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Theo: Almost 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. 

Boo: A magpie.

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

Ejko Bejko: Kikimora’s pet. A term used in Bulgarian for hedgehogs. 

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.

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. 

Lesnik: Kikimora’s husband. A guardian of the forest.

Lord Vodnik: Leader of the water creatures.

Manol: In folklore, the master builder of the Kadin Bridge. He built his wife into the bridge, so her shadow would keep it safe.

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

Nia: Theo’s twin sister.

Old Lady Witch: Old woman in Selo whom people think casts spells.

Oristnizi: In folklore, they are the three sisters of fate, who visit the home of a newborn during the infant’s first hours of life. They circle the child’s crib, and each one predicts the child’s future.

Pazach: Another name for Jabalaka. The Bulgarian word for “keeper.”

Rusalka (plural, Rusalki): Bulgarian word for water spirits, often called mermaids.

Ruslana: A Rusalka who’s friendly toward Theo.

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.

Slugi: Red, slimy, octopus-like creatures. Slugi means “servants” in Bulgarian.

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.

Uroki: Evil spirit.

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

Whirl: Pavel’s deer companion.

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

Youda Stana: The leader of the Youdi.

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. 

Znahar: Woman who heals with herbs. People sometimes call them witches because they are often clairvoyants as well.

Zunitza: A Samodiva. Theo’s birth mother. The word comes f”:rom zuna, the Bulgarian for “rainbow.”
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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.

Eniovden: Midsummer’s Day, celebrated on June 24.

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.

Kadin Bridge: Called “Bridge of the bride” (Kadin most) in Bulgarian, or “Bride bridge” (Nevestin most), the Kadin Bridge is a stone arch bridge that spans the Struma River at Nevestino in southwestern Bulgaria. It was constructed in 1470.

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.

Pavel-o-paraylzer: Pavel’s device that temporarily stuns creatures.

Paveltron: Pavel’s multi-purpose gadget.

Ribotron: Pavel’s fish-catching invention. Riba is the Bulgarian word for “fish.”

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

Vida: Village where Youdi 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.

Zuna: Name for the rainbow in Bulgarian folklore.

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 
Call for Help
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June 17 [image: image]

Something was wrong. The sea should have been full of fishing boats on a mid-June morning. Instead, they were all docked at the pier or pulled up onto the beach. The small crafts bobbed as waves licked their sides. And where were all the fishermen? Even after the day’s work, they usually hung around the wharf telling their tales. Today, it was completely empty.

Waves smashed against the rock barrier, and a torrent of spray soaked Theo’s T-shirt and shorts. Shivering from the chill, he dipped his bare toes into water that had pooled in a gap in the breakwater. That was as much of his body that he cared to immerse in the Black Sea. 

The wind nipped his cheeks as he stared at the abnormal sight a while longer. He’d had a feeling something unusual was going to happen and hoped that meant today was going to be his lucky day. Not just for fishing, although he had caught nothing yet, and he’d been fishing for a couple of hours. Maybe he’d finally—

“Theo, Theo, help!” Nia’s shrill cry shattered his concentration. 

Not again. Not THAT! He dropped his fishing pole and jerked his head, looking up and down the beach for his twin sister.

There she was. In the sea. 

The waves surged and crashed against the shore. Screeching and flailing her hands, Nia struggled against the onslaught as she hastened away from a creature covered with green algae.

Theo was too far away to see the monster clearly. He raced along the sharp breakwater until he reached the shore. Breathing heavily, he scrambled down the remaining rocks and rushed along the beach toward his sister. He tripped over his feet as his toes dug into the hot sand, but he righted himself before he fell. He called, “I’m coming!” as he scrambled closer.

Where was Pavel? Theo’s best friend should have been watching Nia, protecting her. Unless ... Did the monster already devour Pavel?

“Theo!” Nia screamed again, followed by laughter as the monster tackled her.

What?

Theo stopped short, staring at the scene. The algae-covered monster had transformed into a ruddy-complexion, dark-haired boy with seaweed clinging to his head and clothes.

Pavel. It was only his friend. Not a monster.

“It’s all right. Nia’s not in danger. It’s all right.” Theo repeated the words until his heart stopped racing. 

“Come on in, Theo. The water’s awesome.” Nia tugged seaweed from her clothes and swatted Pavel, pushing him away. Her dark curls and tanned skin glistened in the sun. She raised her voice against the roar of the waves. “Stop being like a lizard under the sun. Come in for a splash.” 

Theo’s relief turned to anger. “I’m not a lizard. And why were you screaming like that? You scared me.” 

“Did you think a dragon was kidnapping me?” Nia laughed, but looked around warily. 

“It’s not funny.” Theo stormed back to the rocks and retrieved his fishing pole. He might not catch any fish, but the motion of the waves tugging against the line soothed him, so he cast into the turbulent water. 

How could Nia even joke about a dragon taking her? Last year, Theo had told her he wished a dragon would seize her, and one had carried her off to Dragon Village. Never again would he use words so carelessly.

Pavel forced his legs through the waves and climbed the breakwater. He plucked seaweed from his hair and the rim of his glasses and threw the plants into the water like an offering. “St. Nicholas, master of the sea, send a fish to my friend.” 

“Go away. You’re dripping all over me.” Theo tossed a towel to his friend without looking at him. He stared at his fishing line, willing Pavel to leave. 

Pavel wiped the moisture off of his glasses and draped the towel over his shoulder. “Don’t be such a wuss.” With his bare toes, he nudged Theo. “Come have fun. You don’t have to go into the water. We can fish together tomorrow. I’ll bring my newest invention, the Ribotron. I designed it so we can catch fish and crabs.” 

“You and your gadgets.” Theo huffed as he waved a dismissive hand behind him. His friend was always creating something new. Few of these inventions worked the way Pavel planned. “You have too many ideas and too much free time. Unlike you, I have to work to support my family. A rod, a hook, bait, and luck are enough for me.” 

Pavel stepped in front of Theo. “Why are you so mad all the time?”

Theo looked up, clenching his fists as he did so. Because I want to leave! he shouted in his mind. I want to return and live with my birth father, Zmey, in Dragon Village. 

But then, he didn’t know if Zmey wanted him. His father hadn’t returned to get Theo, and it had been almost a year. On top of that, Theo had lost his connection to his birth mother, Zunitza, the queen of the Samodivi, the woodland nymphs. Zunitza had died before he’d ever had a chance to meet her, but her spirit had guided him on his mission. Now, since his return to Selo, her voice was silent. A sob choked Theo’s throat. He needed them so badly, but didn’t know if they wanted him back.

But how could he tell his best friend that? And how could Theo even think about leaving? He couldn’t desert his adoptive mother and Nia. He was responsible for them and had to make sure they were protected and safe. His family and Pavel were still the dearest people in the world to him. He couldn’t tell them he wished to go. Besides, apparently, he couldn’t depend on his friend to protect Nia. Not that it was Pavel’s obligation. But Pavel was like a brother to him, a part of the family already.

Instead, Theo said, “You told me you’d make sure nothing happened to Nia.”

“Nothing has. Come on, Theo. Lighten up. Have some fun.”

Theo shook his head. “You shouldn’t have let her go into the water. My mom didn’t want us to come to the beach at all. Did you forget about the red tide that’s been invading other places? You promised Mom—and me—that you’d stay on the sand.”

“You worry too much for nothing.” 

“We have to be careful. I don’t want Nia—or you—to get sick.”

“I promise you. There’s nothing in the water. I checked before I let her go in. Only this green stuff floating around.” He snatched a remaining piece of seaweed from his swimsuit and flicked it at Theo. “Besides, I don’t think it’s—”

“Hey, guys, stop bickering and come on in.” Nia tiptoed around the sharp rocks. When she reached the boys, she grabbed Theo’s hand and tugged him up onto his feet, making him drop his fishing pole. 

“Leave me alone. I don’t want to swim. Not today. Not here.”

Nia let his hand go. “I thought you weren’t afraid of the water anymore.”

“I’m not.” Even though he had learned how to swim the previous summer, the thought of swimming in the Black Sea made him queasy. It was the place his adoptive father had disappeared while fishing; a storm arose and swallowed him on the night Theo and Nia were born.

“Then why—”

“You know he doesn’t like to swim,” Pavel said.

“Actually, I like it now. I really do.” Theo bent and picked up his fishing pole. “You two go have fun. I promised Mom fresh fish. If I don’t catch any, we’ll have to buy horse mackerel from the fish market.” 

If they have any. Maybe the men had all been out to sea earlier than normal. An approaching storm could have forced them to return early.

“All right.” Pavel sighed. “But first I wanted to tell you about the red—”

“Come on, geek boy.” Nia laughed as she grabbed Pavel’s hand and pulled him back down the rocks and into the bluish-green water. Theo knew they’d forget about him while they became engrossed with their games.

Theo was torn about leaving for another reason. If he lived with Zmey in Dragon Village, would his family and friends in Selo forget he ever existed? He’d probably become part of the legends the old folks told.

“Okay, princess.” Pavel twisted his body and waved to Theo. “I’ll tell you later.”

Despite his apprehension, Theo smiled. He was glad to see Nia and Pavel getting along. A year ago, everything was different. Back then, they’d hurled “geek boy” and “princess” at each other as insults. Nia’s traumatic experience of being captured by a dragon had changed her, changed them all. 

His sister no longer acted like a princess. Well, not as much anyway. She still had her moments. Mom said it was a part of growing up, since they were both only a week away from their thirteenth birthday. Even so, Nia willingly helped Mom around the house and had volunteered at an animal shelter. 

Pavel had changed, too. Now, he was more willing to set aside his staunch scientific beliefs and accept that strange and magical incidents were possible. And Theo himself was different, and continued to change, in more ways than one. Those who knew what happened last year called him a hero. He still didn’t feel like one. He couldn’t even—

The tip of his fishing pole dipped. Theo jumped up and jerked the rod, trying to snag the fish. The rod pulled left and right as he struggled to wind in the spool. Slowly, he brought in his catch. To his disappointment, only a pile of green algae hung on the hook. 

Luck’s not on my side today. I guess I’ll have to go to the fish market after all.

The sun had almost reached the top of the sky. Theo folded the line, tucked his gear into his backpack, and started down the breakwater. Wings fluttered above his head. He looked back. A cormorant landed in the water and thrust its head under the waves. When it emerged, it held in its long, hooked beak a wiggling fish, struggling for its life. 

I guess you’re the lucky fisherman today, not me.

The bird lifted its head, gulping as it swallowed the fish whole. Waterlogged from its fishing expedition, the cormorant flew onto the rock Theo had been sitting on. Facing the sun, the bird spread its wings and shook them, releasing a flurry of water. The warm sunlight reflected on its feathers as the bird stood still, giving the pitch-black wings a smooth, goldish-blue shimmer. With its dark plumage drying, it looked like a sparkling cross. The fishermen in the village told stories about how this symbolized nobility and sacrifice. 

Maybe that’s a sign for me. I just hope it doesn’t mean more troubles. 

A dazzling gleam and a splash in the sea on the other side of the breakwater caught his eye. Lost in thought, he hadn’t seen the bird disappear. It had a voracious appetite, so maybe it was fishing again. 

A second splash produced a rainbow of spray that scattered in the air and sparkled like pearls. Several droplets, carried on the wind, touched his face. 

Theo looked through his backpack and found his phone. If he was lucky, he’d be able to get a video of the bird. He wished he’d thought of that earlier.

He gazed down the beach. Nia and Pavel were lost in their fun, splashing in the water. They wouldn’t notice he was gone. He scrambled down the other side of the rocks and followed the black shape moving under the waves. He’d never been on this side of the beach before. The shore was rockier, and he stepped around jagged rocks as he made his way along.

Another splash sounded behind a boulder at the head of a second breakwater, and a fountain sprayed into the air. Theo breathed in the smell of salt and drying seaweed. He hurried to the rocks, slipping on the wet, green-patched stones, but kept his balance. At the top, he looked down. Two seagulls squawked as they quarreled over small snails. But that’s not what intrigued him. The receding tide had exposed a rocky cavity in the middle of the barrier. A carved stone arch about half his height marked the entrance. The path inside sloped toward a tunnel. 

I wonder what’s down there. 

He wanted to explore it, but not alone. He’d promised his mother to be sensible and think twice before heading off on any more adventures. She’d been overprotective all his life, because she’d lost her husband. After everything that happened the previous summer, she became more frantic whenever they were gone too long. With a sigh, he turned to leave.

A splash and a glow within the cavity piqued his curiosity. 

I’ll look quickly. After that, I’ll go back. 

He removed a flashlight from his backpack and left the bag and fishing pole on the rocks. To avoid hitting his head on the arch, he hunched over as he lowered himself into the tunnel. Stepping stones descended into the darkness like a staircase. At the cave’s entrance, salt water and algae had pooled into niches carved into the stone over time. 

He flashed the light into the dark hollow. “Is there anybody down here?” 

Here ... here, the echo answered.

Another splash came from deeper within the cave. Theo ventured inside.

“Theo ... Theo ... help!”

“Nia?” He twisted around to look up the tunnel. 

A fragment of blue sky peered through the opening, but no one was there. His sister hadn’t followed him. The sound came from farther away, deep inside the cave. It was impossible that Nia had entered before him. Someone else was in trouble. Someone who knew him. He stepped forward, but then drew his foot back. 

I should get Pavel.

“Theo.” His name echoed around the cave.

His breaths increased, and he bit his bottom lip. He shuffled forward a step, then stopped.

What should I do? I can’t help by myself. I don’t have my pow—

“THEO! Can you hear me? HELP!”

Despite the chilling urgency of the cry, that voice was familiar. Melodic. Enchanting. For a moment, Theo went back in time to another underwater cave in Dragon Village he’d been in last year. That experience had been terrifying, too, but in a different way. Even so, he’d made a friend, one who showed him the beauty and wonders of the sea, and the joy of swimming. Could it be her? How did she manage to come here, to Selo, before the portal between her world and his had opened? 

He made up his mind. His friend was in trouble. She’d saved his life—more than once. He had to find her and help. Now. Without Pavel. Without Nia. He couldn’t put either of them in danger again. 

He followed a rushing stream deeper into the cave. The farther he went, the mustier, earthier the cave smelled. His flashlight uncovered glimpses of broken shells and lichen-covered boulders, but no living beings. A strange azure light glowed in the distance. That must be where she was. He crept along the slippery rocks, pressing his free hand against the damp wall to keep his balance. 

Bang. Splash.

A chunk of rock from the ceiling exploded against a boulder in the frothy river, hurtling a spray of cold water toward him. Chilled and momentarily blinded, he stepped onto something sharp. Pain pierced his bare feet, and he slipped, falling onto his knees. His flashlight banged against the rocks, flickered, and went dim.

“No, not now, not now!” he screamed.

Now, now the unmerciful cave threw back at him.

Theo shook the flashlight. It emitted a weak light, enough for him to avoid stepping onto any more broken shells. He reached a junction. The angry river flowed down another tunnel. What he wanted was straight ahead. In a few more steps, he reached the back of the cave where the blue glow and voice beckoned him.

The place held only a large conch lying by a still pool. A stream of light radiated from the water onto the shell. Theo kneeled by the pool’s edge, peering into the clearest water he’d ever seen. His reflection stared back at him. His red hair tussled, a frantic look in his pale-blue eyes, and his mouth wide open.

Who called me here and how?

“Theo ...” The voice had faded to a whisper.

“Where—” His gaze rested on the conch again. The light was coming from the shell, not from the pool.

He picked up the conch, cradling it in his palms. Brown carved symbols spiraled along the pearly surface, reaching to the shell’s golden peak, which shone like Poseidon’s spear. He’d seen those marks before, an ancient, mystical language written on pieces of parchment. Riddles. Nature’s clues. Friends had translated the inscriptions for him. He’d needed the clues when he’d been in Dragon Village.

“Theo, please help ...” The words slipped from the conch.

He opened his eyes wide. When he was little, his mother told stories about how Rusalki, mermaids, used shells like sea phones. All he’d ever heard before was the roar of the sea. The voice must be his friend. Using both hands, he held the conch to his face. 

“Ruslana?” he said.

Instead of waves, a pleading female voice moaned, “Theo, can you hear me? We need your help. Zmeykovo and Selo are in grave danger. Come back, Theo ...”

“Danger!” Zmeykovo was the name his friends called Dragon Village. 

He stepped back to lean against the damp stone wall but slipped on the slimy stones. The shell flew out of his hands and slammed into the pool, and the water engulfed it in seconds. The glow from the shell extinguished, leaving Theo with only the fading light from his flashlight. 

I have to get the conch back. Find out what’s going on. 

He kneeled by the pool and reached into the water with both hands. Slippery red algae tangled in his fingers, stinging them. He pulled out his aching hands.

“What is that?” 

The water had been clear moments ago.

The tip of the conch poked its golden peak out of the water. Theo grabbed for it, but two red tentacles twisted around the shell, hugging it. Two more slimy tentacles wrapped around Theo’s arms, digging into his skin and binding him like a metal rope, creating a white line that ran down his arms. 

Rage clawed at Theo’s skin, demanding release. It pulsed stronger, stranger than any emotion he’d ever experienced. The fury within him took form, emitting orange-red sparks that crackled and smoked. Their sulfuric odor tainted the air and gagged him, filling his mouth and nostrils. He grabbed a handful of the offending sparks and squeezed. Their prickly jabs oozed a fiery ichor in his fist. 

He returned his attention to the creature holding him captive. “LET. ME. GO!” 

The veins in his arms swelled, pain tightened his chest, and he emitted a loud hiss. 

The creature jerked its tentacles away from Theo and slithered back into the water, but the other two held the shell with an unyielding grip. The creature pulled away and disappeared into the now-murky reddish water, carrying the shell into the depths. 

Theo shook. What just happened? 

His anger subsided, and his breathing calmed. Afraid he’d turned into a monster like the one in the water, he stretched out his arms in front of him, examined his hands and chest, and touched his face with his slimy, trembling palms.

I seem to be normal.

What was that creature? It most definitely wasn’t a result of red tide. It was no eco-accident. Despite the danger, Theo had to bring Pavel here to show him. His friend was one person who would know what those creatures were. Not only was Dragon Village in danger, the Rusalka had said Selo, their home, was, too. Theo needed his friend’s help to save both places he loved. 

With that terrifying thought, Theo sprinted out of the cave, not caring that broken shells cut into the soles of his feet. 
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​Chapter 2 
Invasion 
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Theo stood at the cave entrance, with Pavel and Nia by his side. They all had put on their flip-flops, because Theo had warned them about the dangerous creatures and broken shells. His own feet and arms ached from his encounter with both hazards. The boys set their backpacks onto the rocks, while Nia clutched her beach bag.

In the short time Theo had been gone, the scene had changed. Now, small, red, coral-shaped creatures teemed in the pools of water, twisting their slimy, octopus-like tentacles at the intruders. 

One approached Pavel, and he pushed it away with his foot. “I thought you said there was only one inside the cave.”

“When I left, there was.”

The creature returned and crawled onto Pavel’s toe. He shook his foot, but the tiny thing adhered like glue. 

“That won’t work,” Theo said. “The one that attacked me had stinging suction cups. Do you know what they are?”

“No, I— Ouch. It bit me.” With his other foot, Pavel crushed the aggressive creature that had crawled up his leg and clung like a leech to his skin. “That little thing hurts like a jellyfish.”

“Tell me about it.” Theo rubbed his arms from elbow to armpit, the areas streaked with swollen scratches.

“You really should go home and have Mom put salve on your cuts,” Nia said. “That stuff she got from Vela’s mother works miracles. You’ll feel better in no time.”

Pavel snickered. “Not sure I’d trust anything from Old Lady Witch.”

A suffocating pressure built up in Theo’s chest, and he coughed. It felt as if something was trying to get out, rip itself out of his body like the creatures in the movie Alien. 

Theo shoved Pavel against the tunnel wall. “She’s not a witch.”

“I don’t want to argue. Just saying ...” Pavel rubbed his shoulder. “What’s the matter with you? Ever since we’ve come back from Dragon Village, you’ve been moody and angry.”

“I don’t like you calling her names. Vela’s mother helped me. She’s kind.” Theo coughed to get rid of a tickle in his throat. “She heals everyone in the village for free or almost nothing.”

He coughed again and bent over double as a severe pain wracked his chest. His body spasmed. “Ohhhh ...” A terrible taste like ashes filled his mouth, and he spat out a black substance.

“Theo!” Nia patted his back. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” 

“Spitting out black gunk is not fine.” 

He straightened and wiped residue from his lips. “Must be infection from that creature’s bite.”

“You should go home and—”

“No!” He glared at Nia, and she shrank away from him. “We have bigger problems to solve.”

“Theo, man—” Pavel started.

“Enough. It’s just a cough.” 

The pain receded. His heart ached as he looked at his sister and friend. Nia clung to Pavel, her lips trembling and her eyes bright with tears. Pavel’s mouth was open, and he shook his head slightly as he stared at Theo with a blank look.

“Sorry ... I ...” Theo hung his head. “I don’t know why I got so angry.”

Sniffling, Nia shuffled closer and hugged Theo. “It’s okay.”

“I ... we have to figure out what these things are.” Theo stomped in the pool of water, crushing several of the slimy things as he tried to get rid of the aggression still raging within him. Puffs of red spores shot out of the creatures and filled the air with a foul odor.

Nia scrunched up her nose. “Oh, that stinks like rotten eggs.”

“Yah, it does.” Theo coughed and waved his hand to clear the red residue from the air. “You don’t know what these things are, Pavel?” 

“Yes and no. I tried to tell you earlier.” Pavel pulled out his phone from his backpack. He fiddled with his glasses as he scrolled. “You know my father works for the Oceanology Department in the city, right?”

Theo nodded.

“Well, I was looking up ‘red tide’ on Google earlier today, since that’s what everyone was calling it.” He showed Theo and Nia pictures and articles.

“These creatures are red tide?” Nia asked.

“No, I overheard my father talking—”

Nia laughed. “Using one of your inventions to listen to him, I suppose.” 

“As a matter of fact, yes. It was a—”

“Later, please?” Theo gestured with his hand for Pavel to continue. “What did your father say?”

“He and his co-workers are stumped. They’ve never seen such creatures—”

“He said ‘creatures’ and not ‘red tide’?” Theo clenched his fists and squeezed his eyes tight for a moment, trying to control the anger bubbling up again. “And you’re just telling me now?”

“I tried earlier when you were fishing.” Pavel shrugged. “I didn’t think they were these alien things. My dad didn’t describe them. All he told my mom was that they were an unknown species, nothing that’s ever been seen in the Black Sea before. Or anywhere in the world even.”

Nia opened her eyes wide. “Did he say they came from outer space?”

“Nah.” Pavel shook his head. “My dad believes only in science. They’ve been experimenting on the samples they collected. He’s bound and determined to find an explainable solution. If nothing else, he’ll say it’s a mutation caused by global warming.”

“I’d be okay with aliens coming to kill life on Earth.” Nia laughed nervously. “I’d even rather face the Gorgon Medusa. Anything. As long as it’s not that horrible, ugly, sinister Lamia.”

Theo cringed at the mention of the three-headed dragon that had kidnapped Nia last year. He and Pavel had found a way to get to Dragon Village—to rescue his sister. He’d never, ever forget that adventure.

Pavel took off his glasses that had fogged up and wiped them against his bathing trunks. “My dad said people from the village are saying it’s an invasion of demonic beings. The fishermen won’t even row out to sea.” 

“So that’s why no one was out today,” Theo said.

“Yah, you know how superstitious the adults are, especially the old folks.” He put his glasses back on and fiddled with them until they sat a bit below the bridge of his nose. He leaned closer and whispered, “Dad said everyone’s terrified. One of the beaches was covered with dead fish. Not only dead, but their insides, all the meat and juices, had been eaten clean away. All that was left was dried up skin and skeletons.”

Nia gagged and covered her mouth. “And you let me go into the water?”

“That place wasn’t anywhere near here.” Pavel rolled his shoulders, as if unconcerned. “Do you think I would have gone in myself if I thought it was unsafe?” 

“I suppose not,” Nia replied. “I’m surprised Mom let us come down here, though, if that’s what people are saying.” 

“You know she doesn’t go out much,” Theo said. “If she’d heard it was more than a red tide, she’d have locked us in the house.”

“You’re right.” She nodded. “I’m glad our beach has been clear, so we can enjoy our summer vacation.”

“Not likely. If the creatures are out here,” Pavel said as he nodded toward the puddles, “and there was only one before, then the problem’s getting worse. If these things take over the water, it’ll be an ecological catastrophe. Humans won’t survive. Dad says people are saying this disaster has happened because Selo lost its protector when the statue of Zmey disappeared.”

Pain stabbed Theo’s heart. He had met his birth father only last summer on the rescue mission to Dragon Village. Zmey had promised to come back and teach Theo about his origins and abilities, but Theo hadn’t seen the dragon since that day. Every day, Theo felt changes, power, but didn’t know how to harness that energy. He exploded with anger for no reason, and he experienced moments of helplessness. He had to discover a way to get back there and find his father.

“Nobody believes me that Zmey’s alive and in Dragon Village,” Pavel continued, “only the old witch.”

Theo clenched his fists again. Friend or not, Pavel had better not say that again. “Stop. Calling. Her. A. Witch!”

Pavel held up his hands, palms out, in front of his body. “Sorry, sorry. Bad habit. Chill out.”

Theo breathed slowly. Why is my anger getting out of control? 

“Theo?” Nia squeezed his arm.

“I’m okay. Now we know what these creatures are, or aren’t, but we still need to find out what’s happening in Dragon Village. And we can’t do that unless I find the conch and talk to the Rusalki.” He put on his backpack. “Are we ready to go into the cave?” 

Pavel and Nia nodded.

Pavel removed a flashlight from his backpack and handed it to Theo. “Use this since the batteries in yours are low.”

I just hope we’re not already too late to help. Theo led the way. “It’s not that far, but be careful not to slip on the wet rocks.”

Nia followed Theo, and Pavel entered last. They remained quiet, the rushing of the underground river and the crunching of shells underfoot the only sounds. The cave now had a rotten-eggs odor, the same as the smell of the creatures he’d stepped on outside. Theo flashed the light onto the river, hoping they didn’t swarm the water down there as well. Streaks of red flashed past, and several dead monsters lay crushed, caught in seaweed by the large boulder. Theo groaned. They were here, too. And these were much larger than the ones at the entrance. At least the fast water kept them from climbing up onto the path.

Skidding came from behind him, and Nia yelled, “Ahhh!”

Theo whipped around and grabbed her by the elbow to keep her from falling. “You okay?”

She nodded. “Sorry. I thought a shell was one of those nasty things. I slipped when I kicked it away.”

“Hold onto me. We’re almost there. Just a few more steps.”

When they entered the pool area, he focused the flashlight onto the water. It crawled with the red beasts, larger than any of the ones they’d seen so far. 

“The shell fell down there?” Nia whispered. “You can’t go in. They’ll kill you.”

“I agree with Nia,” Pavel said. “It’s not safe. We’ll have to find another way to get the shell.”

Theo replied, “We don’t have time. I have to try now. Our friends are in trouble.” 

“Wait, then, if you insist. I have something you can use.” Pavel pulled an item from his backpack. “Take this.” He handed Theo a narrow, brownish-orange brass capsule about the length of a pencil.

“What’s this? A bullet?” It certainly was shaped like one. “You want me to shoot them?”

“No, it’s a knife, in case you get stuck in nets, ropes, or anything else while you’re underwater. Press the button, and the blade will appear. It looks like a needle but can cut through anything.” 

“How’s that going to help him with these nasty things in the water?” Nia asked.

“But wait, there’s more.” Pavel grinned. 

He dug in his backpack again and took out a small lantern-like object and aimed it at the creatures in the water. When he flicked a switch, a stream of violet sparks shot out. The red algae froze mid-squirm. Paralyzed, they floated to the edges of the pool. A clear circle formed in the water like a cave opening.

“This is my Pavel-o-paralyzer. It’s a miracle worker.”

Nia shook her head. “How many of these gadgets do you carry around with you?”

“All my latest. I never know when I’ll need one.” Pavel turned back to Theo. “I’m still not sure it’s a good idea. You don’t know how far down the conch fell, or if the creature took it away.”

“I’ll use my mermaid belt. It’ll let me breathe in the water.” 

“You brought it with you?” Nia asked.

Theo nodded. “Always, whenever I’m near water.”

“Drat,” Pavel said, “I didn’t bring mine. I don’t like the idea of you going down there alone.”

“I’ll be fine.” Theo removed his backpack and shuffled through items, retrieving a fishing net belt interlaced with algae and colorful shells. It was fancier than the original one a Rusalka had given him, which he’d lost in Rusalki Bay. That one had only ferns woven around the net. Nia had added the shells to the new ones they received before they left Dragon Village last year, saying it made them look more authentic. A human version of a mermaid belt. Not wanting to refuse, after her terrible ordeal, he accepted the decorations. 

He removed his flip-flops, tightened the belt around his waist, and gulped as he looked at the infested water. This was important. He could do it.

“Okay, if you’re sure you want to do this. Alone.” Pavel gave the stunning device to Theo. “Take this with you in case you come across more of these things down there. I think it should work in water.”

“You think? You never tried it in water?”

Pavel shook his head. “Better than nothing, right?”

“Okay, Einstein. Do you have any more ‘miracles’ I need to take with me?” Theo crossed his arms and tapped his foot. He wanted to leave before they discovered his real goal. 

“No, that’s it. You can go now if you still want to.” Pavel shrugged and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Good luck. Hope you find the conch.” 

Nia hugged Theo. “Be careful. I love you.” 

“You better hurry, Theo.” Pavel looked at his phone. “The paralysis will hold for no more than fifteen or twenty minutes.”

Theo gripped the gifts from Pavel in one hand while he used the other to tighten his belt, making sure it was secure. He squatted by the pool, looked at his sister and friend, and dove into the water. Once under the surface, he glanced back. 

He almost laughed as his splash created a fountain of salt spray and foam that covered Pavel and Nia. The paralyzed red algae flew out of the water like leaping salmon, before dropping to the stones. Pavel and Nia both jumped. Nia scurried back to the damp wall, while Pavel pushed the creatures into the water with his foot. Theo’s view of Pavel and Nia became clouded with white foam and red creatures.

By the time the water calmed, Theo had descended farther into the depths of the pool. The cold liquid encased him as he pushed with both legs to explore. He’d been afraid to tell Nia and Pavel he was going to look for a portal to Dragon Village, then come back later when he was alone. They would try to stop him or, worse, say they wanted to come with him. The Rusalki had called to him for help. Theo couldn’t put his sister and friend in danger. If the conch came from the Rusalki, then there had to be a way back to them this way.

Farther and farther he went down, looking for anything that might be a way to Dragon Village. The darkness made it difficult to see, his ears hurt from the cold, and his hands shook. He kept a tighter grasp on the gadgets Pavel had given him.

At last, his feet touched the bottom, and sand squished under his bare toes. Shells lay scattered all around, but he didn’t see the Rusalki conch. He pressed forward until he reached a large smooth rock. With his fingers, he pressed all around, searching for a niche that might open a portal. He looked to the left. He looked to the right. He dug his fingers underneath to lift the rock, but it was too heavy. Taking the knife Pavel had given him, Theo poked around. Nothing worked. He felt as if he’d been trying for an eternity.

How can I possibly help my friends if I can’t even move a rock? I should be strong and powerful like Zmey. 

Theo shivered. Something or someone was watching him. A red blur floated past. Another drifted around his legs. He tucked up his feet and swam away.

Where did they come from? 

A glimmer of light lay farther ahead in a tunnel. Kicking his legs, he swam down the passage. The water grew colder and more turbulent. Red creature after red creature appeared. Theo stayed close to the edge of the tunnel, away from the monsters. Onward he swam until the light grew brighter, and the creatures grew more numerous.

He had reached the end. It wasn’t a portal to Dragon Village. The passage led him to the sea.
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