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      “Play along, Ivan. This is just the beginning.”

      The Firebird’s words rang in my mind. Paralyzed, I stared at the magical creature that I had brought with me through the portal, unable to believe I’d actually succeeded in my quest. The bird was sitting in the middle of my izba, lighting it up with its glowing feathers. Its colors varied from dark purple to light yellow and gold. Some had pinkish undertones, some were bright red. Its beauty contrasted starkly with the modest interior of the izba I’d called home my whole life. The wooden table that stood in the middle, with two benches on each side. The pechka, the samovar that was the centerpiece.

      I hadn’t prepared for any of this. My plan to deliver the creature I’d captured on Baba Yaga’s orders had gone awry.

      Instead of leaving the Firebird with the ancient witch, I’d somehow managed to escape, bringing the Firebird along. I swallowed hard. Thoughts swirled in my mind as I tried to piece together the events of earlier that morning. Baba Yaga’s threats, as she hovered over me, her attempts to stuff the bird back into the cage, and, finally, the Firebird’s pleas to take it with me.

      I’d done the right thing, I told myself, as I looked around the izba. I couldn’t leave the Firebird with the old witch.

      My father stepped closer.

      “The Firebird itself,” Papa’s mouth hung open. His voice was low, thick with admiration. “If this creature is the Firebird itself, you’ll be the most powerful man in Zorya.”

      The beautiful bird was sitting in the gilded cage quietly. It hadn’t been screeching or cawing, and wasn’t moving violently as it had earlier, in Baba Yaga’s hut. It was almost as if it liked being in our izba.

      Having carried its feather for two months, I’d gotten somewhat habituated to its magic, but the effect on Papa was shocking. He clasped his hands in awe and dropped to his knees. 

      “We’re saved. Look how many feathers it has. And every single one is a wish. Every single one! But we can feed the whole village. We can build a new izba. We can—” he started to say, but our chatter was interrupted by Peter’s falsetto coming from the pechka,

      “Papa, I’m trying to sleep!”

      “Yeah, be quiet, it’s early,” Ilya added, his voice raspy.

      “Peter, Ilya, wake up, both of you,” Papa barked at my two older brothers, “you get down here right now.”

      I gasped, for this was completely out of the ordinary. Having long ago resigned to letting my two older brothers sleep well into the late morning, or even the early afternoon, Papa never raised his voice at them. There were plenty of occasions when I got back from taking the horses to pasture to find my brothers still in bed, and that never seemed to have mattered to Papa. But not this time.

      “Why, Papa?” Ilya climbed down first, yawning.

      “Because your brother brought us the Firebird,” Papa said proudly, giving me a nod of approval. My heart leaped. My Papa was proud of me. Never mind that the Firebird had been captured for Baba Yaga, and I hadn’t planned on bringing it home. Never mind that I had little idea of what I would do with the creature.

      “The Firebird? But that’s impossible!” Ilya yelped. At that very moment the Firebird squawked, and my brother turned to the table, where the gilded cage sat. “What? But that can’t be.”

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Peter appeared from his spot behind the pechka.

      “The Dimwit got the bird,” Ilya rubbed his eyes, and so did Peter. Both of them stood in front of the cage, staring.

      “There’s no way!” Peter snarled. “But if this is the actual Firebird, I think we should start making wishes.”

      Before I could stop him, Peter extended his hand through the golden bars of the cage, reaching straight for the bird. He tried to pull out one of its feathers, but the Firebird opened its beak in warning and cawed so loudly that Peter jerked his hand back and covered his ears in horror. 

      “What is this beast? Why is it making such a terrible noise?”

      “Let me try,” Ilya pushed Peter aside and thrust his hand into the cage. This time, the Firebird didn’t give a warning, but pecked Ilya’s hand with its powerful beak. A burn appeared in the middle of Ilya’s palm, just as I’d seen on Baba Yaga’s hand earlier that morning. Ilya yelped in pain. “Get this thing out of here! Ivan is trying to murder us, Papa!”

      “Stop it, you two. You’re acting like little maidens.” Papa stomped his foot. “Ivan brought us a magical creature, a Firebird that will make our wishes come true, and you’re not showing him or the creature any respect.”

      Peter and Ilya stood back, dumbfounded. I, too, was at a loss for words. Never before had Papa chastised my brothers on my account. 

      “Respect?” Peter opened his eyes wide.

      “Yes, respect. Ivan here brought us unimaginable treasure.” 

      “A treasure,” Peter mumbled. 

      “Unimaginable,” Ilya said, scratching his head. 

      “Now, Ivan, why don’t we all sit down and you tell us exactly how you came to capture the Firebird,” Papa gave me a pointed stare, then took a seat at the table. I remained standing, expecting Papa to ask me to serve the family tea, as I usually did.

      “Sit down, Ivan, and you, Peter, pour us the tea, why don’t you?” Papa ordered my older brother. 

      I blinked fast, wondering whether Peter knew what to do. Would he know how to boil the water in the samovar? Where to place the wood chips? How to get the right temperature? Would he know how to brew the tea in the teapot that sat on top of the samovar?

      Disobeying Papa was out of the question and so, though I would have gladly been the one to prepare and serve the tea, I hung my head and sat down at the table, in my usual spot, which was next to the door leading to the outer porch, seni. I’d never sat anywhere else, for if anything needed to be done, I could easily get up and take care of business. But Papa pointed to a spot that Peter normally occupied. 

      I hesitated.

      “You sit to my right, Ivan. You brought us the Firebird, which will save the whole village,” Papa said solemnly. Hesitantly, I sat down on the very edge of Peter’s chair. The one on Papa’s right side.

      Red blotches appeared on Peter’s face as he busied himself with the samovar. Ilya, in stark contrast, had turned very pale, as he sat down on Papa’s left.  

      Hands trembling, Peter awkwardly poured the tea. The cup clanked loudly, and he’d almost dropped it as he set it in front of Papa. He then took another cup and filled it. Peter was about to hand it to Ilya, but Papa stopped him.

      “Serve Ivan first,” Papa ordered. The red blotches on Peter’s face turned an even deeper shade of crimson. Sweat poured down his forehead, and he wiped it off with the sleeve of his shirt. I could have sworn he was about to cry. Without saying a word, he handed me a cup of tea. 

      Watching the dark liquid swooshing in the cup, I remembered my tea ritual with Lisa, my beautiful bride. Lisa had taught me how to brew tea with tea bags, pouring hot water from a teakettle that boiled in mere minutes. Bringing the cup to my lips, I took a sip. It was the perfect temperature, very warm, but no longer scoldingly hot. The tea tasted perfect, just how I normally made it. It was as if I’d prepared it myself. The thought flashed in my mind, and I almost spat out the beverage.

      This was the tea I’d brewed myself earlier that morning.

      In Virginia, it had been two months, but in Zorya, less than an hour had elapsed.

      How much time had passed in Virginia since I’d left with the Firebird and Grayson? How was Lisa doing? And Harry? I wanted to scream. I needed to get back to Virginia right away.

      I patted my pocket, where I’d kept the magical silver mirror that the Mistress of the Copper Mountain had given me. With the mirror, I could call Lisa from Zorya. I needed to establish contact with my bride right away. But my father’s gaze was fixed firmly on my person.

      “Let’s hear your story now, Ivan,” Papa ordered. 

      If I started explaining how I’d come across the Firebird, I could lose valuable time. And every minute counted. For all I knew, in Virginia, it may have been three months already, or maybe even a year, and my beautiful bride was suffering without me, wondering what had happened to me.

      Only a miracle could help me now, I thought, and caught the Firebird’s unblinking eye.  Was it my imagination, or did the Firebird just nod at me?

      “Yes, Papa,” I started to say when the Firebird screeched. It was a sound so loud and so unpleasant that it couldn’t be ignored.

      “Caw! Caw!” the Firebird shrieked.

      “What is it doing? What does it want?” Peter turned to me, and so did Ilya. Papa, too, raised his eyebrows.

      “Make it stop! The neighbors will hear.”

      “Caw! Caw!” the bird repeated. I got up and walked over to the cage, remembering how the Firebird had made its wishes known to me in Baba Yaga’s hut. Would the same thing happen again? Standing right in front of the cage, I waited.

      “Go find me something to eat,” the bird sang out. “And while you’re at it, you can use your mirror.”

      I gaped at it in awe. The Firebird was actively trying to help me. I would need to better understand what it wanted from me in return, but that would come later.

      “Hurry up, I want you back quickly, I don’t want to stay here alone with them,” the Firebird sang out. “Though, of course, I could leave whenever I want.”

      My father and brothers stared at our interaction in confusion, and I guessed they couldn’t understand what it was saying.

      “The Firebird is hungry. I’ll go find it something to eat,” I mumbled under my breath. “I’m just going to cover the cage.” With a swift motion, I threw the canvas sheet over the cage, and the bird grew quiet.

      “Can we pluck its feathers while you’re out?” Ilya inquired, a glint of excitement in his eyes.

      “You’d better wait till I come back,” I responded. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”
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      Our izba sat at the very edge of the village, slightly apart from the other houses, occupying a large plot of land. My family was once well-off, and my father had made good money raising and selling horses. Papa had built the hut himself when he and my mother first got married, and had even constructed a side izba, where, once one of his three sons got married, the newlyweds would live. He’d planned on building two more side izbas for all of his children, but his fortunes had turned quickly.

      Right after my mother died giving birth to me, Papa, sick with grief, had let his horses wander into the forest, and had lost most of his herd to the wolves. His business never recovered. He’d managed to rescue several horses, but had to wait three long years until he had enough horses to trade. Our izba that was once clean and airy fell into disrepair. The side izba stood abandoned, a reminder of Papa’s ambitions that had led him nowhere.

      My two older brothers were of little help to Papa. As for me, I was never meant to amount to anything. All my life, I was called “Ivan the Dimwit,” and took care of household chores, as well as tending horses.

      Pushing open the front door, I nearly bumped into Dasha. The ruddy-cheeked neighbor jumped back, smoothing her skirt.

      “Ivan! Oh, I was just here, um, I was just passing by.” Dasha averted her eyes. The excuse was implausible, for no one ever passed by our izba unless it was for a particular reason. “I heard something,” Dasha said, her voice smarmy.

      “You did?” I tried to step through the door, but Dasha was blocking my exit.

      “Ivan, who is it? Who’s at the door?”

      It was Papa, his low baritone reverberating through the house.

      “It’s me, Dasha, Potap Mikhailovich,” the neighbor shouted right over my shoulder.

      “Hi, Ms. Dasha, how’s it going?” Papa responded from the room, which Dasha took as an invitation.

      Before I could stop her, she maneuvered past me and, in mere seconds, was standing in our room, hands on her hips. With a sigh, I followed our neighbor inside, hoping Dasha would leave quickly.

      “What’s in that cage?” She pointed at the table, turning to me first. “I thought it might be a falcon. I even told Ivan when I saw him at the well, but I heard a strange noise coming from your izba, and I don’t think it could be a falcon.”

      Papa shook his head.

      “I’m just going to take a peek,” Dasha said, and, without waiting, for permission, reached and pulled the sheet off the cage. The Firebird, exposed, shrieked, and so did Dasha, shocked by the vision.

      “This is no falcon!” Dasha pointed at the cage. “That is a Firebird!” She said it with such certainty, as if she’d known it all along.

      The Firebird, as if it had been waiting for exactly this moment, chose to announce itself again. Not the warning shriek moments ago. This was something different, something lower and more resonant, a sound moving outward through the wooden walls of the izba and into the morning air like a bell.

      Dasha’s eyes went round.

      “The Firebird!” she repeated.

      “Dasha,” I said quickly, “please don’t⁠—”

      But Dasha was already turning on her heels. Her footsteps went down our front path at a speed I would not have thought possible for a woman her age.

      “Ivan got the Firebird!” I heard her voice. “Ivan the Dimwit got the Firebird! He brought it home! Come and see! The Firebird!”

      I stood in the doorway of my izba and watched Dasha disappear around the corner toward the miller’s house, and then I heard the miller’s wife’s voice join hers, and then another voice, and another. The village was stirring, embracing the news. 

      And I was at the center of it. I swallowed hard.

      Papa appeared at my shoulder. 

      “She’s telling everyone,” Papa said unnecessarily. “I was hoping we would have more time before telling the neighbors.”

      The villagers ran out of their izbas and walked up the path to our house. There was the blacksmith, followed by Rosa the matchmaker, her carrying contralto coming closer. Children joined them, laughing and giggling with excitement.

      The first of the villagers appeared at the gate.

      “Show us the Firebird!” they demanded. “We want to see the Firebird.”

      “Show it to us! Bring us the Firebird,” they chanted. I hesitated, but Papa left me no choice. He raised his hand up in the air, and said, his voice carrying over the murmur of the crowd:

      “Ivan will bring the Firebird right over. Be patient.”

      Disobeying Papa in front of the whole crowd of villagers wasn’t an option, and I stepped inside the izba. The Firebird was perched in its cage and surveyed me expectantly. Seeing me approach, it sang out,

      “Ivan, bring me to the people. I want to meet your neighbors.” 

      “Yes, of course.”

      I unlatched the door, and the bird had stepped onto my forearm. I walked to our front gate with the glowing creature perched on my arm, as if I were a magician from a traveling circus. The crowd outside of our izba had grown, and it looked like the entire village had assembled to witness the miracle.

      There was the blacksmith, Kuzma, a burly man who had two enormous fists, standing with his mouth open. There was the miller with flour still on his hands. There was the baker’s wife, plump and smiling, and the baker himself. There was Rosa the matchmaker in her red headscarf at the front of the crowd, arms crossed, propping up her formidable bust, proud to have gotten the vantage point in time. There were the blacksmith’s daughters, Tatiana and Akulina, staring at me intently, as if seeing me for the first time. Akulina was the prettiest girl in the village and considered the most desirable bride. And there was Dasha, at the center of everything, smiling in satisfaction at having assembled such a crowd in so little time.

      The collective intake of breath when I appeared with the Firebird was palpable. 

      “Ivan, Ivan!” The chanting started from the back of the crowd and moved forward. It was spontaneous and cheerful. “Ivan! Ivan! Ivan the Dimwit got the Firebird!”

      The Firebird spread its wings slightly, and the villagers gasped in delight. The morning light caught the bird’s feathers, and the gold shimmer underneath went through all of them at once, and for a moment the whole crowd was basking in its glorious light.

      “Ivan!” Dasha called over the noise. “When will you make a wish? You’ll make a wish for all of us, won’t you? One for the harvest?”

      “I think we should have a new bridge,” the miller said. “The one over the river has been useless for six years.”

      “The harvest first,” the baker said. “What use is a bridge if we’ve got no grain to carry across it?”

      “Better roads, so we can trade,” said Kuzma the blacksmith, pumping his fist in the air.

      Everyone began talking at once, gesticulating excitedly. It felt like a special occasion. The villagers rarely assembled like this. I stood at my gate with the magical bird on my arm and tried to follow the conversations to make sense of it all.

      “Neighbors,” I said.

      No one heard me.

      “Neighbors!” I said, louder.

      The Firebird solved the problem by producing the single resonant note again, the same one it had used in the izba, the sound that moved through walls. The crowd went silent.

      I looked at the bird. It regarded me with the expression I had begun to recognize as its version of: “You’re welcome. Now say something useful.” 

      The magical creature was definitely trying to help me.

      “Neighbors,” I cleared my throat, “it’s early. I propose we take a vote this evening, when everyone has had time to think. And the wish that matters most to the most people is the one we make first.”

      The crowd considered this.

      “The Dimwit makes sense,” the miller said first.

      “Agreed,” said Kuzma, and several others nodded.

      Rosa the matchmaker raised her hand, which she did whenever she had a pronouncement.

      “I think,” she said, “that what our village needs is not merely a wish. What our village needs is a leader. A real one. Someone who has proven himself.” She gave me a look so full of admiration and approval, that I blushed. “Someone who has captured the Firebird.”

      “It’s Ivan! Ivan should be our leader,” someone at the back called. Then someone else. Then everyone, more or less at once. 

      “Ivan! Will you be our leader?” Rosa asked.

      I stood at my gate with the Firebird on my arm, as I took in the sight of the whole village giving me its full confidence. I couldn’t betray their trust. I thought about the Firebird telling me to play along. I thought about my father’s face in the doorway of the izba, glowing with pride.

      I thought of Lisa. My true love, my beautiful bride, waiting for me to come back to Virginia. I needed to talk to her before I did anything.

      “This evening,” I said. “We’ll vote this evening. For the wish and for everything else.”

      To my relief, the crowd accepted this and dispersed, chatting and buzzing with the news. Dasha was the last one to leave. Before doing so, she gave me two red apples.

      “I brought these for the Firebird,” she smiled. “Can I feed it?”

      “Thank you, Dasha,” I said. “Sure, I don’t see why not.”

      Dasha hesitantly extended her hand to the bird, and, to her sheer delight, the Firebird pecked one of the apples, finishing it in minutes.

      “I guess it was hungry,” Dasha noted before leaving.

      I watched the villagers go, and then I went back inside, the Firebird still perched on my arm. It didn’t resist, and I placed it carefully next to the cage. The bird pecked me gently on the arm, and I placed the second apple inside the cage.

      The creature, hesitating for only a moment, went into the gilded cage, folding its tail neatly so it would fit. It pecked the apple carefully with its sharp beak and swallowed a piece. Then another. I watched, mesmerized, as the bird devoured the whole red apple. It then opened its beak and let out a victorious cry and closed its eyes, indicating it was time for resting. I carefully covered the cage and stepped back, only then noticing my family that had been sitting at the table, observing me in silence.

      Papa pointed at the seat to his right, to Peter’s seat, the one I’d occupied earlier that morning for what I’d thought then was a one-off occasion. But now, I realized, I would take the position next to my father’s right, displacing the eldest son. I knew what it meant. Papa wanted me to be in charge of the household. Now that he was getting older, I would be the one taking over the family responsibilities.

      I, the youngest son.

      “Sit down, Ivan. Tell me everything. How did you come across this creature, and what is it doing here?”

      “Papa,” I bit my lip, fighting the urge to leave, so I could speak to Lisa. But I couldn’t disobey my father, who was so proud of me.

      “Go on,” Papa raised his chin up. I noticed his gray beard was still clumpy, unbrushed since this morning. “Pour us some tea,” Papa ordered Peter, who, for the second time that morning, was performing my usual duties. My brother opened the faucet of the samovar hesitantly, as if afraid to break it.

      Ever since I’d been old enough to pick up the heavy samovar and carry it, I’d been the one to boil the water and make the tea for our family. I remembered the first time I did it: the boiling water, steam rising. I was carrying it in my shaking hands, walking with such concentration that my muscles spasmed, when I heard Peter’s cackle.

      “Dimwit!” Peter called me that day, “Better if you drop it and scald yourself, so we don’t have to see your ugly face again.”

      The memory came back fresh at that moment. And then, another memory came, overpowering that one. Lisa, tea bag in hand, the electric teakettle, her Fernwood apartment cozy and inviting. She was looking over her shoulder at me, asking me if I’d like a cup. And her smile, her beautiful, open smile, that meant the world.

      “Thank you, Peter,” I squeezed out.

      Peter blinked, sitting by the door, flipping the order of seniority in our household. Ilya, who’d been sitting quietly in his usual seat, drummed his fingers on the table.
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      “So, are you gonna tell us or what?” Ilya narrowed his eyes.

      “Don’t rush him,” Peter chuckled, “He’s still the same dimwit he’s always been. He might lose his train of thought.”

      “Peter, Ilya,” Papa said, steely notes in his voice. “You stop this right now. Let Ivan speak. And if I hear any more of this nonsense from either one of you, the whole village will know you’ve been disrespecting its leader.”

      “Leader?” Peter sneered, his left cheek twitching. He averted his eyes and took a sip of his tea. “Who says he’s gonna be the leader?”

      “Ivan,” Papa gave me another expectant look. “Please continue.”

      I couldn’t delay my story any further. Remembering the encouragement I’d gotten from the Firebird, I decided to share everything.

      “So, capturing the Firebird went like this,” I said, shifting in my seat. “One day, after I took the horses to pasture, I wandered into the forest. And there I found the Firebird’s feather. I knew immediately what it was, because it was glowing and magical,” I observed the room. Papa watched me in fascination. Peter and Ilya both gaped at me, their mouths open.

      “One day? When? Why didn’t you tell us?” Peter raised his hands in frustration.

      “I couldn’t. Because the feather took me away.”

      “What? This doesn’t make any sense,” Peter said.

      “You found the Firebird’s feather? Why didn’t you make a wish?” Ilya furrowed his brow. 

      “Because I didn’t want to make the wrong wish,” I responded and noticed my Papa’s eyes glistening. 

      “Dimwit,” Peter muttered under his breath, but I ignored this.

      “So then, I was holding the feather, and I stumbled upon Baba Yaga’s hut, by pure chance, and then she tested me, and then she ordered me to go and bring back the Firebird to her. She said, ‘The Firebird always comes back for its feather.’ After I brought her back the Firebird, I could make a wish and Baba Yaga would set me free. And the way things happened, I fell asleep in her hut, and then I woke up in a portal, in a far-away land, it’s called Virginia, where I met a humpbacked horse and a beautiful woman. The horse’s name is Harry, and he can fly. And the woman is Lisa,” I paused, unsure whether I should tell them that Lisa was now my bride. 

      The audacity of what I had done hit me only then: I’d proposed to Lisa without securing my father’s blessing, and did so before either of my older brothers had gotten married, breaking two rules at once. 

      “A woman? You met a woman?” Peter guffawed. “Dimwit met a girl.”

      “A woman,” Ilya shook his head. “Was she as dim-witted as you?”

      “Ilya, Peter,” Papa barked. “Last warning.” My brothers exchanged a look, barely suppressing their laughter.

      “No, Lisa is very smart. She and Harry helped me capture the Firebird. We didn’t succeed right away, but without them, it wouldn’t have happened. I also met the Mistress of the Copper Mountain and her guard wolf, Grayson.”

      “What? You expect us to believe this?” Peter pushed his cup of tea back so roughly that it teetered on the edge of the table and would have fallen had he not caught it.

      “Hold on a second, let Ivan finish the story,” Papa placed his hand on the table, but I could tell even Papa was having doubts.

      “Yes, the Mistress helped me as well. She gave me rubies to capture the Firebird. And the cage, actually,” I pointed at the gilded cage in the corner of the room, “is also hers.”

      The cage where I kept the Firebird was an intricate, gilded construction that I received from the Mistress of the Copper Mountain. Her name was Martha Copperfield, and she was a forest witch who helped me capture the Firebird and offered me the cage, which had served her family for generations. There, they had kept the canaries, who warned the miners who worked for the Mistress’ forefathers, of poisonous gases. The intricate rooster on top of the cage turned and looked like a miniature weathervane, and doubled as a latch. Without knowing its purpose, it was almost impossible to open the cage.

      “So, where are the rubies?” Peter asked, his eyes glinting in excitement.

      “Lisa gave them back to the Mistress,” I noted casually. I pictured my beautiful bride. The desire to call her was so strong that I squeezed my nails into the palm of my right hand to force myself to continue sitting with my family, rather than to run out to call with the silver mirror.

      “Yeah, as if anyone would ever return precious stones!” Ilya snorted.

      “Rubies? They are more precious than diamonds!” Peter guffawed.

      “Lisa doesn’t care about things like that,” I shrugged. “And besides, she’s got a ring with an emerald,” I said and immediately bit my tongue. If I told them the rest of the story, it would become obvious Lisa was now my bride, and I wasn’t sure Papa would react favorably to this news.

      “What?” Peter rolled his eyes. “What are you talking about, dim—” he started to say, but, having caught my father’s cold stare, stopped himself.

      “Watch it, Peter,” Papa cautioned. “Let Ivan tell the whole story. Go on, Ivan, finish what you were going to say.”

      Encouraged, I continued,

      “And then I went back through the portal, with the Firebird and brought her to Baba Yaga. But instead of just taking the bird and then letting me make a wish, she was trying to trick me. And I managed to run away from Baba Yaga and to take the Firebird with me. That’s about it.” I opened my arms wide.

      I omitted Grayson from my story on purpose, since I had no idea whether the wolf had made it through the portal with me. I also thought that if I mentioned a talking wolf who traversed a portal with me, my brothers would mock me even more than they already had.

      “Papa, don’t listen to him! He’s probably lying. And besides, how do we know⁠—”

      “You’re testing me, Peter,” Papa banged his fist on the table. The cups clanked, and the samovar made a rattling sound. Strangely, the Firebird had made no sound. 

      “Ivan is here, and the Firebird is here. So, his story checks out,” Papa announced.

      “Papa, wait!” Peter asked, his voice trembling. “You’re making a mistake. How do we know Ivan hadn’t made a bargain with Baba Yaga? She never lets anyone go, everyone knows that.”

      “Exactly, Papa, this makes no sense,” Ilya chimed in. “Weren’t you supposed to return the Firebird to Baba Yaga?” The middle brother turned to me.

      “I fulfilled my end of the bargain,” I shrugged. “But she didn’t. She tried to trick me, and the Firebird wanted to escape, so I brought it here. So, here we are.”

      “But why did you come back to us? This is what I don’t get,” Ilya stared at me in confusion. “If I got the whole bird, I would never have come back. I would have gone to faraway lands and struck it on my own.”

      “Same here!” Peter said wistfully. “I would have married a princess.”

      “But I needed to check on Papa. And I thought maybe the village could use the Firebird here. There’re so many things we need. It’s been years since we’ve had a good harvest.”

      Peter rolled his eyes. Seeing his reaction, so did Ilya.

      For a moment, I wondered whether what my two brothers were saying made sense. Should I have left with the Firebird? Did I make the right choice by returning to the village? 

      “See,” Papa gave me a proud smile, then turned to my brothers. “This is the difference between an honorable man and the two of you. And this is why Ivan is about to become the village leader and the head of this family. From now on, you listen to him and honor him as you would me.”

      “Papa,” I said, “thank you for trusting me.”

      “Very well, Ivan. Now, you need to prepare for the meetup with the villagers tonight. You go and get ready. And you, Peter, take the horses to pasture. It’s late already. And you, Ilya, go sweep the floor and take care of all the chores.”

      “What?” Peter’s mouth hung open. He was used to spending his days in idle contemplation, sitting by the window, staring outside, or, on warm days, relaxing on a tree stump next to our door and whistling a tune.

      “You heard me. Go!” Papa banged his fist on the table, then he gave Ilya a stern look, and the middle brother quite nearly jumped up. “You know where the broom is?”

      “Yes, Papa,” Ilya walked out to the seni, and returned, awkwardly holding the broom. “I will just get started.”

      This was also very new. I was about to show Ilya how to use the broom properly, but decided against it, catching his side-eye.
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      I left Papa and my brothers in our izba and walked outside, separated from the Firebird for the first time for a prolonged period since I’d captured it in Virginia. Not having the creature next to me, and being apart from its feather, felt somehow uncomfortable. I realized now that being in its presence, and carrying its feather with me for two months, had provided me with a certainty that magic was real. It had made me feel more powerful, more capable. I wondered whether my ability to fly with Harry had been due to the feather in some way.

      Patting my pocket, I took out the silver mirror the Mistress of the Copper Mountain had given me. It was supposed to function as a communication channel between me and Lisa, but before leaving Virginia, we’d only tested it once. The very same mirror also served as a portal that revealed one’s future self, and in it, when I had checked it just once in Lisa’s apartment, I’d seen a vision of myself in the future, where I looked dreadful. Remembering it now, I shuddered, picturing how I appeared: my hair was in clumps, face caked with dirt, and the eyes bearing the expression of a broken man.

      But how could this have been my future?

      I was strong, young, and about to become the head of my village. A beautiful woman had professed her love for me and would soon become my wife. Not only that, I possessed the most coveted prize in the whole wide world: the Firebird that granted wishes. The magical creature that made everything possible.

      A smile crossed my face as I thought of how great my life was. Happiness awaited me. True love was real. The world was a wonderful place, full of possibilities.

      Whistling a tune, I headed to the meadow near the edge of the forest, to a spot I’d picked for the call to Lisa. The meadow was my favorite place in Yassy, our village, and I liked taking the horses to pasture there. A creek flowed nearby, making it the perfect place for the herd to graze. I’d spent many a day sitting there, watching the horses in contemplation. Accelerating my pace, I neared the meadow. It was so close, I could already see the outlines of the trees on its edges. Impatient to call my bride, I broke into a run.

      It must have been the slippery snow that still lay on the ground in patches, for, the next moment, I was on the ground, my face flat in the mud. I pushed up onto my knees. The front of my trousers, my shirt, my tulup, were all covered in wet dirt. Brushing dirt off my pant legs, I thought about needing to get home quickly so I could wash my clothes before I faced the villagers that evening. And then I noticed the mirror. It lay on the ground. I picked it up and gasped. The magic mirror was cracked in the middle, a jagged line running through its center. The only thing still intact was the silver frame.

      “How? Why?” I wailed, pressing my finger into the middle of the crack, as if that would do anything. “What have I done?” 

      Breaking a regular mirror was a terrible omen in itself. I remembered Arina, my old nurse, and her warnings: how a broken mirror meant seven years of bad luck. And here, I didn’t just break any mirror. I’d broken the magic mirror that was a portal to Virginia. The mirror that was my lifeline. My only channel of communication with Lisa. 

      I refused to believe there was nothing I could do. I pressed the sides of the mirror together with my forefinger and thumb, and, holding it this way, ran to the meadow so I could try to establish contact with Lisa. Once there, I crouched right on the edge of the meadow, where the forest began. I’d pictured this moment countless times, imagining how I would be calling my beautiful bride. Now, all I could do was lift the mirror and stare at the jagged crack in desperation.

      “Please, please, just work once, please, I beg of you,” I spoke to the mirror as if it could understand me. “Just once, please, please show me Lisa. Just once.”

      I ran my finger along its edge, hoping, praying the crack didn’t mean the mirror had lost its magical powers. “Just once, please, I really want to see Lisa. I really, really need this, mirror, just once.” I closed my eyes, picturing Lisa’s face, praying to be in touch with her. As I did this, I felt a warm current run through my body, and I heard a voice. It was a melodious woman’s voice, and it sounded eerily as if the Mistress of the Copper Mountain were speaking to me. Except, of course, she’d stayed far away in Virginia.

      “You don’t need the mirror to speak to Lisa, Ivan. Remember, you can speak to her telepathically.”

      “Who is this?” I turned my head maniacally. “Mistress? Is that you?”

      The voice chuckled in response and then urged:

      “Try it, Ivan. Don’t worry about the crack.”

      “All right,” I picked up the mirror one more time and looked at it. The focus of my eyes shifted, and suddenly, I saw the crack repair itself, the reflective surface of the mirror grew back, and the crack disappeared. I ran my finger along the center of the mirror, where the fracture had been, but it was smooth. As if nothing had happened. I stared at it in awe, my mouth hanging open. Was any of this real?

      I checked my clothes. They were all still covered in dirt, which had now caked on the bottom of my pants. And yet, the mirror was back in one piece.

      “What’s happening? What is going on?” I asked into the void. Was I going mad, or was someone speaking to me?

      “Ivan, you’re finally becoming a powerful magician, the man you’ve always been meant to be.”

      “Me? But I’m just a dimwit!” I pulled back.

      “Ah, here it is again, the resistance. Remember what you learned about Lisa? How she was resisting her magical abilities? Here you are, doing the same thing. Embrace them, Ivan. Now, go and speak to Lisa before it’s too late.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” I said, wondering whether this was indeed the Mistress and how she had managed to transcend the divide between Virginia and Zorya and appear to me as a voice. Could she see me? Had she been paying attention to what I was doing? Before leaving Virginia, the Mistress had told me she hadn’t been able to travel to Zorya herself. Had that been a lie?

      I tried asking the voice another question, but it didn’t respond. And so, I picked up the mirror. My stomach was in knots as I looked at its smooth, freshly repaired surface.

      “Mirror, mirror, show me my one true love,” I said, staring at my own reflection. “Connect me with Lisa.”

      The surface of the mirror’s reflection crackled. My own reflection faded away, and then, a faint outline of a woman appeared. I squinted, trying to see what the mirror was showing. Was this Lisa? I turned it to the side, but the figure was blurry and impossible to identify.

      “Lisa?” I whispered. “Is this you? I want to see you, my love.”

      I moved the mirror closer, then shifted it back.

      Nothing happened. “Please, just once,” I begged. But the image faded away completely. I sighed, placing the silver mirror on the ground. This was all too good to be true. I’d been so naive, having put all my hopes into a mirror that was obviously never going to work. But then I remembered the voice, encouraging me, telling me to trust my magical abilities, and so, mustering all of my courage, I raised my voice:

      “Mirror, mirror,” my voice quivered as I peered at my reflection. “Show me my one true love.” Nothing happened. I swallowed hard and then added, “Vasilisa.”

      The second I said Lisa’s full name, the very miracle I’d been waiting for happened. The mirror flashed three times, and instead of the hesitant crackle, its surface shifted inward. The center of the mirror turned into molten lava and twisted onto itself, flipping inside out. The surface that appeared on top was different. It looked like mercury, and while also reflective, was glossier and shinier than before. And it was in that image that I saw a female form. It was blurry at first, but quickly came into focus, leaving no doubt in my mind that it was my bride. Lisa. Vasilisa.

      Hands trembling with excitement, I yelled into the mirror,

      “Lisa! I see you. Do you see me?”

      “Vanya,” her eyes lit up. “This is incredible. I was in the kitchen, and, this is so weird, I had just decided to make some tea, and I was about to pour water into the kettle, but then I went to check my hair, and you are! In the bathroom mirror.”

      She smiled a nice, open smile. This was my lovely bride, my beautiful Vasilisa. I stared at her face, taking it all in. Checking for the signs of time. Trying to guess whether it had been months or even years since I’d left Virginia.

      “Lisa, it worked! I can see you. And I hear you.”

      “Vanya, my love, how are you?” Lisa’s voice sounded so clear, as if she were right next to me. “Oh, wait, what is that on your face?”

      “My face?” I touched my cheek and looked at my fingers. They were streaked with mud.

      “Yes, what is that? Dirt?”

      “It must be. I fell. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Oh, Vanya. I miss you.” Lisa gave me a look so full of love that my heart ached. I wanted to be next to her, not in Zorya in the middle of a meadow, even if my favorite one. “But so, you made it through the portal then.”

      “Yes! Lisa, I have so much to tell you. But first, please tell me, how long has it been since I left?”

      “What do you mean? Have you lost track of time?” Lisa pulled back
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