The Woodcutter and the Axe
A Story from Nepal
By Amanda Kane-Smith

Kamal was out in the forest, chopping wood near Rara Lake. It had been a long, cold winter in that part of Nepal, and snow still covered the ground. The pine trees were heavy with frost, and the wind whistled through the branches. Kamal needed firewood to keep the stove burning in his small house. 
Chopping wood was thirsty work. He needed a drink, so he walked down to the lake. The water was frozen. He tapped the ice with the handle of his axe, but it was too thick, so he swung the axe over his shoulder and brought it down hard.
WHACK! C-R-A-C-K!
The ice split, but Kamal lost his balance, tumbling headfirst into the deep, freezing water.
Luckily, Kamal could swim. He kicked hard, pushed upwards, grabbed a root on the bank, and pulled himself out. Poor Kamal sat shivering and bedraggled. 
Then he realised he had lost his axe – his only axe! 
Kamal rushed forward, but he knew it was too dangerous to venture back into the water. So he sat back down, and in his despair, he began to cry.
As he stared at the lake, wondering what to do, he noticed the water under the ice starting to glow. Then the ice began to melt, and a mysterious woman appeared out of the water!
Her hair was long, and dark, and her skin blue like the lake. She was wearing a long flowing dress that looked like it was made of the mist that rose from the ice.
Kamal blinked. He had heard stories of a river goddess, protector of the waters, but he never thought he would ever see her. 
Then the River Goddess spoke. Her voice was soft and calm. ‘Kamal, do not be sad. You were right not to go back in the lake - icy water can be dangerous. Because you are wise, I will return what you have lost.’
She stretched out her hand, and from the depths of the lake rose a shining gold axe covered in jewels.
‘Wow!’ said Kamal. ‘That axe is beautiful and must be worth a fortune. But that isn’t my axe! Mine was just ordinary, made of wood and iron.’
The River Goddess smiled.
‘You speak the truth, good Kamal. For your honesty, you may keep this golden axe.’ 
Then she held out her other hand and continued: ‘But you may need this one as well.’
And just like before, something rose up from the lake - Kamal’s own axe!
The goddess walked silently across the broken ice and handed him both axes.
Kamal looked at the two axes in his hands, one old and faithful, the other shiny and new.
‘Thank you, River Goddess.’ he said. 
Kamal looked up — but the River Goddess had gone.
That winter, Kamal made good use of his newfound fortune, and with the money he got from selling the golden axe, he made sure no one in his village went cold or hungry.
And every winter, when he chopped wood by the lake, he remembered  the goddess who rose from the water, and the day his honesty brought him a gift of gold. 

