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    This collection gathers a complete sequence of short tales by Howard Pyle into a single, coherent volume, presenting the work as the author grouped and conceived it. Its purpose is not to offer a comprehensive survey of Pyle’s entire output, but rather to showcase a distinct facet of his storytelling: compact narratives shaped by moral inquiry and imaginative flourish. Read together, these pieces form a landscape where wonder and judgment meet, inviting readers to weigh choice, chance, and character. The result is a focused portrait of Pyle’s narrative art in brief form, unified by tone, intention, and an enduring interest in practical wisdom.

The contents are prose narratives: short stories, literary fairy tales, and fable-like pieces that sometimes approach the parable in their clarity and concentration. There are no novels, plays, essays, or letters here, and the collection’s momentum arises from the accumulation of discrete episodes rather than from a single, continuous plot. Each tale stands complete on its own, with a defined premise, swift progression, and a pointed resolution. Taken together, they offer a varied gallery of situations and characters, favoring illustrative encounters over extended development, and relying on the suggestive power of the short form to carry meaning with economy and poise.

Across the volume, certain concerns recur with persuasive regularity: the friction between luck and labor, the wages of prudence and folly, the claims of justice, the resourcefulness of wit when strength fails, and the capriciousness of fate. Several pieces pair a title with a proverb-like tag, signaling their moral orientation and encouraging the reader to reflect before and after the narrative turn. The tales weigh generosity against greed, courage against cunning, and blame against responsibility. Through these juxtapositions, the collection explores how character meets contingency, testing whether fortune can be steered, and what is owed to oneself and to others in the balance of outcomes.

Stylistically, the prose draws on a storyteller’s cadence: balanced sentences, purposeful repetition, and an ear for phrases that sound as if they might be spoken aloud by a seasoned narrator. Pyle’s diction often leans toward an old-world flavor while remaining clear and direct, a blend that lends authority without heaviness. Names, settings, and motifs carry emblematic force, allowing scenes to stand as types as well as incidents. Irony is present but tempered; the tone is humane, more corrective than punitive. The plots move briskly, aiming at the natural pivot where choice reveals character and consequence follows with the inevitability of a well-cast line.

The significance of the collection lies in how it concentrates Pyle’s narrative instincts within the short tale. Without recourse to extended backstory or elaborate world-building, he achieves vividness through selection and proportion, letting a single test, bargain, gift, or misstep illuminate a whole moral horizon. This approach aligns the work with the broader tradition of literary fairy tales while retaining a distinctly personal voice: plainspoken, gently humorous, and attentive to the ethical texture of everyday decisions. The result is a set of stories that reward both first encounters and rereading, offering layers of implication that become clearer as one listens for their echoes.

As a whole, the book benefits from sequential reading. The initial framing material prepares the ear for the mode of address, and the arrangement that follows sustains variety while maintaining thematic conversation among the pieces. Still, the structure remains flexible: any story can be approached independently, making the collection inviting for reading aloud or sampling. Its premises are immediately graspable, yet its conclusions resist mere neatness; they suggest rather than dictate. That combination—accessibility joined to interpretive space—helps explain the work’s durable appeal, accommodating different ages and levels of experience without flattening the complexity that gives the tales their quiet resonance.

For contemporary readers, the value of these tales rests in their balance of clarity and mystery. The morals are legible, but never mechanical; the situations are compact, but open to inference. Pyle’s narratives welcome reflection on prudence, generosity, craft, and courage, not as abstractions but as lived choices. They model how stories can instruct without scolding, entertain without evasion, and deliver judgment with compassion. In bringing them together, this volume offers a unified occasion to revisit that equilibrium. It presents a landscape of twilight—neither full daylight nor total dark—where discernment is needed, and where attentive reading becomes a form of practical wisdom.
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    Howard Pyle (1853–1911), born in Wilmington, Delaware, emerged as a leading American author-illustrator during the Golden Age of Illustration. Working across Wilmington, Philadelphia, and New York, he contributed to Harper’s, The Century Magazine, and St. Nicholas, fusing text and image into a unified storytelling art. Twilight Land, composed in the mid-1890s, belongs to his sustained engagement with fairy lore that also produced Pepper & Salt (1885) and The Wonder Clock (1887). Across these volumes, Pyle channeled European folk motifs through an American sensibility, emphasizing moral wit, resourcefulness, and poetic justice. His integrated practice—writing, designing, and illustrating—situated such tales within a coherent personal aesthetic and professional milieu.

The late nineteenth-century periodical and gift-book market shaped the creation and circulation of Pyle’s tales. Editors such as Mary Mapes Dodge at St. Nicholas (New York) cultivated high-quality juvenile literature, while Harper & Brothers and The Century Company popularized lavishly illustrated story collections. The International Copyright Act of 1891 strengthened transatlantic exchange and incentivized original American work alongside imported folklore. Technological shifts from wood engraving to halftone and photogravure in the 1880s–1890s enabled finer tonal reproduction, supporting Pyle’s delicate pen-and-ink and wash. The domestic culture of reading aloud—parlor entertainments, Sunday-school libraries, and holiday “gift books”—provided the social context in which Twilight Land’s stories were consumed.

Pyle wrote amid a folklore renaissance. Following the Grimms’ Kinder- und Hausmärchen (1812–1857), English-language anthologies by Andrew Lang—beginning with The Blue Fairy Book (1889)—and Joseph Jacobs’s English Fairy Tales (1890) energized a market for retold “Old World” narratives. Comparative mythologists and ethnographers, popularized by Max Müller and others, framed tales as survivals of ancient culture. Pyle’s frame-story strategies echo the Decameron and The Canterbury Tales while his orientalizing touches recall The Arabian Nights, accessible in English through Edward Lane (1838–1841) and Richard F. Burton (1885–1888). Twilight Land gathers proverbial wisdom, Italianate names, and biblical-magical motifs (such as Solomon) into a cosmopolitan repertoire legible to American readers in the 1890s.

Aesthetic movements in Britain and America strongly influenced Pyle’s design and storytelling. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’s medievalism and William Morris’s Arts and Crafts ethos—materialized in the Kelmscott Press (1891–1898) and its Chaucer (1896)—validated handcraft, ornamental initials, and historical typography that Pyle adapted to his books. He pursued medieval subjects across his career—The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood (1883), Otto of the Silver Hand (1888), Men of Iron (1891), and later Arthurian volumes (1903–1910)—which form the visual and ethical backdrop for Twilight Land. American world’s fairs, notably the Philadelphia Centennial (1876) and Chicago’s Columbian Exposition (1893), further popularized Gothic, Renaissance, and “Oriental” display languages that his readers recognized.

Twilight Land appeared as the United States moved from the Gilded Age into the Progressive Era. Economic volatility after the Panic of 1893, public debates over monopoly power and Populism (1892), and urban immigration reshaped moral imaginations. Pyle’s compact fables of luck, thrift, and shrewdness addressed questions of merit and chance salient to readers facing new labor markets and social mobility. The collection’s proverbs and trickster logic privilege prudence and wit over brute force, mediating anxieties about caprice and fairness in a cash economy. Its vaguely European settings—Italian, Flemish, Levantine—allowed American audiences to examine contemporary dilemmas at a safe, folkloric remove.

Children’s culture in the 1890s, informed by the Child-Study movement associated with G. Stanley Hall and reforms in public schooling, encouraged literature that was both delightful and instructive. Editors such as Dodge promoted narrative clarity, strong moral through-lines, and memorable imagery that could be read aloud in homes, classrooms, and settlement houses. The expansion of public libraries, including Carnegie-funded institutions after the 1890s, created lasting circuits for circulation and reissue. Within this environment, Twilight Land’s concise plots, proverbial titles, and lucid compositions functioned as portable ethical exercises—adaptable to Sunday-school catalogs, holiday “annuals,” and family reading—without the strict didacticism of earlier Victorian tracts.

Pyle’s pedagogy reinforced the narrative realism and dramatic staging visible across his books. At the Drexel Institute in Philadelphia (1894–1900) and later at his Wilmington-based Howard Pyle School of Illustration Art (founded 1900), he trained a generation—N. C. Wyeth, Jessie Willcox Smith, Elizabeth Shippen Green, Violet Oakley, Frank Schoonover—often grouped as the Brandywine School. Their emphasis on historical costume, decisive silhouettes, and psychologically legible action mirrors the clarity required by fairy-tale scenes. Though varied in topic, Pyle’s oeuvre—including Twilight Land—shares this pictorial grammar: an economy of gesture, careful lighting, and compositional focus that made complex moral situations immediately graspable to broad audiences.

Pyle’s later transatlantic turn—his 1910–1911 sojourn in Italy and death in Florence on 9 November 1911—bookends a career that bridged European sources and American markets. By then, photomechanical reproduction and a maturing publishing industry ensured that his 1890s storybooks remained in print and in classrooms, libraries, and parlors. Twilight Land endures within this legacy: a nexus where Old World lore, Arts and Crafts design, and Progressive-Era pedagogies intersect. Across works from Robin Hood (1883) to the Arthurian cycle (1903–1910), Pyle offered a coherent moral-aesthetic program; the tales of fortune, wit, and fate in Twilight Land distill that program for the broad juvenile and family readership he helped to create.
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    Introduction
A traveler arrives at the inn of Twilight Land, where a circle of storytellers trade old-world tales that probe fate, fortune, and wit within a convivial frame.
The Stool of Fortune
A poor man acquires a curious stool whose subtle magic draws the mighty to his door and reverses his fortunes in unexpected ways.
The Talisman of Solomon
A bold youth comes into possession of Solomon’s seal and, aided by bound spirits, rises swiftly—learning the limits and costs of borrowed power.
Ill-Luck and the Fiddler
A cheerful fiddler meets Ill-Luck on the road and, through perseverance and cunning, turns misfortune into unlikely gain.
Empty Bottles
A quick-witted commoner meets an impossible challenge involving ‘empty bottles,’ exposing vanity and pretension at court through a neat turn of logic.
Good Gifts and a Fool’s Folly.
A simple fellow is granted enchanted gifts that could make his fortune, but folly squanders them until hard-earned prudence sets matters right.
The Good of a Few Words
A taciturn traveler survives peril and earns reward by speaking only when it counts, proving that brevity can be the shrewdest counsel.
There was one Beppo the Wise and another Beppo the Foolish.
Two men sharing a name—one prudent, one rash—take diverging paths that reveal how character and choice shape destiny.
Woman’s Wit. — When man’s strength fails, woman’s wit prevails.
When brute strength cannot save a household, a resourceful woman devises a ruse that frees her family and humbles their adversaries.
A Piece of Good Luck
A humble man stumbles upon a token of fortune that sets him on a journey where careful judgment determines whether luck endures.
The Fruit of Happiness
A prince seeks a rare fruit said to grant true contentment and discovers that happiness ripens from kindness and restraint rather than conquest.
Not a Pin to Choose. — Much shall have more and little shall have less.
An uneven contest between rich and poor shows how custom tilts the scales, until an unexpected turn tests the maxim that plenty breeds more plenty.
Wisdom’s Wages and Folly’s Pay
Linked episodes contrast the steady rewards of prudence with the costly consequences of rashness as neighbors reap what they sow.
The Enchanted Island. — All Things are as Fate wills.
Travelers stranded on a bewitched shore face trials that cannot be outwitted, learning that patience and acceptance temper fate’s decree.
Where to Lay the Blame.
After a chain of mishaps, each party shifts fault to another until a clear reckoning traces the cause and assigns shared responsibility.
The Salt of Life.
A king misreads his daughter’s plain declaration of love and, through reversal, learns that humble essentials give life its savor.
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I found myself in Twilight Land[1q]. How I ever got there I cannot tell, but there I was in Twilight Land.

What is Twilight Land? It is a wonderful, wonderful place where no sun shines to scorch your back as you jog along the way, where no rain falls to make the road muddy and hard to travel, where no wind blows the dust into your eyes or the chill into your marrow. Where all is sweet and quiet and ready to go to bed[2q].

Where is Twilight Land? Ah! that I cannot tell you. You will either have to ask your mother or find it for yourself.

There I was in Twilight Land. The birds were singing their good-night song, and the little frogs were piping “peet, peet.” The sky overhead was full of still brightness, and the moon in the east hung in the purple gray like a great bubble as yellow as gold. All the air was full of the smell of growing things. The high-road was gray, and the trees were dark.

I drifted along the road as a soap-bubble floats before the wind, or as a body floats in a dream. I floated along and I floated along past the trees, past the bushes, past the mill-pond, past the mill where the old miller stood at the door looking at me.

I floated on, and there was the Inn, and it was the Sign of Mother Goose.

The sign hung on a pole, and on it was painted a picture of Mother Goose with her gray gander.

It was to the Inn I wished to come.

I floated on, and I would have floated past the Inn, and perhaps have gotten into the Land of Never-Come-Back-Again, only I caught at the branch of an apple-tree, and so I stopped myself, though the apple-blossoms came falling down like pink and white snowflakes.

The earth and the air and the sky were all still, just as it is at twilight, and I heard them laughing and talking in the tap-room of the Inn of the Sign of Mother Goose—the clinking of glasses, and the rattling and clatter of knives and forks and plates and dishes. That was where I wished to go.

So in I went. Mother Goose herself opened the door, and there I was.

The room was all full of twilight; but there they sat, every one of them. I did not count them, but there were ever so many: Aladdin, and Ali Baba, and Fortunatis, and Jack-the-Giant-Killer, and Doctor Faustus, and Bidpai, and Cinderella, and Patient Grizzle, and the Soldier who cheated the Devil, and St. George, and Hans in Luck, who traded and traded his lump of gold until he had only an empty churn to show for it; and there was Sindbad the Sailor, and the Tailor who killed seven flies at a blow, and the Fisherman who fished up the Genie, and the Lad who fiddled for the Jew in the bramble-bush, and the Blacksmith who made Death sit in his apple-tree, and Boots, who always marries the Princess, whether he wants to or not—a rag-tag lot as ever you saw in your life, gathered from every place, and brought together in Twilight Land.

Each one of them was telling a story, and now it was the turn of the Soldier who cheated the Devil.

“I will tell you,” said the Soldier who cheated the Devil, “a story of a friend of mine.”

“Take a fresh pipe of tobacco,” said St. George.

“Thank you, I will,” said the Soldier who cheated the Devil.

He filled his long pipe full of tobacco, and then he tilted it upside down and sucked in the light of the candle.

Puff! puff! puff! and a cloud of smoke went up about his head, so that you could just see his red nose shining through it, and his bright eyes twinkling in the midst of the smoke-wreath, like two stars through a thin cloud on a summer night.

“I’ll tell you,” said the Soldier who cheated the Devil, “the story of a friend of mine. Tis every word of it just as true as that I myself cheated the Devil.”

He took a drink from his mug of beer, and then he began.

“Tis called,” said he—
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Once upon a time there came a soldier marching along the road, kicking up a little cloud of dust at each step—as strapping and merry and bright-eyed a fellow as you would wish to see in a summer day. Tramp! tramp! tramp! he marched, whistling as he jogged along, though he carried a heavy musket over his shoulder and though the sun shone hot and strong and there was never a tree in sight to give him a bit of shelter.

At last he came in sight of the King’s Town and to a great field of stocks and stones, and there sat a little old man as withered and brown as a dead leaf, and clad all in scarlet from head to foot.

“Ho! soldier,” said he, “are you a good shot?”

“Aye,” said the soldier, “that is my trade.”

“Would you like to earn a dollar by shooting off your musket for me?”

“Aye,” said the soldier, “that is my trade also.”

“Very well, then,” said the little man in red, “here is a silver button to drop into your gun instead of a bullet. Wait you here, and about sunset there will come a great black bird flying. In one claw it carries a feather cap and in the other a round stone. Shoot me the silver button at that bird, and if your aim is good it will drop the feather cap and the pebble. Bring them to me to the great town-gate and I will pay you a dollar for your trouble.”

“Very well,” said the soldier, “shooting my gun is a job that fits me like an old coat.” So, down he sat and the old man went his way.

Well, there he sat and sat and sat and sat until the sun touched the rim of the ground, and then, just as the old man said, there came flying a great black bird as silent as night. The soldier did not tarry to look or to think. As the bird flew by up came the gun to his shoulder, squint went his eye along the barrel—Puff! bang—!

I vow and declare that if the shot he fired had cracked the sky he could not have been more frightened. The great black bird gave a yell so terrible that it curdled the very blood in his veins and made his hair stand upon end. Away it flew like a flash—a bird no longer, but a great, black demon, smoking and smelling most horribly of brimstone, and when the soldier gathered his wits, there lay the feather cap and a little, round, black stone upon the ground.

“Well,” said the soldier, “it is little wonder that the old man had no liking to shoot at such game as that.” And thereupon he popped the feather cap into one pocket and the round stone into another, and shouldering his musket marched away until he reached the town-gate, and there was the old man waiting for him.

“Did you shoot the bird?” said he.

“I did,” said the soldier.

“And did you get the cap and the round stone?”

“I did.”

“Then here is your dollar.”

“Wait a bit,” said the soldier, “I shot greater game that time than I bargained for, and so it’s ten dollars and not one you shall pay me before you lay finger upon the feather cap and the little stone.”

“Very well,” said the old man, “here are ten dollars.”

“Ho! ho!” thought the soldier, “is that the way the wind blows?”—“Did I say ten dollars?” said he; “twas a hundred dollars I meant.”

At that the old man frowned until his eyes shone green. “Very well,” said he, “if it is a hundred dollars you want, you will have to come home with me, for I have not so much with me.” Thereupon he entered the town with the soldier at his heels.

Up one street he went and down another, until at last he came to a great, black, ancient ramshackle house; and that was where he lived. In he walked without so much as a rap at the door, and so led the way to a great room with furnaces and books and bottles and jars and dust and cobwebs, and three grinning skulls upon the mantelpiece, each with a candle stuck atop of it, and there he left the soldier while he went to get the hundred dollars.

The soldier sat him down upon a three-legged stool in the corner and began staring about him; and he liked the looks of the place as little as any he had seen in all of his life, for it smelled musty and dusty, it did: the three skulls grinned at him, and he began to think that the little old man was no better than he should be. “I wish,” says he, at last, “that instead of being here I might be well out of my scrape and in a safe place.”

Now the little old man in scarlet was a great magician, and there was little or nothing in that house that had not some magic about it, and of all things the three-legged stool had been conjured the most.

“I wish that instead of being here I might be well out of my scrape, and in a safe place[3q].” That was what the soldier said; and hardly had the words left his lips when—whisk! whir!—away flew the stool through the window, so suddenly that the soldier had only just time enough to gripe it tight by the legs to save himself from falling. Whir! whiz!—away it flew like a bullet. Up and up it went—so high in the air that the earth below looked like a black blanket spread out in the night; and then down it came again, with the soldier still griping tight to the legs, until at last it settled as light as a feather upon a balcony of the king’s palace; and when the soldier caught his wind again he found himself without a hat, and with hardly any wits in his head.

There he sat upon the stool for a long time without daring to move, for he did not know what might happen to him next. There he sat and sat, and by-and-by his ears got cold in the night air, and then he noticed for the first time that he had lost his head gear, and bethought himself of the feather cap in his pocket. So out he drew it and clapped it upon his head, and then—lo and behold!—he found he had become as invisible as thin air—not a shred or a hair of him could be seen. “Well!” said he, “here is another wonder, but I am safe now at any rate.” And up he got to find some place not so cool as where he sat.

He stepped in at an open window, and there he found himself in a beautiful room, hung with cloth of silver and blue, and with chairs and tables of white and gold; dozens and scores of waxlights shone like so many stars, and lit every crack and cranny as bright as day, and there at one end of the room upon a couch, with her eyelids closed and fast asleep, lay the prettiest princess that ever the sun shone upon. The soldier stood and looked and looked at her, and looked and looked at her, until his heart melted within him like soft butter, and then he kissed her.

“Who is that?” said the princess, starting up, wide-awake, but not a soul could she see, because the soldier had the feather cap upon his head.

“It is I,” said he, “and I am King of the Wind, and ten times greater than the greatest of kings here below. One day I saw you walking in your garden and fell in love with you, and now I have come to ask you if you will marry me and be my wife?”

“But how can I marry you?” said the princess, “without seeing you?”

“You shall see me,” said the soldier, “all in good time. Three days from now I will come again, and will show myself to you, but just now it cannot be. But if I come, will you marry me?”

“Yes I will,” said the princess, “for I like the way you talk—that I do!”

Thereupon the soldier kissed her and said good-bye, and then stepped out of the window as he had stepped in. He sat him down upon his three-legged stool. “I wish,” said he, “to be carried to such and such a tavern.” For he had been in that town before, and knew the places where good living was to be had.

Whir! whiz! away flew the stool as high and higher than it had flown before, and then down it came again, and down and down until it lit as light as a feather in the street before the tavern door. The soldier tucked his feather cap in his pocket, and the three-legged stool under his arm, and in he went and ordered a pot of beer and some white bread and cheese.

Meantime, at the king’s palace was such a gossiping and such a hubbub as had not been heard there for many a day; for the pretty princess was not slow in telling how the invisible King of the Wind had come and asked her to marry him; and some said it was true and some said it was not true, and everybody wondered and talked, and told their own notions of the matter. But all agreed that three days would show whether what had been told was true or no.

As for the soldier, he knew no more how to do what he had promised to do than my grandmother’s cat; for where was he to get clothes fine enough for the King of the Wind to wear? So there he sat on his three-legged stool thinking and thinking, and if he had known all that I know he would not have given two turns of his wit upon it. “I wish,” says he, at last—“I wish that this stool could help me now as well as it can carry me through the sky. I wish,” says he, “that I had a suit of clothes such as the King of the Wind might really wear.”

The wonders of the three-legged stool were wonders indeed!

Hardly had the words left the soldier’s lips when down came something tumbling about his ears from up in the air; and what should it be but just such a suit of clothes as he had in his mind—all crusted over with gold and silver and jewels.

“Well,” says the soldier, as soon as he had got over his wonder again, “I would rather sit upon this stool than any I ever saw.” And so would I, if I had been in his place, and had a few minutes to think of all that I wanted.

So he found out the trick of the stool, and after that wishing and having were easy enough, and by the time the three days were ended the real King of the Wind himself could not have cut a finer figure. Then down sat the soldier upon his stool, and wished himself at the king’s palace. Away he flew through the air, and by-and-by there he was, just where he had been before. He put his feather cap upon his head, and stepped in through the window, and there he found the princess with her father, the king, and her mother, the queen, and all the great lords and nobles waiting for his coming; but never a stitch nor a hair did they see of him until he stood in the very midst of them all. Then he whipped the feather cap off of his head, and there he was, shining with silver and gold and glistening with jewels—such a sight as man’s eyes never saw before.

“Take her,” said the king, “she is yours.” And the soldier looked so handsome in his fine clothes that the princess was as glad to hear those words as any she had ever listened to in all of her life.

“You shall,” said the king, “be married to-morrow.”

“Very well,” said the soldier. “Only give me a plot of ground to build a palace upon that shall be fit for the wife of the King of the Wind to live in.”

“You shall have it,” said the king, “and it shall be the great parade ground back of the palace, which is so wide and long that all my army can march round and round in it without getting into its own way; and that ought to be big enough.”

“Yes,” said the soldier, “it is.” Thereupon he put on his feather cap and disappeared from the sight of all as quickly as one might snuff out a candle.

He mounted his three-legged stool and away he flew through the air until he had come again to the tavern where he was lodging. There he sat him down and began to churn his thoughts, and the butter he made was worth the having, I can tell you. He wished for a grand palace of white marble, and then he wished for all sorts of things to fill it—the finest that could be had. Then he wished for servants in clothes of gold and silver, and then he wished for fine horses and gilded coaches. Then he wished for gardens and orchards and lawns and flower-plats and fountains, and all kinds and sorts of things, until the sweat ran down his face from hard thinking and wishing. And as he thought and wished, all the things he thought and wished for grew up like soap-bubbles from nothing at all.

Then, when day began to break, he wished himself with his fine clothes to be in the palace that his own wits had made, and away he flew through the air until he had come there safe and sound.

But when the sun rose and shone down upon the beautiful palace and all the gardens and orchards around it, the king and queen and all the court stood dumb with wonder at the sight. Then, as they stood staring, the gates opened and out came the soldier riding in his gilded coach with his servants in silver and gold marching beside him, and such a sight the daylight never looked upon before that day.

Well, the princess and the soldier were married, and if no couple had ever been happy in the world before, they were then. Nothing was heard but feasting and merrymaking, and at night all the sky was lit with fireworks. Such a wedding had never been before, and all the world was glad that it had happened.

That is, all the world but one; that one was the old man dressed in scarlet that the soldier had met when he first came to town. While all the rest were in the hubbub of rejoicing, he put on his thinking-cap, and by-and-by began to see pretty well how things lay, and that, as they say in our town, there was a fly in the milk-jug. “Ho, ho!” thought he, “so the soldier has found out all about the three-legged stool, has he? Well, I will just put a spoke into his wheel for him.” And so he began to watch for his chance to do the soldier an ill turn.

Now, a week or two after the wedding, and after all the gay doings had ended, a grand hunt was declared, and the king and his new son-in-law and all the court went to it. That was just such a chance as the old magician had been waiting for; so the night before the hunting-party returned he climbed the walls of the garden, and so came to the wonderful palace that the soldier had built out of nothing at all, and there stood three men keeping guard so that no one might enter.

But little that troubled the magician. He began to mutter spells and strange words, and all of a sudden he was gone, and in his place was a great black ant, for he had changed himself into an ant. In he ran through a crack of the door (and mischief has got into many a man’s house through a smaller hole for the matter of that). In and out ran the ant through one room and another, and up and down and here and there, until at last in a far-away part of the magic palace he found the three-legged stool, and if I had been in the soldier’s place I would have chopped it up into kindling-wood after I had gotten all that I wanted. But there it was, and in an instant the magician resumed his own shape. Down he sat him upon the stool. “I wish,” said he, “that this palace and the princess and all who are within it, together with its orchards and its lawns and its gardens and everything, may be removed to such and such a country, upon the other side of the earth.”

And as the stool had obeyed the soldier, so everything was done now just as the magician said.

The next morning back came the hunting-party, and as they rode over the hill—lo and behold!—there lay stretched out the great parade ground in which the king’s armies used to march around and around, and the land was as bare as the palm of my hand. Not a stick or a stone of the palace was left; not a leaf or a blade of the orchards or gardens was to be seen.

The soldier sat as dumb as a fish, and the king stared with eyes and mouth wide open. “Where is the palace, and where is my daughter?” said he, at last, finding words and wit.

“I do not know,” said the soldier.

The king’s face grew as black as thunder. “You do not know?” he said, “then you must find out. Seize the traitor!” he cried.

But that was easier said than done, for, quick as a wink, as they came to lay hold of him, the soldier whisked the feather cap from his pocket and clapped it upon his head, and then they might as well have hoped to find the south wind in winter as to find him.

But though he got safe away from that trouble he was deep enough in the dumps, you may be sure of that. Away he went, out into the wide world, leaving that town behind him. Away he went, until by-and-by he came to a great forest, and for three days he travelled on and on—he knew not whither. On the third night, as he sat beside a fire which he had built to keep him warm, he suddenly bethought himself of the little round stone which had dropped from the bird’s claw, and which he still had in his pocket. “Why should it not also help me,” said he, “for there must be some wonder about it.” So he brought it out, and sat looking at it and looking at it, but he could make nothing of it for the life of him. Nevertheless, it might have some wishing power about it, like the magic stool. “I wish,” said the soldier, “that I might get out of this scrape.” That is what we have all wished many and many a time in a like case; but just now it did the soldier no more good to wish than it does good for the rest of us. “Bah!” said he, “it is nothing but a black stone after all.” And then he threw it into the fire.

Puff! Bang! Away flew the embers upon every side, and back tumbled the soldier, and there in the middle of the flame stood just such a grim, black being as he had one time shot at with the silver button.

As for the poor soldier, he just lay flat on his back and stared with eyes like saucers, for he thought that his end had come for sure.

“What are my lord’s commands?” said the being, in a voice that shook the marrow of the soldier’s bones.

“Who are you?” said the soldier.

“I am the spirit of the stone,” said the being. “You have heated it in the flame, and I am here. Whatever you command I must obey.”

“Say you so?” cried the soldier, scrambling to his feet. “Very well, then, just carry me to where I may find my wife and my palace again.”

Without a word the spirit of the stone snatched the soldier up, and flew away with him swifter than the wind. Over forest, over field, over mountain and over valley he flew, until at last, just at the crack of day, he set him down in front of his own palace gate in the far country where the magician had transported it.

After that the soldier knew his way quickly enough. He clapped his feather cap upon his head and into the palace he went, and from one room to another, until at last he came to where the princess sat weeping and wailing, with her pretty eyes red from long crying.

Then the soldier took off his cap again, and you may guess what sounds of rejoicing followed. They sat down beside one another, and after the soldier had eaten, the princess told him all that had happened to her; how the magician had found the stool, and how he had transported the palace to this far-away land; how he came every day and begged her to marry him—which she would rather die than do.

To all this the soldier listened, and when she had ended her story he bade her to dry her tears, for, after all, the jug was only cracked, and not past mending. Then he told her that when the sorcerer came again that day she should say so and so and so and so, and that he would be by to help her with his feather cap upon his head.

After that they sat talking together as happy as two turtle-doves, until the magician’s foot was heard on the stairs. And then the soldier clapped his feather cap upon his head just as the door opened.

“Snuff, snuff!” said the magician, sniffing the air, “here is a smell of Christian blood.”

“Yes,” said the princess, “that is so; there came a peddler to-day, but after all he did not stay long.”

“He’d better not come again,” said the magician, “or it will be the worse for him. But tell me, will you marry me?”

“No,” said the princess, “I shall not marry you until you can prove yourself to be a greater man than my husband.”

“Pooh!” said the magician, “that will be easy enough to prove; tell me how you would have me do so and I will do it.”

“Very well,” said the princess, “then let me see you change yourself into a lion. If you can do that I may perhaps believe you to be as great as my husband.”

“It shall,” said the magician, “be as you say. He began to mutter spells and strange words, and then all of a sudden he was gone, and in his place there stood a lion with bristling mane and flaming eyes—a sight fit of itself to kill a body with terror.

“That will do!” cried the princess, quaking and trembling at the sight, and thereupon the magician took his own shape again.

“Now,” said he, “do you believe that I am as great as the poor soldier?”

“Not yet,” said the princess; “I have seen how big you can make yourself, now I wish to see how little you can become. Let me see you change yourself into a mouse.”

“So be it,” said the magician, and began again to mutter his spells. Then all of a sudden he was gone just as he was gone before, and in his place was a little mouse sitting up and looking at the princess with a pair of eyes like glass beads.

But he did not sit there long. This was what the soldier had planned for, and all the while he had been standing by with his feather hat upon his head. Up he raised his foot, and down he set it upon the mouse.

Crunch!—that was an end of the magician.

After that all was clear sailing; the soldier hunted up the three-legged stool and down he sat upon it, and by dint of no more than just a little wishing, back flew palace and garden and all through the air again to the place whence it came.

I do not know whether the old king ever believed again that his son-in-law was the King of the Wind; anyhow, all was peace and friendliness thereafter, for when a body can sit upon a three-legged stool and wish to such good purpose as the soldier wished, a body is just as good as a king, and a good deal better, to my mind.

The Soldier who cheated the Devil looked into his pipe; it was nearly out. He puffed and puffed and the coal glowed brighter, and fresh clouds of smoke rolled up into the air. Little Brown Betty came and refilled, from a crock of brown foaming ale, the mug which he had emptied. The Soldier who had cheated the Devil looked up at her and winked one eye.

“Now,” said St. George, “it is the turn of yonder old man,” and he pointed, as he spoke, with the stem of his pipe towards old Bidpai, who sat with closed eyes meditating inside of himself.

The old man opened his eyes, the whites of which were as yellow as saffron, and wrinkled his face into innumerable cracks and lines. Then he closed his eyes again; then he opened them again; then he cleared his throat and began: “There was once upon a time a man whom other men called Aben Hassen the Wise—”

“One moment,” said Ali Baba; “will you not tell us what the story is about?”

Old Bidpai looked at him and stroked his long white beard. “It is,” said he, “about—”










The Talisman of Solomon


Table of Contents



There was once upon a time a man whom other men called Aben Hassen the Wise. He had read a thousand books of magic, and knew all that the ancients or moderns had to tell of the hidden arts.

The King of the Demons of the Earth, a great and hideous monster, named Zadok, was his servant, and came and went as Aben Hassen the Wise ordered, and did as he bade. After Aben Hassen learned all that it was possible for man to know, he said to himself, “Now I will take my ease and enjoy my life.” So he called the Demon Zadok to him, and said to the monster, “I have read in my books that there is a treasure that was one time hidden by the ancient kings of Egypt—a treasure such as the eyes of man never saw before or since their day. Is that true?”

“It is true,” said the Demon.

“Then I command thee to take me to that treasure and to show it to me,” said Aben Hassen the Wise.

“It shall be done,” said the Demon; and thereupon he caught up the Wise Man and transported him across mountain and valley, across land and sea, until he brought him to a country known as the “Land of the Black Isles,” where the treasure of the ancient kings was hidden. The Demon showed the Magician the treasure, and it was a sight such as man had never looked upon before or since the days that the dark, ancient ones hid it. With his treasure Aben Hassen built himself palaces and gardens and paradises such as the world never saw before. He lived like an emperor, and the fame of his doings rang through all the four corners of the earth.

Now the queen of the Black Isles was the most beautiful
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