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      That day started out no differently from any other. The rooster’s crow woke me up in the dawn hours, when it was still dark out. Our izba had cooled overnight, and I shivered as I removed the covers. I slept by the door, in the draftiest corner of our hut, and moved quietly to heat up the pechka, so as not to wake up Papa and my two older brothers.

      The stove occupied half of our living room and kept us toasty in the long winter months. I cleared the ash from the firebox, opened the flue damper to check the draft, then brought in small, dry pieces of firewood made of birch bark from the inner porch and placed them on the bottom, carefully positioning the larger logs on top. I lit the kindling and smiled as it made a satisfying crackling noise, getting the fire going. By the time Papa and my two older brothers, Peter and Ilya, got up, our izba would be warmed up, just how they liked it.

      Having finished with the pechka, I prepared to go to the well. The second I cracked the front door open, it made a screeching sound and immediately I heard Peter’s voice, still hoarse from sleep.

      “Ivan, you’re so loud. I’m trying to sleep, you dimwit.” A loud snore followed.

      I didn’t answer, but stepped outside, carefully closing the door behind me. I saw my breath in the cold air. Late March was a tricky season and I quickened my pace, pulling the tulup over my shoulders. There were still patches of snow on the ground, but the first signs of spring had appeared everywhere, the birds chirped happily, and the snowdrops were popping up.

      “Hey there, good morning, Ivan the Dimwit.” I heard a woman’s voice. I turned around to see Dasha, our ruddy-cheeked neighbor. “Looks like I beat you to the well this morning.”

      “Good morning.” I kept my voice steady. I’d asked her to stop calling me the Dimwit, but she must have forgotten.

      “You’re looking fresh this morning.” She winked at me and stepped closer, then reached to pinch my cheek. Her icy fingers felt like a slap against my flushed face, and I flinched. “You’d better be careful with the ladies, a good-looking lad like you.”

      I swallowed hard, unsure of how to respond.

      “Let me help you.” I reached down and helped Dasha to adjust the yoke on her shoulders.

      “Thank you. How are those good-for-nothing brothers of yours doing?” she asked. “Why is it you’re the only one fetching water? And you’ve been doing it since you were a little lad?”

      “Peter and Ilya are going to get married soon—they’re busy with the preparations,” I explained to the neighbor. I didn’t mind taking care of the house. After all, I was the dimwit in the family, and my brothers had more important things to do.

      “Busy, eh,” she snarled. “You take care of yourself, and be careful with those brothers of yours.” She walked away, swaying her hips. I could just hear a tune Dasha was singing.

      “I will, Dasha,” I promised, forgetting about her words as soon as she was out of view.

      Once I got back home, I set the samovar to boil so that Papa, Peter, and Ilya had freshly brewed tea first thing in the morning.

      The samovar was the centerpiece of our izba. It was a metal teakettle that boiled water with coals. The samovar had two compartments inside: One was for the water, and one was to load and heat up hot coals, which then, when burning, boiled the water. It was served through a spigot, and when I turned it, it made a lovely hissing sound, releasing steam. I poured the water into a teapot filled with tea leaves, which I then set on top of the samovar, to keep it warm. Ever since I was a little boy, I had been in charge of making tea, and I hadn’t missed one morning.

      Hot tea on a cold morning was a must, and we wouldn’t have made it through that icy winter without it. After bringing the samovar into the living room and putting it on the table, I arranged the cups for the three of them.

      The sun was about to rise, and it was time to go to the stables. Papa traded horses and trained them for the boyars. Each spring after Easter, we went to the market near the tsar’s palace, where we sold our horses. Taking care of my father’s horses had been my responsibility ever since I could remember, and, I’d been told, I was three years old the first time I took them to pasture.

      I stuffed a piece of bread left over from dinner into my pocket as I headed out the door. That would be my meal for the day. I always hid the bread, wrapped in a cloth, in the darkest corner of the hut so my brothers wouldn’t find it. It had been a long winter, and we were almost out of food, so each time I took the horses to pasture, I ventured into the forest for game. So, I placed a hunting knife into my pocket just in case, then swung the bag with the bow and arrows over my shoulder.

      The soft neighing of the horses greeted me at the stables. I walked over to Star, my favorite mare, and checked on her week-old colt. Star ran her tongue over my hand.

      Papa promised me a horse this year, I thought. Maybe he’ll let me keep Star’s colt.

      “Hey there, good morning,” I greeted her, then led the seven other horses outside, walking up the steep hill that led to the grassy knoll right on the edge of the forest. I’d gotten used to leaving the horses there to graze on their own while I ventured into the forest for game. It wasn’t the best thing, but there was no other way. Each time I prayed the wolves wouldn’t take my horses away, and so far, I’d been lucky. Our herd had been spared from the worst wolf attacks. Some villagers even said I had the magical power to keep the wolves away, but I didn’t think much of it.

      “All right, you stick together, I’ll be back in a jiffy,” I told them. The bright sun had risen above the horizon. The sky had turned a vibrant shade of pink, with an orange stripe right above it, and the colors reminded me of the Firebird.

      Our whole village had been dreaming of the bird for months. We hoped it would grace us with one of its feathers. Everyone in the village would examine every feather, hoping against hope it was the magical one, the one dropped by the Firebird.

      We all knew what to look for: The Firebird’s feather was bright red, but if you held it up, it glowed like gold in the sunlight. It was also warm to the touch.

      The reason everyone wanted to find the feather was that if you ever found it, you could make a wish and that wish would come true. Not only that, but the magical feather kept its powers for one full year. On the anniversary of finding it, you could make another wish, and it would also come true.

      Legend had it that the Firebird used to live nearby. Back then, everyone got a chance to find one of its feathers, and simple folks like my family saw it at least once in their lifetimes. Everyone was happy back then. No one ever went hungry. If there were ever a bad harvest, the Firebird would appear and drop a feather, and then whoever found the feather would make a wish for a great harvest and the whole village would be fed. Those were the times long ago, back when my papa was a little boy.

      But one day, the tsar’s people captured the Firebird and put it in a gilded cage. And after that the common people stopped seeing the magical creature and the tsar kept the bird entirely to himself.

      The tsar only let it out once a year, for one hour, and no one knew when that hour was, for the secret was kept by the tsar himself. We all prayed the Firebird would fly over our village, land nearby, and drop the feather so that we could make a wish. But it had been years since we’d seen it, and we hadn’t heard of anyone finding a feather and making a wish in the whole land of Zorya.

      Staring at the beautiful dawn colors, I sighed, thinking of the Firebird. If I saw it now, I’d wish for food for our whole village, and for Peter and Ilya to get married to their sweethearts.

      So absorbed was I in my thoughts, I barely noticed where I was walking. An owl hooted and jerked me back to reality. I’d made it deep into the forest. Adjusting the bow on my shoulder, I pricked up my ears. There was a rustling noise, a barely perceptible one, but I’d been hunting in the woods all my life and immediately knew it was a hare.

      Easy prey and so close. My heart leaped at my good fortune. I pulled out one arrow and froze in place, waiting for the hare to move. Once it did, I’d shoot and would come home triumphant. I could almost taste the stew I’d make for dinner that evening. Picturing Peter and Ilya smacking their lips, thanking me for the kill, and Papa nodding in approval. The vision was so tempting that I salivated, and at that moment the hare dashed out and ran. It moved fast, looping around, as hares always did, but I expected that and kept up. I was almost upon it when I tripped on the root of a tree and nearly fell. The mere seconds it took me to straighten back up were enough for the hare to dash off.

      And that’s when I saw it.

      The red feather, glowing. It wasn’t on the ground, but on a branch, eye level.

      Hands trembling, I reached for it.

      And the world stopped.
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      The feather wasn’t a regular bird’s feather. That much was immediately clear. I flipped it in my hands. It felt warm to the touch, just like the Firebird’s feather should feel. The deep red color was more pronounced in the middle and was almost burgundy. The sides were a softer shade, a warm pink, with orange undertones.

      Even in the darkness of the forest, I could tell what this feather was. It was the one. My heart fluttered as I ran my finger along its soft lines and noticed a golden shimmer that was only visible if you looked at it against the light. The magical feather! I stared at it, forgetting all about the hare, the hunt, and the horses I’d left to graze on their own.

      Dreaming of what I would do with the feather, I’d lost track of time. Now that I was holding it in my hands, making a wish wasn’t as simple as I’d thought it would be. What if I make the wrong wish? I’d always assumed it would be easy—wishing for the crop was the most logical thing to do—but now that I was holding the feather in my hands, my thoughts were racing. I could wish for a nicer izba for our family, I thought. That would make them so happy. I almost smiled, picturing Peter and Ilya sitting in a big house with their new brides, and then realized I would need to choose between feeding a village and having a nice house.

      The possibility of ruining the magical wish so soon made me incredibly nervous. I took one last look at the feather and carefully placed it in my right pocket. I’ll wait until I get home, I decided, and give it to Papa to decide what to do with it.

      Then, I turned on my heels, expecting to see the path that had taken me to the depths of the forest. But instead, I was now facing the trunk of an enormous oak. It was so wide, it blocked my passage completely. I didn’t remember ever seeing this tree before and had no recollection of passing it, but now, there it was.

      When I was little, my nurse, Arina, had told me a story about an ancient oak tree, one that was a thousand years old. That tree stood in the deepest part of the forest, but only a few could see it. And once they did, they never returned, for the oak tree was a sorcerer’s portal and could eat you alive.

      Looking at the oak, I swallowed hard, trying to establish whether it was the very oak tree from the tales I’d heard from my nurse. Just as I was about to feel its trunk, I heard the cawing of a crow, and my heart started to beat so fast, it felt as if it would jump out of my chest. There was only one thing I could do, and that was to carefully step back nine times and retrace my way back, pretending the encounter with the oak tree never happened. In the fairy tales, this was what the smart hunters had done, and this trick had saved them.

      And so, holding my breath, I took a step back. Nothing happened. The leaves of the tree rustled, but I was still alive, still on the outside. I took another, larger step back, emboldened now. I was wrong, it’s okay, it’s all going to be okay, I told myself, and took another step back.

      Now, three feet separated me from the tree, and I breathed hard. I touched the feather with my fingertips, and the idea of using it to save myself occurred to me. But that would have been a very selfish thing to do, for I would waste its magic on myself, and I decided against it. The Firebird’s power couldn’t be used for something as silly as saving me, the Dimwit.

      Another step. Four feet out. Just five more and I would be saved, and, as I moved slowly away from the sorcerer’s oak, I counted them. Cold sweat poured down my neck, I lost track of time, and it wasn’t until I’d taken the last, ninth step that I unclenched my jaw.

      I stood there for a moment, staring at the oak tree, and then, just as I was about to keep moving back, it disappeared. It was just like the fairy tales had said—it was gone. It could have taken me with it, I understood at once, and the danger I so narrowly avoided brought tears of gratitude to my eyes. Instead of the oak tree, a passage opened up, and I recognized the path to take me back to the horses and then back home.

      I started walking. I knew the forest better than most. It was the first place I went if I ever wanted to be alone. In the summer, I gathered berries and mushrooms there, in the fall and winter, I hunted, and in the spring, I went for the first flowers. This is to say, the forest was my friend. I knew it well, I trusted it. We had an understanding. Or so I thought. Except this time, it didn’t feel so friendly. What I thought to be a clearing was marshland. I could see the murky waters underneath.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would have kept on walking and sunk right in, and that would have been the end of me. The ice on top of the marshes always melted first and would not hold my body weight. For the second time that morning, I panicked and had to steady myself before I could continue. This must be the Ogre’s marsh flashed in my mind. And the next moment I was struggling to breathe.

      “Yes, sonny boy, yes, Ivan, welcome to my lair.” I heard a voice so screechy that it grated on my ears.

      “Who are you?” I screamed, reaching for the feather.

      “Come and find out,” the voice cajoled me. “I’ll warm you up, Ivan.”

      “I’m quite warm where I am, thank you,” I responded and tried to take a step back, but my feet wouldn’t move. I jerked my left foot up, but nothing happened. Then the right. In response, I heard a guffaw.

      “Don’t bother, Ivan. From here on, the only way is forward.”

      “Forward? But it’s a marsh. I’ll drown.”

      “Ha, not such a dimwit after all, are you?” The voice chuckled. I turned bright red.

      You see, until that point, I’d assumed only the villagers and my family knew of my nickname. No one who knows me calls me just Ivan. They call me Ivan the Dimwit. But now the forest creature was referring to the insulting nickname, and I realized rumors about me must have spread all through the land of Zorya.

      “What do you want from me, Ogre?” I threw my hands up in indignation.

      “Ogre? You called me an ogre?” The screechy voice wasn’t laughing. It sounded sad. “That’s it. I have to show you who I am. Now, Ivan the Dimwit, you’ll see a path in front of you. If you take it, I’ll show you my face and you’ll find out who I really am.”

      “Why would I wanna do that? What if I just turn around and leave?” I asked, but of course, I knew the answer. The creature, whatever it was, would never let me go. I was doomed. I had to do what it told me or die.

      “Because you’re no dimwit, Ivan, and you’ll do as you’re told,” the voice responded, confirming my suspicions. Right away, I saw a path made out of wooden planks carefully placed on top of the marshland. I tapped the first plank with my toe, and it felt firm to the touch.

      “There you go, Ivan the Dimwit. Take that step. Don’t be afraid,” the voice said. It sounded melodious now, and I obeyed. I took the first step, then the second, and walked up the path in the middle of the marsh.

      It took me about twenty steps before I realized the path was shifting on its own and carrying me forward. It was like a flying carpet. And then I saw it—the hut on chicken legs. I tried to scream, but no sound came. This was no ogre! An ogre would have been nothing compared to her. It was the one and only. The hag.

      The witch.

      Baba Yaga!

      The realization I was about to face the scariest creature in all of Zorya hit me hard. Baba Yaga feasted on little children. Baba Yaga was scary, toothless, ugly, and unkind, to say the least. She was a mean old hag and prided herself on torturing the poor souls that came into her reach. She loved to ask questions, and if you didn’t answer them correctly, she killed you.

      She lived alone in the middle of the forest. No one came to her hut voluntarily. If you ever stumbled upon her residence, it was because of her trickery. Just like what had happened to me, with the marsh and the oak. And surely the feather, too, was part of her trying to trap me.

      Within seconds, I was propelled toward Baba Yaga’s lair. My nurse had mentioned how the hut stood above the ground on thin legs that looked like a chicken’s, but I could never imagine I would one day see it with my very own eyes. I was facing Baba Yaga’s hut from the back. It creaked in the wind, swaying from left to right, making almost human-sounding groaning noises.

      “Hut on chicken legs, hut on chicken legs, turn to face me, your back to the forest,” I commanded. This was the magic formula I’d heard from my nurse. Immediately, the hut started moving and turning around, just like I’d commanded it to do. It squeaked, shifted on its chicken legs, the wooden construction turning slowly, moving the four footholds one after another. As it did so, its groans got louder, and some sounded like sobbing. The last thing I wanted to do was stay in place, but I forced myself to do so and kept repeating the formula.

      It was unnerving to see the whole house move, and for a moment I even worried it might collapse and crush me underneath, but, to my relief, after completing the turn, the hut stopped moving. I was now facing its front, which looked as decrepit as the back, with the front door hanging off its hinges. The lone window on top of the door was half covered by the shutter, which, I realized as it flapped against the wall, must have been the source of the creaking noise.

      A stairwell appeared, unfolding right next to me. The bottom step nearly hit my foot, and I barely had time to jump back. The second I saw the step, I knew there was no way out of this situation: I had to go inside the hut.

      Adjusting the bag with the bow and arrows, I climbed up the thirteen steps and pushed the door in, trying in vain to prevent my hands from trembling.

      Inside, Baba Yaga’s hut was semidark and felt surprisingly warm. I adjusted my collar and turned to the right. There stood an enormous stove, the largest pechka I’d ever seen, running on full blast. A bright fire was burning, and I shuddered at the image of Baba Yaga feasting on her victims.

      I didn’t notice her at first, for the old witch was standing in the darkest corner of the hut. She emerged from the shadows, and I gulped. One wrong move and I would die. This is exactly what the fairy tales warned me would happen—Baba Yaga first tricked you into coming to see her and then tested you. And if you didn’t pass the test, you were toast.

      “Hello there, Ivan the Dimwit.” She guffawed. “How good of you to come to see me. What is it you’re seeking today?” She adjusted her gray woolen shawl, retying it around her shoulders. At that moment, I noticed its color matched her hair, which hung loosely in greasy strands.

      “Good day to you, babushka,” I responded, my voice cracking. Calling her the endearing term for a grandmother was risky, but, to my relief, she welcomed the greeting.

      “Not such a dimwit after all, are you?” She nodded in approval. “And much nicer than calling me an ogre.” As she spoke, she stepped closer, and I could now clearly see her face. It was creased with deep wrinkles, her nose hooked and her chin pointy, protruding. The hag’s mouth was curved inward, and she was missing all her front teeth.

      Baba Yaga looked just like she was supposed to look: scary. I flinched. Noticing my reaction, a smug smile crossed her face.

      “Have a seat, Ivan.” She pointed to the table. It was carved out of oak, and a large black cauldron sat in the middle, steam rising. A candle burned next to it. “Let’s have a little chat.”

      “Yes, babushka.” I obeyed her, pulling out the bench and taking my seat at the edge of the table, trying to stay as far away from the cauldron as possible.

      “And since you’re my guest, I will offer you something to eat. I know you haven’t had anything other than that stale bread today.”

      “Thank you, babushka,” I responded, and immediately my stomach growled.

      “How about some porridge?” She moved to the stove and produced a pot, setting it next to the black cauldron on the table. Steam rose from it, moving to the ceiling in intricate waves.

      To calm my nerves, I reached into my pocket to feel the feather, its warmth comforting me, as I did my best to stop myself from quivering. Baba Yaga produced a huge serving spoon, black with soot, and stuck it into the pot, stirring it.

      The smell rising from the pot was rich, earthy, with a mix of herbs and mushrooms so strong, it repelled and beckoned me at the same time. The aroma enveloped me and took over my consciousness.

      My eyelids felt heavy, and I propped my head up, fighting the urge to sleep. I had to remain conscious. Falling asleep in Baba Yaga’s presence was a sure way to die, but that thought, though frightening, felt distant, as if it didn’t belong to me.

      I yawned, and then I saw myself from a afar. There I was, a young man, dressed in light-brown trousers and a matching shirt, wearing my old bast shoes, a sash tied around my waist, my dark-blond hair to my shoulders, sitting at a table in front of a pot. I saw my face and noticed a scratch on my chin, my right hand propping up my cheek. I saw the old hag, and she guffawed, floating in front of me. It was too late. I had fallen asleep. I saw my head fall onto my hands, making a banging sound against the table.

      I screamed, trying to get myself to wake up, but to no avail. Baba Yaga came up to me and reached for me with her bony fingers. I expected her to get a knife and to take it to my throat. To kill me and stuff me into the stove. But instead, she touched my forehead, gave me a kiss, and then reached into my pocket, where I had kept the feather. I struggled to breathe, wanting to grab the feather back from her, but she chuckled and whispered softly into my ear:

      “Don’t worry, Ivan, this is just a feather, and I’ll give it back to you for now. But it’s so you get the whole bird. Go, Ivan, find the Firebird and bring it back to me, and then I will set you free. Remember, the bird always comes back for its feather. Bring her back to me, Ivan, and I’ll grant you one wish.”

      She whispered those words only once, but they were ingrained in my mind. I remembered every single one of them as I got submerged in a deep, beautiful dream. I dreamed of the Firebird, the gorgeous red creature, that flew high above the clouds, taking me with her into the sky. We saw the Earth from high above. I flew over the oceans and the forests and saw such beauty, it made my breath catch. The bright, full moon was shining overhead.

      Just as I was about to get comfortable, I was pulled downward. The next moment, I flew into a round opening, then plunged right into a pool of water, diving underneath. I braced myself, sure I would drown, but the water pushed me out, and the next moment I was floating on its surface. It was surprisingly warm and pleasant. The water was so clear that I could see the stones on the bottom, just like the river in my village. Right above me, I saw the sky. The perfectly round moon shone through the opening in the roof, the very one that had pulled me inside.

      I took in my surroundings and realized I was inside a wooden structure, perfectly round, with numbered doors. The walls were painted white, with the beams fit together neatly. I admired the woodwork, wondering how many men it had taken to fit it together so well. Around the pool, there were railings, support beams going under the surface of the water. It was reminiscent of our Russian steam bath, the banya, but who would build a steam-bath house with a hole in the roof that large?

      The doors around the pool had numbers on them. They went from one to nine, then continued from eleven to fifteen, skipping ten. Each door had a gray curtain, and one of the doors had a red sign above it, made out of an unfamiliar material. It was the sign that made me think I might have been in a dream.

      Where am I? I thought and pulled myself out of the water, sitting on the edge of the pool. As my wet clothes came into contact with the crisp air, I shivered and thought of jumping back into the water, just so I could warm up and figure out a way back out of the pool. But then I remembered my dream and the old hag who had commanded me to bring her the Firebird. I couldn’t leave now—I had to find the magical creature.

      No one disobeyed Baba Yaga, and I couldn’t, either.

      I reached into my pocket, wondering if the Firebird’s feather was still there. The Firebird always comes back for its feather. I heard Baba Yaga’s words loud and clear.
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      To my surprise, the Firebird’s feather was still there, and it felt dry. Baba Yaga had kept her promise and given the feather back to me. I felt its warmth with my fingers, and the moment I did, my clothes dried and I was no longer cold.

      Thank you, I mouthed to the feather, stuffing it back into my pocket as I contemplated my next move. The red sign above one of the doors lit up.

      If this were a dream, I could close my eyes and then I would wake up. I tried that, waiting for a few moments, but when I opened them again, I was still sitting on the edge of the pool, water splashing underneath me. I pinched myself and yelped in pain. You only live once flashed through my mind, and I got up and headed to the door with the red sign, turning just once to look at the full moon up above.

      I found myself on a porch of what looked like a sturdy house. It wasn’t unlike my izba, but the construction was larger, as if giants lived there. With the full moon illuminating my passage, I could see the outline of the mountains in the distance. They were a dark shade of blue, almost black, and the sky merged with their peaks at the horizon.

      Wherever I was, I must have been very far away from home because my village in Zorya didn’t have tall mountains like these nearby. A white fence surrounded the house. Something crunched under my feet, and I looked down at the path, noticing it was covered with tiny stones. It was a particular small stone, as if someone had taken the time and effort to make them all the same size. What is this witchery? I wondered and got so absorbed in my thoughts that I almost bumped into a pony.

      He was standing at the back of the fence and was almost invisible from the house. The pony was grazing peacefully and gave me a lazy look.

      “Hey there, buddy,” I said to the pony confidently, feeling incredibly glad to see another living creature. I’d never met a horse that didn’t like me. The pony was a dark shade of brown, with a white mark on its forehead in the shape of a crescent moon. I walked up to him confidently, and only then did I notice he had two humps. They were small but protruded nevertheless, and I paused, my mouth hanging open.

      “What a cute boy you are,” I told him. Though the humps looked unusual, the pony had a great mane. It was a rich shade of golden brown, thick and lush. The pony gave me a startled look and went on grazing, pretending to ignore me. But from the way its ears moved, I could tell it could understand me. I knew horses better than most people.

      “Listen—” I leaned closely, speaking directly into its ear. “I think I’m in trouble. I can’t tell where I am or what is going on. Can you tell me where we are?” I pointed back to the large house with the porch and the structure that contained the warm pool of water.

      The pony stopped grazing. It glanced at me for a split second, but then its eyes glazed over. It was doing its best to show a lack of understanding. But I insisted. The look in the pony’s eyes, as unfocused as it was, still gave me hope.

      “Please?”

      Barely perceptibly, the pony shook its head and neighed softly.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “I’m just trying to eat quickly, before anyone sees me,” the pony responded, stuffing another bite of hay into his mouth.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Because I’m not supposed to be eating hay.”

      “This is very strange, pony. What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Harry,” the pony neighed, flashing me a smile with bits of hay sticking out of his mouth.

      “I’m Ivan. Ivan the Dimwit,” I said, realizing a second too late I shouldn’t have mentioned my nickname. This had been my opportunity to shake off the embarrassing title, but there I was, being my own worst enemy.

      “Ivan the Dimwit? I’ve heard of you.” The pony gave me a curious stare. “Listen, Ivan, now is not the best time, but I’m almost done. I’ve gotta make it look like I didn’t touch any hay, so please help me cover up and throw around the remaining bits so no one can tell I snacked on it.”

      “Sure, Harry,” I agreed, wondering why in the world anyone would want to deprive a pony of hay. But Harry looked well-fed and was not in the least bit emaciated.

      Something was off.

      Harry, still chewing on bits of hay, moved his muzzle around the remaining pile, shifting it toward the middle. The way he did it was ingenious, and if I hadn’t just seen him eat a lot of hay, I wouldn’t have been able to tell he’d had any. I helped him the best I could, and together we buffed up the pile to form an air bubble in the middle of it. Once we were done, Harry inspected the heap, found it to his satisfaction, then turned to me and said, “All right, Ivan the Dimwit, follow me into the stables.”

      I obliged, hoping I could trust this two-humped pony.

      “What are these tiny stones called?” I asked him as we walked down the path.

      “Gravel?” Harry snorted. “You really live up to your nickname.”

      I didn’t respond.

      The stables were down a path, right near the forest. I wondered whether building the stables in this location was a good idea. In our village, we tried to keep the horses as close to the house as possible to avoid the wolves, but when I asked the pony if they had any wolves, he chuckled.

      “They were killed off a long time ago,” he told me with pride in his voice. “There are no wolves left in Virginia.”

      “Virginia? Is that the name of this place? Never heard of it.”

      “Yes, Virginia. Where do you come from?”

      “Zorya,” I said.

      “Never heard of it,” the pony said. That was strange, for everyone had heard of our land, even the smallest children. But I supposed a pony might not know some things.

      “And what about the bears?” I asked, scratching my head. “Any grizzlies around?”

      “We’ve got plenty of bears,” the pony said, “but they aren’t grizzlies, just the sweet regular bears—they mostly go through the trash.”

      I’d never heard of a sweet bear before, let alone one that went into the trash. The bears I’d known were wily, clever creatures, tricky and known for their elaborate schemes. I’d also seen bears perform in the traveling circus that had come through our village each fall, during the harvest festival. But though what the pony was telling me raised lots of questions, I decided to keep my mouth shut to avoid seeming even less worldly.

      We approached a tall, impressive building made of solid wood. It was painted red and had white stripes all around the edges. It was even bigger than the first structure I’d seen, and certainly much nicer than the stables in my village.

      “Here we are,” Harry said as I gaped at the building.

      “You mean these are the stables? This place must belong to a powerful lord.”

      “Not really. This is the Gaia stables. They’re a part of the Fernwood Equestrian Center,” Harry neighed, but so quietly I could barely hear him.

      “What kind of center?”

      “Equestrian,” Harry said proudly, turning to me. “It means horse center, really, but for some reason they like to call it ‘Equestrian.’ It’s for people to get educated about horses. And to learn how to ride horses. We have horse camps, too.”

      “Horse camps?”

      “You’ll see tomorrow.” Harry opened the stable door and let himself inside.

      “How did you do that?”

      “It’s easy—I learned how to unlock this door a long time ago,” Harry neighed, leading me to his space.

      The smell there was nothing like I’d expected. It was acrid, sharp, and it hit my nostrils like a punch. I sneezed.

      “Shhh, the horses are sleeping.” He neighed softly as I followed him through the stables. We stopped at the very back, in a cozy spot, separated on three sides by a wooden divider.

      “See this?” He touched the bowl of pellets with his muzzle. “This is the stuff I’m supposed to eat, but I hate it. That’s all they feed us around here.”

      I picked up one of the pellets and examined it in the moonlight. It was hard, dark, and looked inedible. Its smell was revolting.

      “I wouldn’t eat it, either,” I told Harry, putting the pellet back. “Is it okay if I sleep here?”

      “I don’t mind.” He shrugged, and we settled in for the night.

      I was hungry, and I knew the best thing to do was to fall asleep. That way the hunger just went away. I’d done that plenty of times when my brothers ate all the food and left me nothing for dinner. And so I curled into a ball and fell asleep. I dreamed of the magical Firebird and its feather, and how I would find it and bring it back to Baba Yaga, who would let me make one wish with the feather.

      The only problem was that I had too many wishes and couldn’t choose the right one. There was the one where I would feed my whole village. There was the second one, where I got my papa the largest, the most beautiful izba in all of Zorya. The third wish was for my two brothers to get married and prosper. And then for our horses to make Papa a wealthy man.
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      When I woke up the following morning, Harry wasn’t next to me, which suited me just fine. I took the time to orient myself, stretching, adjusting my shirt, then retied the sash, brushed the dirt off my pants, and headed outside.

      Examining my surroundings in the daylight, I tried to understand what this place Harry had called Virginia really was. The mountains, the very ones I’d seen under the moonlight, were beautiful. They were covered with lush vegetation and their color was a bright green, an emerald shade different from the forests in Zorya. I’d never heard of mountains like these before, not even from my old nurse, Arina, who had told me stories of faraway lands. The fields around us were a brighter shade of green, and I noticed lots of bell-shaped blue flowers throughout. I knelt next to one, touched its petals and smelled it, catching a whiff of its sweet, gentle aroma. When I rose from my knees, I saw the two-humped pony standing next to me.

      “Good morning, Harry!” I exclaimed.

      “I can’t speak. My lunch break is about to end.” He threw me a concerned look, and as I followed his gaze, I heard children’s voices. They were getting louder. I gave the pony a curious stare, but he only sighed in response.

      “Lunch break? You mean you don’t graze during the day?”

      “No. I’m not allowed. I usually don’t eat during my lunch break because they force me to have those pellets”—Harry wrinkled his nose—“and I like to just enjoy some time in the shade.”

      “What work do you do?”

      “Don’t you get it? I give pony rides.” The humpbacked horse flared his nostrils.

      “Pony rides? What in the world are those?”

      “Don’t ask,” Harry noted gravely. Though he sounded stern, I could tell he’d been warming up to me, and I broached the subject of the Firebird.

      “Listen, Harry, I was wondering if you could help me. You see, I’m in a bit of a bind. I need to figure out where the Firebird lives.”

      Harry didn’t answer, but he moved his ears back and forth, and I took it as a sign of approval. Possibly the pony could help me find the Firebird. Animals all knew each other, even if they feigned ignorance. It was just a matter of earning their trust. I could already picture myself locating the Firebird, capturing it with the help of its feather, and bringing it to Baba Yaga, triumphant.

      These thoughts were swirling in my mind as I looked up to see a group of children appear from behind the curve.

      Suddenly, the pony shook his head and neighed.

      “Hide,” he told me clearly.

      “Why?”

      “You don’t want them to see you. Let’s talk after my shift.”

      “Your shift?”

      I raised my eyebrows, but followed the pony’s advice. I ran up the hill and hid behind a large tree just in time to see a group of five boys and five girls approach. They were all wearing identical shirts: white, with short sleeves, and a picture of a bright-yellow circle in the middle. The children looked to be around eight or nine years old, judging by their size, but their facial expressions were very immature, as if they didn’t have a care in the world. In Zorya, a typical nine-year-old already heated the stove and took the horses to pasture, not to mention cleaning the house and even going hunting. But this group looked like little children.

      They were chatting animatedly with each other. Leading them was a young woman. She was also wearing the same short-sleeved shirt, just like the kids, and she walked briskly in front of them.

      “Hey, kids, now, please line up, get ready for your rides,” the woman instructed, but the children paid no attention to her. They ran up to Harry and started touching him, running their hands through his mane, and one little girl even pulled his tail.

      The pony took it all in stride and did not react once. I admired his sense of self-control. The horses I’d dealt with would have protested. I watched as the children, having satisfied their curiosity, finally lined up, taking their places along the fence. And then the unthinkable began. One by one, they mounted the pony and rode, giggling, up and down the path for about two minutes each. The pony walked solemnly, carrying his riders from one end to another on a completely pointless ride that made these children giggle with delight.

      I wondered whether these were dimwit children, just like I used to be, for enjoyment of this form of entertainment was extremely unusual, but, to my utter astonishment, it was clear to me that the children were rather intelligent. They spoke to each other of matters I’d never heard of, like flying on vacation, and used words that referred to things I did not know existed. And then one boy took a small black rectangle out of his pocket, looked at it, and the rectangle flashed brightly. The other children surrounded the child, and I heard the rectangle play a song.

      This child must have magical abilities, I decided, and stared at the boy in reverence, almost forgetting the pony’s instructions for me to hide. But then the young woman ordered the children to follow her back and told them the pony rides were over for the day and that they would now go to their “next activity.”

      I waited until the children had left and walked up to Harry.

      “Hey, what was all that?” I asked.

      “It’s a spring break camp. I provide rides to the children,” the pony told me with pride in his voice.

      “A spring break camp? Why does spring need a break?”

      “Don’t you know anything?” The pony shifted his hooves, throwing a look full of disdain at the bowl filled with the pellets. “A spring break camp is a place for children so that they have something to do outside of school. And they come here for pony rides. They also do a few other things, but it’s only a week. Then it gets quiet until the summer, when there is summer camp.”

      “I see. So you don’t do any regular work?”

      “This is my regular work!” The pony stared at me in surprise.

      “And why are they making you eat this stuff?” I asked, pointing at the pellets. I didn’t mean to offend him, but everything was so strange, and I needed answers.

      “Listen, stop bothering me,” the pony said. “This is the food I’m given. I showed it to you last night. It’s supposed to provide me with all the nutrition I would ever need.” He moved his jaws in silence while I observed. “The hay I ate last night is what I crave, but if they catch me eating it, I’ll be punished.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “My keepers. My employers. The people who run this place.” The pony bared his teeth.

      “You mean Virginia?”

      “No, Dimwit, this place is called the Fernwood Resort.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, wide-eyed. “First you tell me we’re in Virginia, now you call it something else.”

      “You must really be slow.” Harry furrowed his brow. “Listen, how about I show you around?”

      “Sure, why not?” I shrugged. “But listen, if you plan on leading me into the woods and leaving me there, I’ll find my way back.”

      “Why would I do that? You’re being very nice to me, Ivan the Dimwit,” the pony said, giving me a careful stare. “Most people just call me ugly, or point at my humps and call me the Humpback.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Harry.”

      “Yeah, the only one who doesn’t insult me is Lisa. She’s very nice. She brings me sugar.” The pony smacked his lips.

      “Sugar? Like sugar beets?” I looked at Harry in awe. In Zorya, sugar was expensive, akin to silver and gold. No one in their right mind would ever give something so precious to a horse.

      “You don’t know anything, do you? Are you an actual dimwit?”

      “No, it’s just a nickname.” I frowned. “Would you mind just calling me Ivan?”

      “Not at all.” The pony blinked, then continued, “I guess time will tell. So, this is the actual resort.”

      I followed the direction of Harry’s gaze and gasped. A sprawling building had appeared out of nowhere. It was ten floors high and looked almost identical to the descriptions of the tsar’s palace I’d heard from my old nurse. It was a beautiful dark-red color with white alabaster designs all around. I tried to count its windows but stopped at fifty.

      “Is this the tsar’s palace?” I gasped.

      “No, we don’t have anyone like that here. This is the Fernwood Resort, a place where people come to relax.” Harry neighed, leading us around to the building. “We should be careful in case someone sees us, but if that happens, just pretend you’re taking me on a walk.”

      “Sure,” I said. “They won’t make you give the kids rides or anything?”

      “Of course not, the rides are booked in advance.”

      Having reached the back of the building, I saw several other structures, smaller ones. A beautiful garden connected them.

      The grass was all the same height, and nearly the same shade of green. The flowers had been planted in intricate circular patterns in the flowerbeds. I couldn’t help but stare at the garden in admiration. I opened my mouth to ask Harry about this beautiful space, but stopped, paralyzed with fear.

      A huge black object was moving at high speed, making a terrible roaring noise. It looked somewhat like a carriage, only it was metal and moved on its own, without a horse or even a donkey pulling it along.

      “Harry, watch out!” I screamed, trying to push the horse out of the way. “Come on, we’ve gotta run!”

      But Harry didn’t flinch. He shook his head and sighed.

      “Ivan, I don’t know where you come from, but this is just a car. Nothing to be afraid of.”

      “What’s a car? What kind of sorcery is this?” I ducked down.

      “It’s an automobile. You, humans, invented them a hundred years ago
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