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  WHEN THE CHRIST CHILD was about to be born in Bethlehem, the star announcing his birth appeared not only to the wise kings in the East but also to a king in far Russia. He was no great and mighty lord; he wasn’t especially rich or remarkably clever, or a devotee of magical arts. He was a king with an open mind and a good, kindly heart; he loved people and was very good-natured, companionable, and by no means averse to a joke. They called him “the little czar.” The little czar had learned from his fathers, and the fathers of his fathers, that one day a star would appear in the skies and announce the coming of the supreme ruler of the whole world. He knew that the one ruling over Russia at that time was to set out to pay homage to this greater king. This prophecy had been treasured and passed on from generation to generation.


  The little czar burst with joy when he realized that the star heralding the grandest event the earth had ever seen had appeared in the skies while he, still a young man, was ruling the country. He decided to set off at once. He didn’t take a large entourage with him, not even his most faithful servant. That wasn’t his style, and, besides, nothing was known of the whereabouts of this birth of the greatest ruler, or how long the journey might be. The little czar wished to undertake this quest alone.


  He asked that his favorite pony, Vanyka, be saddled — no proud steed for warfare this was, just one of those little tough and unbeatable Russian ponies. Vanyka had a shaggy mane with such a heavy forelock that his eyes could hardly make out the path in front of him. But he was tireless and undemanding, just as one needs on a long journey.


  “But wait!” thought the little czar. “One does not go empty-handed to offer homage to a royal personage, especially to the highest of all kings.” The little czar pondered for a long time what to take with him — something that represented the riches of his land and the hard work of its people. It needed to fit into his saddlebags and, even more, had to honor the newborn lord.


  “Wise people,” the Russian ruler thought, “tend to judge the kingdoms of this world by the handicrafts of their women.” So he took several rolls of the finest, most beautiful linen woven from Russian flax. Along with that he packed some of the most noble furs that his hunters had bagged in the wintry woods and tanned until they were as soft as velvet or chamois. “Seeing these,” the little czar thought, “everyone, not to mention this allwise baby, will see that even in winter my people don’t lie around doing nothing — although sitting by one of our great warm stoves, with kvass and lightly salted cucumbers is, indeed, heavenly.”


  From the river valleys where his workers panned for gold, he ordered numerous little leather pouches filled with the magic dust that creates all the ups and downs in this world. From the mountains where the ablest miners dug deep in the most hidden mineshafts, known to none of his other subjects and never spoken of, he quickly increased the supply of rare and precious stones in his treasury. The most beautiful and valuable ones he took with him as a gift from his kingdom.


  And finally, heeding woman’s wit — and, indeed, he had heard that that was the only thing able to keep the world from flying off its hinges when the wisdom of kings ran out — he let his mother add a small clay jar of honey, for nectar gathered by fat, velvety bees in linden trees. Children of all kinds need this honey, his mother said. And if this child had come from heaven, as the old prophecy said, the honey of a Russian linden would surely remind him of his better home.
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