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			A long time ago, in a remote location, deep in the jungle, there was a small kingdom, and the empire had been passed down through generations from one child to another.      

			This kingdom was situated in a beautiful valley beside a small, clear-water river that flowed from the mountains. A powerful, intelligent, and compassionate king ruled this kingdom. Like the king, the people were also friendly, lived their lives in harmony without any problems, and everyone knew everyone.

			The king’s fortress was a mighty stone building with two typical sections, each featuring a straw roof in a unique style characteristic of its own, with small stone towers resembling those found on a castle. This was built on the outskirts of the village, a short distance uphill, offering a pleasant view of the entire village.

			This king had married six wives, and every time one of his wives gave birth, it would be a girl. The king became desperate to have a son; he thought a boy would make a good ruler, one who would be as strong, intelligent, and compassionate as himself, and most importantly, rule his people with justice as he did. Then, the king remarried again in the hope of having a son, and fortunately, his seventh wife gave birth to a baby boy. The king was very happy; he named his newborn son Eze. In happiness, the king prepared a grand feast and invited all his people to celebrate the birth of the newborn king.
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			“The future king of the best empire in the world is finally born!” the king boasted and happily announced, introducing his son to the people during the celebration. 

			The king started all the preparations for his successor, his son, and so did the queen. As was their custom, each wife of the king had a separate room where they slept with their children, and so Eze’s mother had the best room, with a beautiful view outside a window. At night, she would put Eze on his bed and leave the window of their room open, allowing him to gaze at the stars while she told him bedtime stories that taught good morals, until he fell asleep. Only then. the queen would lie down beside her son and go to sleep. This was their tradition: mothers were responsible for the overall upbringing of their children until they reached a certain age, at which point they could attend general education in the community.

			Therefore, Eze’s mother took very good care of her son and did her best to raise him with good conduct, as she knew that one day her son would be a king. Unfortunately, Eze turned out to be stubborn and disobedient to his mother, the king, and everyone in the kingdom. He became a very mischievous boy, hot-tempered and very naughty. Nonetheless, the king and the queen loved their son so much that they could not bring themselves to raise their voices to correct his behavior or teach him good manners for the wrongdoings and mischief he caused. They did not realize that their indulgence only continued to spoil him. As a result, Eze became an intolerable, hot-tempered boy who bullied all his sisters and other children as well, and they all feared him. In the end, he became a lonely, angry child with no friends.

			Time passed, and Eze reached the age when they could learn their traditional customs and other skills. This was akin to school for all the children in the kingdom when they turned seven. The elders would form separate groups for boys and girls of the same age and train them accordingly, as the men’s activities differed from the women’s activities in their community. However, Eze was expected to undergo more training than the other boys in preparation to succeed his father as the future king. Unfortunately, this was something he was unwilling to do. The king and the queen tried everything they could to convince their son to participate in the training so that he could learn many things and make friends, hoping to prevent his isolated life, since he would one day rule the kingdom. Nevertheless, all efforts were in vain; Eze was too stubborn to listen to his parents. The king was very disappointed and worried that his only successor would grow up to be an angry king without any preparation and guidance. 

			“What will he do with the kingdom?” the king worried. “How can he take care of the people when he takes over the kingdom?” He continued worried for his son.

			“Will he be lonely all his life?” thought the queen repeatedly, equally worried. Despite her concerns, she continued to pray for God’s blessings for her son, hoping that he would grow to be an honest man and a good king, like his father.

			One day, Eze’s mother was feeling very tired and unwell. She told her son to go to bed, without telling him the usual bedtime stories, and she went to sleep. This night, for Eze, was difficult; he could not sleep. He was tossing and turning, becoming very agitated, missing his mother’s stories. He then tried to recall the previous stories his mother had told him. As he gazed at the stars, he recalled a special story about life in the stars. This was one of the stories his mother had told him, and he liked it so much.

			‘This story was about a good-hearted man who got lost in the forest. After praying to God for help, God commanded the stars to assist the man. The stars took him in, and he lived happily with them for a few days before they helped him find his way home.’

			The moral of this story was to teach Eze to put his trust in God, knowing that whenever he needs help, God will always be there. 

			“If I ever get lost in the forest, I will ask God to take me to the stars. I would love to live up there in one of those beautiful twinkling stars,” whispered Eze to himself in a low voice.

			A voice from outside the window answered him, “I am sure your wish could be granted if you are a kind-hearted boy.”

			Eze heard the voice and wondered whose voice it could be. The tone was a sweet melody filled with love and kindness; he was sure it was not his mother’s, as she was fast asleep.

			“Who is this?” Eze whispered again.

			“Who is talking?” he asked again in a firm voice, wanting to know who was talking.

			“I am outside. Come to the window and peep outside so that we can talk. I need a friend, and I think you need one too,” said the sweet voice, now sounding closer.

			Eze sat up, climbed down from the bed, and went to the window. He looked around through the window, but nobody was there. Then, suddenly, he spotted a beautiful little bird with colorful, fluorescent feathers standing on one of the branches of a nearby tree.

			“Hi there!” The same sweet voice came from the little bird.
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			Eze was surprised; he could not believe that the sweet voice was coming from that little bird and was talking to him.

			“Are you the one talking, little birdie?” Eze asked.

			“Yes, it is I, and I can talk in many languages,” proudly replied the little bird.

			“How can you talk? Birds do not talk! And you look different from the other birds,” said Eze.

			“Yes, I am different from all the other birds, the same as you. You are also different from all the other children I know,” said the little bird.

			“How am I different? I am a boy, and look the same as all the other boys,” replied Eze.

			“No, not like all the other boys I know,” repeated the little bird and then continued. “The other boys I know are polite and respectful to others, and they listen to their parents. They have friends, and they have many good qualities and…”

			“Did you say that I can live in one of those twinkling stars?” Eze interrupted, as he knew the little bird was right about him being different from the other boys.

			“Now tell me about living with the twinkling stars,” insisted Eze to change the topic.

			“Okay, first let me introduce myself. I am a little girl birdie, and my name is Zuri,” said the little bird.

			

			With astonishing eyes, Eze looked at the little bird and said, “Hi, Zuri, I am Eze.”

			“Yes, I know your name,” said Zuri, and she began to sing and say different things to calm Eze’s excitement and gain his trust. Finally, Zuri succeeded, and that night, Eze and Zuri, the little birdie, became friends. They talked, laughed, and sang for some time, and then, out of the blue, Zuri asked Eze to come out through the window. She wanted to show him two good places in the forest where they could go and play.

			“Come out, Eze. I want to show you two great and exciting places where all the children go to play. But on one condition, you will have to choose only one between the two places that will be your favorite playground,” said the little birdie, Zuri.  

			“I cannot go out in the forest. I am too little to go alone, and it is dark outside,” replied Eze.

			“Oh no! You will not be alone; I will be there with you, and I will protect you,” Zuri promised him.

			“How can you protect me? You’re just a little birdie,” said Eze.

			The little bird knew that Eze got scared of the idea of going to the forest, because he had never been outside of the castle at nighttime.

			“It is going to be all right, Eze. I am capable of taking good care of you because I can change into any form and become anything I want. So, don’t you worry about it; I will protect you, I promise,” said Zuri, trying to convince him. Then she continued, “I am sure you will like it there; it will be as bright as the daytime, and many children are there, playing different games. They are my friends who will become your friends too.”

			“Don’t you want to be a normal boy and have friends?” insisted Zuri.

			“Who are the other children, and why are they playing at nighttime in the forest?” asked Eze, still hesitating to go.

			“You will find out when you get there. Come on, Eze, let us go before it is too late, because we must be back before sunrise. Do not worry; I will take good care of you,” the little bird assured him again. 

			Eze looked outside the window, not sure if it was a good idea to go out. Although it was nighttime, the sky was not very dark; the moon was large and bright. The night was still; only the sounds of insects and frogs could be heard. Despite being very scared, he was also curious about the adventure, and somehow, he trusted his new friend, Zuri.

			“Okay, if you promise you will take good care of me and I will be unharmed, then I will come with you,” said Eze.

			“I promise you will be all right,” said the little bird.

			Eze was interested to find out about these two magnificent places that his friend was talking about. He became confident and trusted his new friend Zuri would take care of him, and therefore, he went out through the window. As he was doing so, Zuri drifted down from the branch, slowly flapping her wings, which were growing longer and broader. By the time she touched the ground, Zuri was not the little birdie anymore; she was a big white horse with wings.

			This incident made Eze freeze with fear and excitement at the same time. He could not say a word; he was a little scared and overwhelmed at the same time. Zuri saw the expression on Eze’s face; she realized that her friend was frightened by the change in her appearance. So, she calmed him down.

			“Do not be scared, my friend. I told you that I can change into anything I want to protect you, and now I want to make our journey easier and faster. This way, you can ride on my back, and we can fly. Remember, we must return before sunrise,” said Zuri in the same lovely voice as the little birdie.

			Eze walked slowly, approaching the white horse, which was apparently the little bird, and climbed on its back. Zuri told Eze to hold tightly to her neck, which was long and strong. She started to run, and then she leapt into the air and flew.
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			They flew high in the sky, and Eze started to enjoy the ride with the cool breeze on his face, while his body was covered with warm, comfortable feathers. He looked down, and he could see nothing, as it was dark. Then he looked up to the sky; the bright, big, round moon was shining, and he could see the stars, too, twinkling and making different exciting shapes. He became thrilled with no fear.

			“Why do we have to come back before sunrise? This is fun
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