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Theo: Thirteen-year-old boy who has connections to Dragon Village.

Pavel: Theo’s best friend who invents gadgets.

Diva: Samodiva girl who lives in Dragon Village. Diva’s name means “wild.” Samodiva means “Wild alone.” From Bulgarian mythology, Samodivi were wild creatures who shied away from humans.

Baba Yaga: Witch from Slavic folklore who lives in a house with chicken feet. 

Bendis: Thracian goddess of the moon, often said to be the mother of the Samodivi.

Bird of Paradise: Spirit birds, such as Sirin, Alkonost, and Gamayun.

Boo: A magpie.

Bor Stobor: A Karakonjul. Bor means pine in Bulgarian, and stobor is a strong person (strong like a big pine wood).

Celestial Turtle: A giant turtle from the mythologies of various cultures. It holds the world on its back. 

Colobar (plural, Colobari): A priest of the god Tangra.

Dracoville: A nickname Pavel gave Theo, combining his dragon and Samodiva heritages.

Drakus: An Oupir (vampire).

Firebird: In Slavic mythology, a bird that can be both a blessing and a curse. Its feathers glow brightly, and some say the bird can see the future.

Hala: Lamia and Zmey’s mother. Female dragon who is associated with the wind and bringing storms.

Harpy: Half-woman, half-bird creature from Thrace and found in Greek mythology.

Ispolin (plural, Ispolini): Bulgarian word for “giants.”

Jabalaka: The Keeper of Secrets. A man Lamia turned into a frog creature. Jaba is the Bulgarian word for “frog.”

Jega: A Kuker (mummer) who wields fire. The word jega means “hot” in Bulgarian.

Karakonjul: Half-man, half-horse creature.

Kikimora: Creature who lives in the marsh, where she brews beer.

Knights of Darkness: Knights of Light who were corrupted by Zlo.

Knights of Light: Zmey’s special guards who remained faithful.

Konedrakon (plural, Konedrakoni): A fictional mythical creature that is a combination of horse and dragon. Kone is “horse” in Bulgarian, and drakon is “dragon.”

Kosara: Guardian of the Znahar Tree.

Kotka: Baba Yaga’s flying cat. Kotka is the Bulgarian word for “cat.” 

Kuker (plural, Kukeri): A man who wears animal skins and huge bells that scare evil spirits. The tradition dates back to Thracian times.

Lamia: Zmey’s sister. Female dragon with three dog-like heads. She is cruel and brings hail to destroy crops, as well as stopping the flow of water. 

Lora: Drakus’ wife.

Lord Vodnik: Leader of the water creatures.

Lucky: One of Lord Vodnik’s male water buffaloes.

Magda: Zunitza’s sister.

Mora (plural, Mori): A type of demon that causes nightmares.

Mraz: The oldest of the Kukeri brothers. The Bulgarian word is for “cold.”

Nav (plural, Navi): A demon that looks like a bird with a distorted infant’s head.

Nia: Theo’s twin sister.

Oupir: A type of Bulgarian vampire.

Radan: A warrior, Lord Zlo’s second-in-command. 

Samodiva (plural, Samodivi): Woodland nymph in Bulgarian lore. You may be more familiar with one of their other names: Veelas, like in the Harry Potter stories. 

Sava: Diva’s oldest sister.

Shar: Theo’s deer companion. Shar means “colorful” in Bulgarian.

Sirin: One of the “birds of paradise,” half-women, half bird. She sang beautiful songs that made listeners forget everything.

Sitara: Blacksmith. Former Vurkolak (werewolf) who once guarded one of Lamia’s souls.

Sly: A Vodnik, friendly toward Theo.

Struma: Spirit of a woman built into a bridge wall.

Sur: Diva’s deer companion. Sur means “gray” in Bulgarian.

Tangra: Thracian god of light and the sun.

Ula: Diva’s sister.

Vodnik (plural, Vodni): Slavic water creature that looks like an old man or a frog-like creature. 

Vurkolak: Bulgarian word for “werewolf.”

Water Bull: Demonic creature, part bull, part fish, part human, that lives in Rabisha Lake.

Whirl: Pavel’s deer companion.

Youda (plural, Youdi): Evil Samodiva who lives in forests and mountains. She has the power of witchcraft. 

Zima: A Kuker who has the power of freezing. The word zima means “winter” in Bulgarian.

Zlo: Lamia’s lord and mentor. The word in Bulgarian means “bad” or “evil.”

Zmey: Theo’s birth father. Villages throughout Bulgaria have invisible patrons who protect their villages. 

Zunitza: A Samodiva. Theo’s birth mother. The word comes f”:rom zuna, the Bulgarian for “rainbow.”
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Chamber Room: Room in the castle where the Golden Apple is hidden.

Cherna Mountain: Cherna is the Bulgarian word for “black.” This is where the dragon castle is found.

Chutura: An old Bulgarian word for “mortar.”

Cold Marsh: Home of the Vodni, Jabalaka, and Kikimora.

Devil’s Throat: A cave in the western Rhodope Mountains in Bulgaria, said to be the entrance to Hades.

Dracophone: Pavel’s invention to call home to Selo.

Forest of Souls: The place where the souls of Dragon Village’s ancestors reside in globes.

Forest of Whispering Bells: Forest where Baba Yaga lives. The bells jingle when someone approaches.

Golden Apple: In Slavic folklore, a fruit that has an association with the Firebird.

Kaleto: The Forgotten Land, home of the Ispolini. In Bulgarian, the name means “fortress.”

Lamia’s Bible: A book that contains secrets about those living in Dragon Village.

Magura Cave: A cave in northern Bulgaria where prehistoric paintings have been found. The cave is near Rabisha Lake.

Ouroboros: A snake or dragon swallowing its tail and forming a circle, symbolizing infinity.

Paveltron: Pavel’s multi-purpose gadget.

Rabisha Lake: A freshwater lake in northern Bulgaria that legends say is the home of the Water Bull.

Rhyton: A conical-shaped drinking vessel.

Selo: Fictitious place along the Black Sea. Bulgarian word for “village.”

Tililei Forest: Forest teeming with demons.

Vida: Village where Youdi and Sitara live. 

Zmeykovo: Bulgarian name for “Dragon Village.” Mystical land where mythological creatures live. Said to be at the end of the world.

Znahar Tree: A fictitious World Tree connecting the three realms: heavens, earth, and underworld.
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Chapter 1 The Light Within
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July 10

The majestic statue of the two dragons craved to reveal its secrets. Theo could sense the power pulsing within it. Zmey and Lamia’s parents kneeled on the back of a huge turtle, the Celestial Turtle, the Mother of the Universe. Theo had discovered that piece of information while he scoured the castle’s scant library. The first time he’d seen this statue in the small ballroom, he’d marveled at how in love the couple looked.

Cradled between the dragons were two eggs. An engraving had been etched into each with precious metals, silver on Zmey’s white egg and gold on Lamia’s golden one. The design was of an ouroboros, not the familiar snake swallowing its tail, but a dragon formed the circle of eternal life. Like the dragon couple, love shone on the faces of these dragon etchings. A special bond had existed between Zmey and Lamia even before they hatched.

A bittersweet feeling overwhelmed Theo every time he came into this room. So much love had turned to hate. The animosity was enough to cause one sibling to attempt to murder the other. For what? Jealousy? Power? Pride? Compulsion? He didn’t know the entire story about what had caused a rift between his father and aunt. Theo had always thought nothing could come between twins.

“What are you trying to tell me?” he asked the dragons. 

He’d felt the pull of the statue so strongly these past couple of days, drawing him here to stand for hours, staring at the once-happy family. Today was different. The statue silently compelled him to touch the ouroboros engraving on Zmey’s egg. 

Theo hesitated as he reached out his hand. What’s going to happen if I do?

In the past, strange things had occurred when he’d touched magical items. A marble dragon had softened in Selo. And in Zmeykovo, a globe in the secret garden had shown him a vision of his upcoming battle with Lamia. 

What revelation will I receive today?

He lowered his hand to graze the surface of the etching. A chill raced up his arm, and he shuddered. A mystical energy beyond his understanding spread throughout his body.

Then a voice hummed in Theo’s mind. “Look at me!” 

He raised his head to the dragons. Four ruby eyes pierced his brain like a burning sword. 

The floor dissolved into a mist, leaving him drifting in nothingness. From the direction of the statue, a pinprick of light appeared. It swirled, slowly at first, but picked up speed until it grew larger and brighter, swallowing him.

Within the midst of the light, a calming, but authoritative voice like none he’d heard before spoke. “Theo, the fate of your father and Zmeykovo is in your hands. Be strong. Use your mind but listen to your heart. Don’t be afraid. Fear limits us, and we cannot move forward.” The voice faded, but left Theo with its whispered parting words. “He who has light within himself will tear apart the darkness.” 

The light vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Theo discovered himself standing by the statue, his hand still upon the etching on Zmey’s egg. He swayed when he tried to move, so he leaned his head against the cool marble until the dizziness receded. 

No one else was in the room, so the voice had to have come from the statue ... or the egg. He glanced at the dragons’ eyes again. Once more, they were lifeless. 

Theo hadn’t been terrified this time when a dragon statue spoke to him. When Zmey’s figure back in Selo had done that, Theo thought he was going crazy. 

Maybe I shouldn’t keep touching dragon statues. He laughed nervously as he rubbed his aching head.

But at least he’d received an answer, even though it was another riddle. What did the voice mean about the light and the darkness? If anyone knew, it would be Zmey.

Theo hurried to his father’s room and peered through the door, which had been left open a crack. A subdued aroma of herbs and incense permeated the dim bedroom. The scents were meant for healing and comfort, but they provided little solace for Theo. How could he relax when his father, the dragon king, lay shivering under sweat-soaked covers? 

If Death were more than an imaginary being, he’d be standing in the corner waiting to take Zmey to the otherworld. Actually, the Forest of Souls, Theo corrected himself. That’s where his mother’s soul resided, and he assumed his father would go there, too, when he died. Theo locked his arms around his chest as if trying to keep his racing heart from exploding out of his chest. He examined every inch of the room. In this magical land of Zmeykovo, he couldn’t be sure the creature Death didn’t actually exist and was waiting nearby to seize the dragon king. 

Zmey groaned in his sleep. Theo entered the room and approached the bed. He rested his hand on his father’s sunken grayish cheek. The once powerful man looked so small, cocooned within pillows and quilts. Gold thread embroidered into the olive-green fabric remained the only indication that the man lying there held a royal status.

I don’t know how Dad has survived like this for the past week. Magda brought him back from certain death, but it’s not enough. I need to recover Zmey’s ouroboros belt. That Lamia ... Theo clenched his fists.

His father stirred. Theo flexed his fingers and rubbed gentle circles on Zmey’s cheek. “Shh. Sorry I disturbed you.” 

“Theo?” Zmey blinked and squinted in the candle’s glow.

“I’m here.” 

With rapid, shallow breaths, Zmey twisted his head in Theo’s direction.

“Let me help you.” Theo raised his father to a sitting position and adjusted the pillows and blankets to secure him.

“Thank you.” Zmey coughed through hoarse words. Finally, he patted the bed. “Come closer. We need to talk.”

Afraid of hurting Zmey, Theo hesitated before sitting on the edge of the bed. He picked up his father’s hand and gently squeezed it. A faint, but steady pulse beat against Theo’s palm.

“Son, every day I don’t have my belt my strength grows weaker.”

“I’ll save you.” Theo held back the tears, wanting to be strong for his father. “I’ll get your belt back. I’ll—”

“No, Theodore.” Zmey shook his head. “I know you’re doing everything you can to help me, but Lamia’s too strong. And with Zlo’s help ... I fear for your safety if you go up against them again.” He closed his eyes while he swallowed several times. 

Theo poured cold water into a rhyton on the bedside table and handed Zmey the drink. 

After taking small sips and licking his parched lips, Zmey rasped, “Before I leave you, I need to tell you something important. Since you’re my heir, I must make sure you’re ready to rule.”

While Zmey stopped to sip more water, Theo’s mind raced with thoughts of what kind of task his father would demand of him. Didn’t an heir in fairy tales slay a dragon to prove his worthiness? Theo had already done that. It wasn’t his fault his aunt, the cursed Lamia, had been revived. Or maybe it was. If Theo hadn’t returned to Zmeykovo, Lord Zlo wouldn’t have been able to bring Lamia back from the dead. But then, if Theo hadn’t come, he would never have been able to rescue his father either.

As if reading Theo’s mind, Zmey continued, “First, let me say that I believe in you and know you’ll be a worthy leader. I’m confident you’ll rescue Zmeykovo from Zlo, and I believe there’s still a chance you can save my sister.”

Theo grunted. He had no desire to save Lamia. She’d proven she had no love for her own brother when she’d stolen his belt and left him to die in the bowels of the earth. If it hadn’t been for Zunitza’s care, her spirit remaining with Zmey the entire time, he would have died before Theo had a chance to rescue him. No, Lamia deserved whatever punishment Theo could dole out to her.

“But that’s not what I need to tell you,” Zmey continued. “As ruler of Zmeykovo, I have an obligation to my beloved residents to take care of their security, prosperity, and future. It’s important that you know and live our sacred creed.” Zmey paused and spoke as if reciting a long-memorized quote, “He who has light within himself will tear apart the darkness.”

“What?” Theo jerked backward. “I ... I heard that already today. That’s why I came here. What does it mean?” Was the universe telling him that everything would be fine, and he would succeed if he believed in himself?

“It’s what I was taught when I was trained to control my powers and learn how to rule.” Zmey coughed. His next words were weak, and he spoke them with effort. “It comes from the book Lodge of Light and Lodge of Darkness. You must search for the light of Tangra and let it guide you. Light is the highest level of purity. It’s what will make you a strong, honorable leader. This is what you’ll need in your fight against Zlo and his darkness. You must discover the light within yourself and carry it with you.”

Theo didn’t understand what his father was saying, but he nodded vigorously.

Pleading with troubled eyes, Zmey reached for Theo’s hand. “Promise me you’ll always care for our people and land the way I have. I’ve put them before my own needs.”

“I will.” Theo choked on his words. 

He could no longer hold back the tears, and they jiggled down his cheeks. His father couldn’t die yet. Theo didn’t know if he was ready to take on such a big responsibility or if he was capable of honoring the promise he’d just made. 

How am I going to manage this?

He had two homes. Zmeykovo and Selo. The moment he’d found his father in the prison, Theo had stopped thinking about this land as Dragon Village. Now, to him, it was Zmeykovo, the name those who lived here called it. 

But how could he abandon his human mother and his sister, Nia, in Selo? They needed him too, and he had promised to keep them safe.

“I’ll find Lamia,” he said with a shaky voice. “I’ll take your belt back from her and save you. You have to hold on and be strong, Father.”

Zmey continued as if he hadn’t heard Theo, “We haven’t had much time to talk about Zmeykovo. I don’t have time to teach you how to use your gifts and the powers you inherited from your mother and me. There’s so much to learn about how to control them, about being a dragon, but you’re like your mother, smart and good. I know you’ll find a way.”

“I will. I will.” Theo rested his head in his hands.

“Find Jabalaka,” Zmey said. “He’s a good teacher. He has a wealth of knowledge and more books than you’d ever be able to read in a human lifetime.”

Theo tightened his grip on his forehead, and his body went cold. Zmey doesn’t remember that Jabalaka died! And that Lamia burned his library!

“Oh, Father!” Theo gently wrapped his arms around Zmey’s frail body. “I will. Don’t worry. I’ll learn everything I need to know. I’ve read a book about Zmeykovo’s history and its secrets and hidden knowledge.” 

“Good, good.” Zmey patted Theo’s back.

After releasing his father, Theo wiped away his tears using the back of his hand.

“There’s more,” Zmey said. “Learn all you can about Tangra, our sun god, and the Znahar Tree.” Zmey closed his eyes. His words began to slur and were broken as he rambled from one subject to another. “Humans expelled us. Called us evil. Black forces. Samodiva. Magda. Trust her. Zunitza.” And more words Theo couldn’t decipher.

“Yes, I’ll learn.” Theo leaned forward and kissed his father’s cheek. “I’ll let you rest now. I’ll find Magda, so she can give you medicine.”

“No, wait.” Zmey fluttered his eyes open. “I need to tell you more. This key ...” With a shaking hand, he reached under his nightshirt and displayed a key on a golden chain. Interlocking loops, the symbol of the Celestial Turtle, embellished the stem. “This unlocks a place only the ruler has access to. It will be yours when I’m gone. I need to show you the Chamber ...”

Zmey broke out into a coughing fit, and sweat poured down his face. He rasped out words between breaths. “Zunitza, my love. I’m coming.”

Theo touched Zmey’s forehead. It was scorching.

“Magda!” Theo ran to the door and threw it open. Where was she? She hadn’t been anywhere near the room when Theo arrived, and she was supposed to be taking care of Zmey.

“I’m here.” A thin figure appeared from a dark corridor, light from a lamp casting shadows on her pale, expressionless face. In the dim light, Magda looked like the incarnation of Death that Theo feared would take his father away, but, for now, she was Zmey’s only hope of survival.

“Help Zmey, please!”

Magda rushed to Zmey’s side. “Shh. Shh.” She removed a box from a drawer in the nightstand, selected something, and waved it under Zmey’s nose. “Breathe. These dry herbs will calm you.”

Slowly, Zmey’s hacking cough subsided. 

Magda withdrew a pinch more of herbs from the box, put them into a small bag, and dunked them in a container of water. She lifted Zmey’s head. “Drink this. It’ll help you rest.”

After he did, she lowered him so he could sleep. “Theo, could you get the robe and belt that are in the cupboard? Zmey likes to hold them when he gets like this.”

“I didn’t mean to upset him.”

Magda shook her head. “It wasn’t you. It just happens.” She held out her hand. “The robe and belt, please?”

Theo opened the door and discovered two garments. One was the robe Magda had mentioned. He caressed the silky white fabric. It reflected the dim light in the room. The material was so delicate he believed the stories that said Samodivi wore clothing made from moonbeams. Patterns on the robe were embroidered in red along the neckline and cuffs. The images represented nature and the connection with the land: trees, animals, herbs, and more. They told a story about Zmeykovo and the lives of the Samodivi, their bravery and the role they played as protectors of the land, as well as their goddess and her temple.

Next to the robe, a dress covered with golden coins, looking like scales, shimmered in the soft candlelight. The flexible material flowed to the bottom of the cupboard. Theo glanced down the length of the dress. The golden color transitioned into deeper hues of copper and bronze toward the bottom.

“It’s beautiful,” he said as he handed the robe to Magda. “The dress is, too.”

“They’re both part of Zunitza’s wedding ensemble, an outfit worthy of our queen, leader of the Samodivi.” She pressed her lips into a tight smile. 

Theo looked at the wedding dress again. It certainly was worthy of his mother. Young women in his village had similar wedding dresses, but the gold coins on theirs only covered the bib. They were sewn on to represent a dragon’s scales. Even though the village had rituals to protect girls from being abducted by a dragon, they still dressed as if they were dragon brides. Zmeykovo’s Samodiva queen was a true dragon bride.

“Please give me the belt, too,” Magda said. “It’ll bring Zmey’s fever down more quickly.”

“I didn’t see one.” Theo went to the cupboard to check again. “Nope, no belt, only a robe and dress.”

Magda scowled. “Diva was looking at the belt earlier. She must have stolen it.” 

“Why would she do that?”

“Let’s leave so your father can rest. No need to upset him further.” Outside Zmey’s chambers, Magda said, “Whoever took the belt knows about its power. It’s even more powerful than the robe. If it wasn’t Diva, then you have another thief here. When you’re destined to rule, everyone is a potential enemy. Friends turn on you.”

“But not Diva?” Doubt crept into Theo’s mind. 

Diva had enjoyed the cheers of the people when Theo had brought his father home. Did she want to rule Zmeykovo? 

Had Zmey, in his ramblings, said a Samodiva practiced black forces or had he said Diva did? Zmey’s words were so slurred, it was difficult to tell. But he had also said to trust Magda, hadn’t he? 

“Let me help you find the truth.” Magda hugged Theo. “I’ve kept your father safe. I’ll do the same for you. We’re family, after all. I love you like a son.”

Chills crept over Theo. Was it from Magda’s touch or the thought of Diva betraying him?
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Chapter 2 Magda’s Story of Woe


[image: image]


[image: image]

Magda led Theo to a terrace that overlooked a flower garden. Stone pathways crisscrossed in many directions, with benches and roses of every color imaginable nestled along both sides. Landmarks scattered throughout the area were a photographer’s dream setting. Closest to the terrace, a trellis with a white picket fence gate wore a cluster of full red blossoms like a crown. In the center of the garden, a fountain spouted water that flowed down into three successive scalloped basins. Farther away, roses crowded around a gazebo like an assembly waiting for a festivity’s entertainment to begin.

But what caught Theo’s attention the most were beautiful golden roses that twisted around a marble pedestal in the center of the terrace. Their translucent petals captured the sun’s rays, making them sparkle and glow like gems. He stepped closer and lightly traced his fingers along a silky petal, almost afraid it would disintegrate at his touch. A sweet aroma of honeysuckle drifted around the flowers.

Magda came to stand beside him. “Zunitza planted those on her wedding day. Roses were her favorite flower. She used to make her own perfume and water.”

“They’re ... amazing.”

“They are. Everything about your mother was ... amazing. Her looks. Her personality. Her life. It made me feel ... so ... so invisible.” Magda let out a long sigh as she sat on a bench. Shadows from the balcony above the terrace hid her face from Theo, but not her emotions. 

Theo joined her and took her hand in his. “But you’re identical twins. You look the same, and you seem ... nice, too.”

“I’m sorry.” Magda dabbed at her eyes with the edge of her sleeve. “I brought you here to make you feel better, not to talk about myself.” 

“No, please. Tell me about it if it helps.” 

She locked eyes with him. A deep sadness and something more, like a hunger, shone in her eyes. Her face had softened from the harsh, stern image she normally presented to the world. Even her way of dressing had changed from the goth-like attire Theo had first seen her wear. Earthy tones now draped over her body, and soft-looking gloves hid the golden snake bracelets that spiraled around his aunt’s wrists. A heart-shaped pendant graced her throat, and she’d allowed soft curls to frame her face, rather than her former snakelike braids. 

A gentle breeze blew the scent of Magda’s perfume his way. It smelled of honeysuckle, reminding Theo of the aroma that surrounded his mother. But it also held a hint of roses.

For the moment, Theo could believe that Magda was his mother’s twin. 

“Are you sure?” Magda asked.

Theo nodded. He’d heard so many tragic stories from people he’d met in Zmeykovo. His Vodnik friend Sly. The blacksmith Sitara. Struma the ghost. Even the strange bird-like creature Kikimora had sorrow in her life. He wasn’t quite sure he believed the witch Baba Yaga yet when she cried, “Woe is me,” but the others had true tales that made his heart break. It was too much for someone so young like him to take in, so he kept their pains locked away until the day he became ruler and could rightfully make amends for them. 

He had failed Jabalaka and Zima. Theo couldn’t save either of the Kukeri from death. He didn’t want to endure another loss. Why not add Magda to that list of those he might be able to help one day? She didn’t give him warm vibes, but he hadn’t really offered her a chance. Now was the time to at least give her the opportunity to tell her story. 

“Thank you.” Magda squeezed his hand. “Zunitza and I were close as children, always sharing everything. She was outgoing, and people flocked to her. They allowed me to participate in activities because she demanded it, but that didn’t mean they were nice to me when she wasn’t looking.”

“Uh-huh.” Theo understood that story. It sounded a lot like him and Pavel—at least in Selo. Here in Zmeykovo, things had been reversed, and Pavel still sulked about it from time to time. It’s not as if Theo liked being the center of attention. He much preferred to be a follower. Or did he? He had been annoyed with Zima for always expecting everyone to do things the Kuker’s way, and had been pleased the one time Zima had stayed behind. This allowed Theo to make the decisions for his friends. 

“Even our parents preferred Zunitza.” Magda stopped to sniff. 

“Huh?” Those words brought Theo out of his introspection. He should be listening to his aunt, not thinking about his own problems. “Oh, that’s terrible.”

“I know.” Magda blinked as if to regain her thoughts. “I’d often overhear them talk about how Zunitza was their joy. They called her a beauty, a vibrant, tender lily.”

“I’m so sorry you had to hear something like that, but ...” Theo paused. He didn’t want to say something in the wrong way to upset Magda. “Do you think maybe you heard it out of context? They may have said something about your abilities before that, something that you missed.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I heard much more than that on many occasions.”

Theo shivered. The thought about curiosity killing the cat popped into his head. Was Magda a snoop? Intentionally trying to find out things about people? No, he shouldn’t think that way. She had just been a child at the time, after all, hadn’t she? Children were naturally curious.

“Unlike Zunitza, I was shy. It was difficult to open up to people. They called me moody or stuck-up because I kept my thoughts to myself. It made me resentful of the affection they showed to Zunitza.” Magda rose and paced the terrace. She stopped and turned to Theo, a hard look on her face. “Worse, they said I was cold, jealous, and demanding, all because I wanted a little attention. So, in time, that’s what I became. I’d show them I didn’t need their love. I had my brains, and that was better than beauty any day.”

The softness Theo had witnessed in Magda’s features had vanished. Hard, cold anger glared at him. He stared at her with his mouth agape. He certainly wasn’t going to tell Magda if she looked that way at people in the past it was no wonder they said the things they did about her.

“Forgive me. I didn’t mean to scare you.” She lowered her head. “You think you’ve overcome your past and moved on, but it’s just buried deep and surfaces when you focus on it again.”

“I ... I understand. It’s okay. We all have things that trigger our anger.” Theo thought about Baba Yaga’s continued betrayals, and how mad that made him. Sometimes, his feelings weren’t righteous anger. They were selfish.

Magda sat next to him again. “You do, don’t you?”

Theo nodded. His own emotions started to bubble to the surface. He couldn’t stop thinking about Diva’s possible betrayal. “I have to ask Diva if she took the belt. And why.”

Magda grabbed his shoulders. She hissed, “Trust me, Theo. You don’t want to do that. If she’s guilty, it’ll only inform her that you’re
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