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      The stories in this book are old…How old, no one knows.

      They were being told among Romanian people in the 19th century while they were sitting by the fire, after long days working the field.

      These stories, and all the others in the Romanian Stories series, are remarkable.

      They address universal human themes that are relevant to us today, yet also provide a glimpse into a way of life different from our own.

      Petre Ispirescu, a young man born in 1830 who had grown up around Romanian fairy tales and had trained at a publishing house, decided to start collecting these stories and publish them.

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

      A couple of these stories 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.

      That story, which I re-titled The Girl Who Would Be King in my translated version, felt like a revelation.

      Here was a transgender story, published in a 19th century Romanian book of fairy tales!

      Petre Ispirescu’s collection had many more surprises in store for me, as I started reading my way through the rest of his tales.

      I loved these stories 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 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.

      The book you are currently reading contains four of the tales collected by Petre Ispirescu.

      If you enjoy these stories, you can find more at www.storybothy.com
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      Once upon a time, there was strong and mighty king.

      He had won battles against his neighboring kings and had made them obey him.

      In this way, he had expanded the boundaries of his kingdom.

      As part of the peace agreement, the defeated kings were ordered to send to him one of their sons to serve him for ten years.

      For a long time, one king had successfully defended his country against the all-powerful king.

      But as he had reached old age, he too had been forced to enter into an agreement with the all-powerful king, as he could no longer lead his army to victory.

      The trouble was, he could not send one of his sons to serve the all-powerful king, because he only had three daughters.

      What was going to happen, if he did not comply?

      Was the all-powerful king going to take his kingdom away?

      He worried that if he incurred the all-powerful king’s wrath and lost his kingdom, he and his daughters would have to live out the rest of their days in poverty and shame.

      The three daughters, seeing their father increasingly plagued by worry, started wondering what was causing it.

      They did not know what to do to cheer him up.

      When they saw that nothing was to his liking, the eldest daughter brought up the courage to ask him one day, at dinner time, what was worrying him.

      “Does our behavior displease you?” she asked. “Are the servants badly behaved? Tell us, dad, what is disturbing your peace and poisoning your old age? We promise to do whatever is needed to relieve your sadness.”

      “You, my dears, cannot quell the pain that is seeping into my soul. Only a son could take me out of the sea of problems I am finding myself in.”

      “I don’t understand,” the eldest daughter said. “Why are you hiding from us the source of your worries?”

      “My dears,” the king said, “as long as you have been on this earth, you have busied yourselves with the needle and the weaving loom. You know how to spin, to sew, to weave. Only a hero could save me, someone who knows how to handle a mace, to carry a sword with courage, and to ride like a dragon.”

      “Tell us anyway, father. We want to know what is worrying you.”

      As the girls persisted with their pleas, the king said:

      “Here is the reason, my daughters, for my sadness. You know that no one has been able to touch my kingdom for as long as I was young without getting their due reward and returning to wherever they had come from in shame. Now though, old age has drained me of my powers. My arms are weak. They can no longer handle the sword or make the enemy tremble. My horse, who has helped me win every battle in my younger days, is also old. He is full of disease, and barely drags himself around, living from day to day. In previous times, I was able to strike fear into my enemies. But nowadays, what can I say? You know that I have agreed to obey the powerful king. But with him, the custom is that all those under his power send him a son to serve him for ten years, and I only have you.”

      “I will go, father,” said the eldest daughter, “and I will do my best to please you.”

      “I fear you will return not having accomplished anything. Who knows in what trouble you will get yourself there, that no one will be able to untangle?”

      “All I know, father, and what I can promise, is that I will not embarrass you.”

      “If this is how it is, get ready and go.”

      As soon as the girl obtained her father’s permission, she was beside herself with joy and started getting ready.

      She was on her feet all day long, giving orders and packing all the things she needed for the journey.

      She chose the most majestic horse from the royal stables, the most beautiful and expensive clothes, and packed enough food for an entire year.

      When her father saw that she was ready to leave, he advised her on how she should act so no one would realize she was a girl.

      He taught her everything a hero who is about to take on a high-ranking job would need to know.

      He also taught her how to avoid gossip, and how to fit in with the sons of the other kings.

      Then, he said to her:

      “May God take you in His care. Remember what I have taught you.”

      The girl set off as quickly as lightning.

      The entire earth could not contain her happiness.

      If she hadn’t at some point stopped to wait for her servants and her food supplies, these would have gotten lost, because they could not keep up with her.

      Meanwhile, the king set off on a side path that led towards the edges of his kingdom and stopped by a road she would have to pass through.

      There he put up a bridge made of copper, transformed himself into a wolf, and hid underneath the bridge.

      When the girl was about to pass, the wolf suddenly jumped out at her, baring his teeth.

      He looked so frightening, he would have put the fear of death into anyone.

      His eyes shone like flames as he looked straight into hers, and he seemed ready to gorge her.

      The girl froze with fear and lost her nerve.

      If the horse had not jumped to the side, the wolf would have stuck his claws into her.

      She galloped back to her father’s kingdom at great speed.

      Her father, who used the side path to return before she did, came out to welcome her back.

      “Did I not tell you, my dear, that not all flies make honey?” he said.

      “That is true, father, but I did not know that going to serve a king meant I would have to fight such wild and rabid beasts.”

      “If this is how it is,” said the king, “stay at home and take care of your spindle and your spools. May God have mercy on me, and not let me die in shame.”

      Not long passed and the second daughter also asked to go.

      She promised that she would do everything in her power to carry out the task she had set herself right through to the end.

      After much pleading and many promises, her father relented and allowed her to go.

      But the same thing happened to her as had happened to her older sister.

      Welcoming her back, her father said:

      “Well, my daughter, did I not tell you that not all flies make honey?”

      “That’s true, father, that’s what you said. But that wolf was just too scary. He opened his maw to devour me, and looked at me with eyes that seemed to pierce through my soul.”

      “So stay home,” the king said, “and take care of the broomsticks and the vegetables in the kitchen.”

      Time passed.

      Then one day, as they were having dinner, the youngest daughter said to her father:

      “Father, let me try my luck as well.”

      “Given that your older sisters have not been able to carry out their plan, I wonder how you even think to put yourself forward,” the king said. “You have barely figured out how to eat out of a bowl.”

      He tried to curtail her wish to go in all sorts of ways, but in vain.

      “For the love of you, dad,” she said, “I will work like four devils to succeed. But if God bars my way, I will return to you without shame.”

      Her father kept trying to dissuade her and was reluctant to let her go, but his daughter persuaded him with her pleas.

      Eventually, the king said:

      “If you really want to go, I will give you permission. Let me see what you end up doing. How I will laugh if I see you return with your nose to the ground.”

      “You will laugh, dad, as you have laughed at my sisters too, without this diminishing their honor.”

      Having gained her father’s permission, the king’s youngest daughter went to the royal stables, where the best stallions in the entire kingdom were kept, to choose herself a horse.

      She examined one horse, then another, but none of them caught her eye.

      After much searching, she found her father’s old horse, the one he had ridden since his youth.

      The horse was lying on his side, full of disease and scabs.

      As soon as she saw him, she was overcome by pity and could not bear to leave his side.

      The horse said:

      “I can see that because of the love you have for the king, you are looking at me like this. What a hero he was in his youth! The two of
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