He was even more confused than the first time, and spent the rest of the day wrestling with his thoughts.

      On the third day went to the same tree, slept in the same spot, and had the same dream for the third time in a row.

      This time, the fairy threatened him with illness and all sorts of human evils if he doesn't go.

      He decided to do as the fairy had told him to do, and see what happens.

      He returned home with the cows, took them into the stable, then asked to see his master.

      “Master,” he said, “I have decided to go out into the world and seek my fortune. I have been a servant for a long time, and I don’t see this changing any time soon unless I make different life choices. I would like you to give me my dues.”

      “But why are you leaving my service, lad?” his master said. “Are you not happy with the wages I am paying you? Do you not have enough food? Better stay with me, boy, and I will find you a good girl from the village, with a little dowry. I will also help you out as much as my heart will let me, so you find your place here like all the other villagers. Don't go off wandering into the world and risk becoming homeless and poor.”

      “I am happy in your service, master. I have enough food and everything else I need, but I simply feel the need to go out into the world, and I have made up my mind.”

      When his master saw that there was no way to keep him there, he gave him the little he was due, and the boy set off into the world.

      As soon as he left the village, the lad went to the royal court, where he got hired to work in the king's garden.

      The gardener was delighted to take him on when he saw him so handsome and well-mannered.

      He had previously received complaints from the king's daughters, who said that he kept hiring the ugliest and most disgusting young lads to be found on this earth.

      As handsome as the boy was, the clothes he had were of poor quality.

      The gardener
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