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‘Once the yellow moon descended very close above the earth… It was so yellow and so close that people mistook it for a slice of yellow cheese and ate it with pleasure.
It had been all fine until some doubtful thoughts preyed on their minds. If the moon had turned into a slice of yellow cheese, then something else would have to replace the moon… Right?
They started thinking hard but they couldn’t think of a substitute for the moon.
‘We need advice from the wise wizard’, the people decided so and headed towards the wizard’s hut.
‘If the moon has turned into a slice of cheese, then a slice of cheese will have to turn into a new moon’, the wizard said wisely.
The people cheered. They milked a goat and prepared a shiny wheel of cheese which looked like a close resemblance to the moon itself!
‘And now close your eyes. I will whisper a magic spell’, the wizard said wisely.
The people closed their eyes and when they opened them again they saw that everything was just as before – the moon was a moon again, and the wheel of cheese was a wheel of cheese again!
And from then on, every person felt a little like a wizard because they knew exactly how the moon had been created! ‘
 
A tale from the kingdom of Goritsvet



CHAPTER ONE
AN UNEXPECTED FRIENDSHIP

Most people burn with desire to prove that you are not capable of knowing everything! It is just that their means of proving it differ from one another:
a) They scream with anger;
b) They keep cold silence while ironically shaking their heads;
c) They convince you cunningly with a slight grin on their faces which means to say what a complete idiot they think you are;
d) They just beat you up.
If they call you names like ‘an egghead’ or ‘a head in the clouds fantasizer’, you must be happy because these people can escalate very quickly and accuse you of telling a lie!
A lie? Well, life is full of all kinds of trouble!
As a matter of fact, who cares that stories may die if there is no one to know everything about them! Well… всичко за тях. Ясно…
I might be looking for trouble but I want to tell you I know everything about this story. I know everything about the Magic, the Palace and the White beaker!
I know everything about the school… Just don’t you dare think it is a normal school! No! It was a school intended for gifted children. Did you get that?
Oh, you don’t know what ‘a school for gifted children’ means? Well, I am not surprised. Mostly the children who study there know what it means… You might say it could be something like a high school of arts? Yes? Finally! But to study in a high school you must be a little older! So, where do children who have a gift for drawing, singing, playing music or dancing study before they are old enough to go to high school? I will tell you! They attend private music, drawing or dancing schools. They do it at their own will… It’s like that!
Some of them, who consider themselves luckier than others, are enrolled in schools for gifted children. There they have the usual classes like those in ordinary schools but they also have special classes for drawing, singing, playing music or dancing. Things like that…
That school was called The Seven Muses. The sea crashed into the cliffs beneath it. There was a large garden on one side and a jungle-like rainforest on the other. The place was carefully chosen so as to be as fascinating as possible. The children had to get inspiration for their painting classes. (Painting is like drawing but with the use of paint). The children not only studied in that school but they also lived there…
Whatever people may say, it is not an easy task to be born with a gift. Usually you have to prove your talent throughout all your life. It is like claiming that you know everything. It leads to a lot of trouble at a very young age!
If they enroll you in a very special school, then you have to move 500 km away from your home and family. You must start living in a dormitory, share a room with at least three other kids and see your mother once in four months.
You must become independent really quickly!
On a cold afternoon in December just in front of the entrance to The Seven Muses dormitory there was a lesson of independence taking place:
‘Don’t try to act smart! Stay still so I can check what’s in your pocket or I will hit you,’ a sturdy twelve-year-old boy shouted at a small blond girl.
He had taken her by the shoulders and was shaking her vigorously:
‘Can’t you hear me, stupid aboriginal girl?’
‘My name is Mina, idiots!’ the girl sobbed, she turned sharply so that the brat couldn’t pick the pocket of her jacket.
Another boy grabbed one of her ponytails and pulled hard. The girl screamed. Her ponytails had the color of ripe wheat. They were tied high on both sides of the girl’s head ad were falling down to her waste in tight curls.
‘Oh, it hurt you, didn’t it?’ the brat shouted joyfully. ‘Your talk big! Babbling liar!’
The aggressors were members of the dance class – part of ‘the dancers’ gang’. Most kids, even the older ones, were afraid of them. It was necessary to possess strong muscles to dance ballet or folk dances and these ‘lusty fellows’ had an abundance of muscles. They picked and robbed their classmates’ pockets. They attacked everyone they could catch at the dormitory entrance. They preferred to take money and called it ‘a tax for the masters’.
‘Why aren’t you screaming? Scream! Let’s see who will help you if you know too much! Stupid aboriginal girl,’ they said again and laughed loudly.
‘Mina,’ the little girl said between her teeth. ‘Idiots! My name is Mina!’
Then she crouched so that they couldn’t reach her pocket but it was a matter of time to do so.
At that moment the door of the entrance opened wide and two more twelve-year-old boys emerged. They shouted ‘Leave her alone!’ and attacked the other boys chaotically with their fists.
Not expecting that, the two brats let go of the girl. They stood with their backs one against other to protect themselves. Some of the witnesses of the fight also jumped into the battle but they were beaten by other members of the gang who were passing by. Soon it seemed like everybody was fighting against everybody in the muddy snow.
The principal of the school appeared on top of the stairs which led to the dormitory. The boys started whistling to warn their mates. The spectators who were peeping out of the windows suddenly disappeared. They had completed their duty to observe the fight. The kicking and pushing crowd quickly dissipated. Some of them still continued pronouncing threatening words to each other.
Mina turned into the path nearby and went through the frosty bushes – she had stopped using the stairs a long time ago. For sure, the stairs were used only by teachers and some simple-minded students. Mina had been in the school for as long as she could remember, she knew every blackthorn in the area well. The hawthorns too... And the summer snowflake flowers! She assumed she knew everything about the school and she thought she wasn’t simple-minded at all! She blew into her gloves to warm her hands up.
Somebody hummed a joyful melody behind her. The girl stopped and turned around. A tint of astonishment replaced the tears of insult in her round dark brown eyes. At a short distance, the boys who had rushed to protect her were following her. How did they manage to find her? She had seen them but she didn’t know them. They were new in the school. They were both equally tall, thin and swarthy but with the hardiness of a strained bow string. Even their movements were alike. They were wearing only unbuttoned cotton tracksuits in the cold winter and their t-shirts were showing underneath. The tracksuits of a famous brand were doubtfully any warmer. They didn’t wear any jackets, hats or scarves. Despite all that, the boys were singing. ‘How is it possible that they don’t feel the cold,’ Mina thought as she shivered.
‘If you’re expecting my gratitude, you’ll be waiting for long,’ she said to the twins. ‘I could have managed on my own. Just to inform you, I know everything here.’
‘Na-na-na,’ one of the twins finished his song.
‘We won’t argue about that,’ the other twin said.
‘Am I clear?’ Mina grumbled.
‘Perfectly!’ the first twin laughed.
‘Fine’, the little girl grumbled again.
‘They would beat you perfectly well,’ the second twin laughed.
‘But you wouldn’t let them,’ the first one added sincerely. ‘You turned very quickly and skillfully.’
Mina hadn’t expected the praise. The temperatures seemed to warm up a little bit.
‘What do you want?’
‘We want to ask you something. When we saw that they were attacking you downstairs and we realized who you are…’ said one of the lookalike boys.
It seemed she felt attracted to them.
‘So what?’
‘Aren’t you the girl who has lived here with her father since she was a baby,’ the second twin asked.
Suddenly some cold wind blew. The girl shivered.
‘What if that’s me?’
‘Look, you can live forever only with your father if you wish so! But even in that distant countryside nobody has the right to say you are aboriginal or stupid just like that’, one of the twins stated and his serious black eyes sparkled.
Were they mocking her? Mina kept a stiff upper lip and was ready to repulse their attacks.
‘Listen! We heard that your father,’ the second twin started.
‘What do you have to say about my father? He is just the school security guard. Why are you pretending that you don’t know he is not my real father? I was adopted!’ She interrupted them abruptly.
The temperatures dropped. The boys looked at each other.
‘Well…,’ the first twin stammered in confusion. ‘We took a look at him… He is a real trapper! Despite that we heard that he knows gloomy paths in the woods, wild places where no one has ever set foot, hidden underwater caves and many more secrets!’ he explained.
The second twin nodded his head with enthusiasm.
‘Why? Do you want to go diving in the middle of winter,’ she added mistrustfully. ‘He is not a trapper! He organizes the school picnics in the woods. You know – bread and ham in paper bags, then a walk around to look at the snowdrops. I have never seen him wander off the main paths. Never! Am I clear? Now I have to go because I am feeling cold. It seems that you don’t feel the cold at all.’
She noticed that they were wearing light running shoes without any socks.
‘You can go home and warm yourself! Can we join you?’ the voice of the unfamiliar boy sounded almost as if he was begging her.
His brother’s face had the same expression as his. Mina suddenly realized that this was the first time someone had ever fought to protect her. The first time ever! And they were begging her! Well, almost… And this was also the first time someone begged her!
‘Only for a short while,’ she said strictly. ‘Just enough to meet Bran.’
‘Who?’
‘My father. His name is Bran. I am Mina. And you?’
There was a hidden smile in her voice. Almost.
‘Kitan,’ the first twin said.
‘Yanil,’ the other one said.
They went up to the school yard in a single breath and when they walked through the passage of trees leading towards the guard’s house, Mina asked them:
‘How do people distinguish you?’
‘It’s hard!’ they said simultaneously.
‘Only our grandmother can. But it doesn’t count!’ Yanil added.
‘What do you mean it doesn’t count?’ Mina wondered.
‘Look, this is the biggest secret of our family,’ Kitan said whispering.
‘I won’t tell anyone!’ Mina interrupted him.
‘Don’t listen to him!’ Yanil smiled. ‘Just because it’s a secret everyone learns about it the moment we appear. It’s not possible that four months have passed now and you still haven’t heard the rumors we spread about ourselves.’
The boys looked utterly disappointed. Mina stared at them. Was it possible that such an important rumor had missed her? The girl was proud of the amount of information she possessed about any kind of questions. School was one of the most important topics on her catalogue.
‘Our grandmother is a gypsy,’ Katan announced proudly. That’s why she doesn’t count. She can tell at once who is who. All gypsy women are fortune-tellers!’
‘Seriously!’ Mina exclaimed in astonishment.
‘She doesn’t work as a fortune-teller!’ Yanil explained. ‘Grandma is a social worker. She visits poor gypsy families, you know. She helps them, fights for their rights and so on.’
‘But fortune-telling is in her blood! She can only look at the palm of your hand and tell you your future,’ Kitan repeated.
Mina stopped and considered what she had just heard. The secret was worth it. Well, now she knew it and she could sigh with relief.
‘Grandfather married her because she was ‘incredibly beautiful’. That’s what she says,’ Kitan continued explaining.
‘Then our mother was born but she had much whiter skin and all our aunts and uncles were likewise after her. We are the first ones to really match her skin color. All are cousins are whiter than white! They can’t stand the cold and they don’t understand music,’ Yanil added smugly.
‘And they don’t like fighting! We are different. Sooner or later someone starts calling us names because of our grandmother and then it gets interesting,’ Kitan said and punched in the air with his fist.
‘You tell everyone about your secret, don’t you? Then why do you fight with them?’ Mina didn’t completely understand.
‘Grandma says that inevitably everyone will know about our secret and if we try to hide it, then eventually we could get really upset. That’s why we fight with those unpleasant stupid brats but we do it to entertain ourselves!’ Kitan pretended to perform a knockdown.
‘That means you like doing it!’ Mina was terrified.
‘Look, nobody can choose their own relatives. She is our grandmother and if someone doesn’t like the facts it’s only their problem, not ours. We don’t force anyone to call us names!’ Yanil assured her.
Mina agreed with him. There was some logic in his statement.
They had already reached the school guard’s house. It was freshly covered in snow. Smoke was coming out of the chimney and it reached the sky. The house was overlooking cheerfully through its two windows which were decorated with curtains. It looked as if an auntie was glancing at them through her glasses without putting down her white knitting work. That was a very large auntie.
Mina took out a key on a string and unlocked the door. The twins beat the snow off their running shoes and were slightly surprised by the sight of a high bookshelf in the hall. All the children rushed into the kitchen. What they first saw there were more bookshelves. The books were a little scruffy which meant they had been read. They sniffed a delicious smell and then noticed a man who was preparing something next to the oven. The boys gave out a sound of surprise.
‘New friends?’ Bran asked.
Yes, that was him, despite the disappointed expression on Kitan and Yanil’s faces. He looked joyfully at the boys. Mina brought guests at home very rarely.
‘Something like that,’ Mina mumbled. ‘They are new. This is Yanil and that is Kitan… What’s your family name?’
‘Marini!’ Kitan exclaimed loudly. ‘How did you do it? You distinguished us! Are you a fortune-teller too?’
The twins looked at each other in astonishment. Mina only shrugged her shoulders.
‘Well, where are you from?’ Bran interrupted them somehow hastily.
‘They moved us here from Sofia this year. Our parents are doctors and they went to work in London,’ Yanil explained immediately. ‘Our grandmother lives in Balchik.’
‘Their grandmother is a gypsy,’ Mina explained.
‘What are you cooking, sir?’ Kitan asked curiously.
‘I am roasting chestnuts,’ Bran replied. ‘They will be ready in a moment. Forget about the courtesy. I am not one of your teachers!’
There were a few brown shiny fruit lying scattered on the table. The twins looked at each other fearfully.
‘There are chestnuts everywhere in Sofia but they are not edible!’ Yanil said with astonishment.
‘These ones are. They are very delicious,’ Bran smiled.
‘Are they as delicious as French fries?’ Kitan asked.
Like most citizens Kitan and Yanil thought that hamburgers, pizza and French fries were the most delicious kinds of food in the whole world.
‘The chestnuts grow on my tree here, at the Palace. We collect them every year. If you roast them, they are even more delicious than French fries,’ Mina said smugly.
‘Your tree?’ Kitan looked at her.
‘Mina wants to say that she simply loves that tree,’ Bran explained. ‘It’s because edible chestnuts are rarely seen here.’
The girl nodded her head and explained:
‘My tree is larger than the tallest cactus. It is gigantic! And it gives great amounts of chestnuts! You can cook anything with them.’
‘Come on, how come ‘anything’?’ Kitan shook his head with disbelief.
‘It’s true! He even made some sweets with them!’
Mina pointed at her father and spun around on her heel.
‘Well, yes,’ Bran smiled again. ‘Which grade are you in, boys?’
‘Sixth grade! In the folk music class but…,’ Kitan said.
‘But they are very keen on school fights!’ Mina smiled.
‘Only to defend ourselves or when they insult us!’ Yanil gave her a blaming look.
‘The twins have come to meet you,’ the girl said in a businesslike manner. ‘They like wandering around the area.’
‘They have sent us to the edge of the world. What else is left for us to do?’ Yanil murmured.
‘I see,’ Bran smiled with understanding. ‘But we are in the middle of winter. ‘At the edge of the world’ – you could easily slip over, hurt yourselves or something terrible might happen to you. We’ll go the trekking in spring!’
‘Well then, maybe it would be much better if we go wandering about on our own…’
Kitan looked with mistrust at the man who was tidying the kitchen top next to the stove.
Bran didn’t like what he had just said. He jumped as if three hundred beetles pinched him with their big crooked claws.
‘Ops! Let me make it clear to you! It is strictly forbidden for students to go wandering outside the territory of the school! Even for those who come from the capital city! It’s strictly forbidden! Did I make it clear enough? I am sure they didn’t miss telling you that, even though you are new to our school.’
The man’s face expressed such a deep sign of alarm that he could get drowned in it. ‘He has such strong biceps but he worries so easily,’ the two boys thought.
‘We wanted to do it… because, you know, people are talking about you. But… there is no need to worry about it,’ Yanil prolonged his thought.
‘It won’t be our first time to run away from school… all right, all right, we won’t go anywhere!’ Kitan murmured sadly.
Their words comforted Bran.
‘In spring! Be patient and you will look around at everything which deserves to be seen in our ‘wild kingdom’. The white cliffs of Balchik, the riparian woodland which they call Baltata, and of course the Palace.’ He said abruptly and added. ‘All of these are world class natural sights!’
The twins looked at each other. They didn’t quite understand.
‘Who wants to see natural sights?’ Kitan blurted out.
‘I suppose you do?’ Bran replied in surprise.
‘We? We don’t want to see any ‘natural sights’ and eat ham in paper bags! At school they say that there are gloomy caves around here where one could find a treasure,’ Yanil explained.
‘You can hear anything at school… Well, I don’t know anything about a treasure!’ Bran smiled nervously. ‘It doesn’t matter if you want to eat ham or not, we will go trekking not earlier than spring!’
Mina frowned and stepped from one foot to the other nervously.
‘I can take them around the Palace. I know exactly what to show them – the giant chestnut tree, the centenarian cacti which are used to make tequila, the large magnolia, the Queen’s throne, the frozen waterfalls and… the black amphora, in which they found a dead rotten corpse cut into pieces many years ago!’
The twins looked at her with enthusiasm. Mina sighed and continued.
‘If they are lucky enough, they will see the ghost… They deserve it! Earlier today they saved me from the attacks of the stupid dancers who were acting aggressively at the dormitory again.’
The twins nodded to show agreement with her words. Bran didn’t notice them and leaned worriedly towards Mina.
‘They didn’t do anything wrong to you, did they, honey? Did they? Measures must be taken against these brats. You must all find a way to get on with them. Don’t use such bad words. There are plenty of good and talented kids here who study ballet and dance!’
Hearing that, the girl frowned even more.
The man thought for a while, he made an obvious effort and added in a strict manner:
‘You are not taking these boys anywhere. You must remember that rules apply to you as well. I have forbidden that you wander outside of the school area. Do you remember that, honey? I don’t even let you step inside the Palace. But you don’t listen to me! You’d better sit in the living room and read something. Now I have to go to the principal Miss Misheva. I want to install a new strong lock on the front gate. Off to the living room! Make yourselves at home. Come on, be our guests. Off, I said!’
The twins looked at each other.
‘Quick!’ Bran insisted.
The three kids rushed into the room next door. The books, which had conquered the whole place, didn’t surprise them anymore. The fire was burning in the fireplace and they sat on cushions in front of it. A moment later Bran peeped into the room.
‘The chestnuts are ready. Mina, come and take them. Talk to each other! Don’t stop! Mina, I blended some stewed apricots instead of juice. Take a look at some book. Alright? I am going out.’ Bran added. ‘Goodbye, everyone!’
And he went out. The door slammed. Mina stood up.
‘Don’t dare to touch anything! Take a look at some book! You must be smart, polite and talented… just like the dancers!’ she imitated her father sharply. ‘If you are talented, does it necessarily mean you are a good person?’
‘We also have talents!’ Yanil smiled. ‘That’s why we are here. We play instruments and sing. Kitan even writes music. He is a composer.’
‘If you wish I can write a song for you!’ Kitan agreed.
Mina blushed.
‘That’s great! Congratulations! You will appeal to all the boasters here who think they are geniuses!’ she shouted in the twin’s face. ‘At least I am normal! I don’t need your songs! And I didn’t invite you here! You met Bran so now it’s time to go!’
‘Why did you get carried away like that? I didn’t say anything wrong! Despite that… Bran told us to stay here,’ Kitan startled.
‘I didn’t get carried away!’ Mina said in a low voice.
‘Well…’ Kitan didn’t understand.
‘Which of the special classes do you attend?’ Yanil asked in a relaxed manner.
‘I don’t attend the special classes,’ Mina replied grumpily.
The twins looked at her in genuine surprise. Everyone there attended special music, dance or drawing classes. That was why the school existed, right?
‘Why are you staring at me?’ Mina asked them grumpily. ‘If you want to know, I have only excellent marks at school! Half of the students here don’t know anything! Sometimes I wonder if they can even read! But they don’t care because here you need to be ‘gifted’, ‘talented’, ‘a genius’! Only then you are a big thing! I am the only ‘aboriginal, stupid, babbling girl’ here!’
‘They call us gypsies!’ Kitan shrugged his shoulders.
‘Do you get it?’ Yanil snapped his fingers. ‘Just because we have a gypsy grandmother. But this won’t ruin our good moods.’
‘But you fight sometimes!’ Mina scolded them.
‘Always and with pleasure!’ Yanil reassured her.
‘If you don’t attend the special classes, then what will you do for a living when you grow up?’ Kitan asked her.
‘When I join my real parents, I will do whatever I want,’ Mina said grumpily and turned round on her heel.
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‘Once upon a time there was a little Minute who lost herself running along the curves of the great Time. The little Minute looked ahead of her and then she turned back… The traces which the great Time had left behind seemed one and the same everywhere all around her!
How come? How was it possible that the great Time dared to do so? If everything ahead and everything behind was one and the same, perhaps it meant that the little Minute did not exist at all!
Angry thoughts crossed her mind… The little Minute sucked her thumb. Her little finger was covered in frost which started to melt in her mouth. She shook her head and waved her hair wilfully! Some kind of thought worried her… The Little Minute had started forgetting who exactly she was!
She sucked her thumb again. The frost melted completely and pleasant warmth spread up her arm. She felt relieved. The Little Minute smiled thinly. She knew what she had to do! She had to find out where she was coming from and where she was heading to! Only then she would find out who she was! If somehow she managed to realize who she was, then she would be convinced she really existed!
The Little Minute shook her head again and smiled. It was as simple as that! She couldn’t deny that fact in front of the great Time…’
 
A tale from the realm of Bulga




CHAPTER ONE
THE NOTHING

Wild roar filled the palace. It was heard over and over again… The courtiers, the butlers, the cleaners and the cooks were all petrified so they tucked their heads between their shoulders. They were standing together and shivering with fear. Their Lord, the Dark King, had grown furious. No one had ever seen him so fierce. Everyone felt it was much wiser to hide deep into the palace tunnels rather than get into the way of the King’s fury.
Only a tall and lean silhouette, waving the skirts of his ankle-length cloak, resisted the hurricane. Porius was standing in front of the Green Realms’ Lord and was pinching his nose tight. He knew he would withstand the storm. He was very resilient by nature. Porius was a magician, he was very smart but he was also a traitor. There was no stronger combination than that! Apart from that Porius liked himself too much…
‘It’s the second time!’ The Dark King was shouting with fury. ‘It’s the second time I’ve missed her!’
Sommor took a partridge thigh from a plate full of food and shoveled it into his mouth. Porius was observing how the thin bones were chewed by the King’s angry mouth.
‘What? Do you have something to say? Is it something clever, magician?’
‘The third time is a reward to one’s efforts, my Lord!’ Porius tried to reply as calmly as he could. His nose trembled out of nervous strain. ‘For sure Mina will return to the Green Realms once again! Magic is very certain in cases like that and I am quite sure about it…’
Sommor kept quiet for a moment as if he was listening to the echo of the magician’s words. The giant black rat which was sitting near his ear moved. The King swallowed greedily and gulped down a whole large piece of smoked tuna. Then his anger exploded with all its might.
‘Don’t bother me with your magic tricks, wretched magician! The only thing I want from you and Pakonia is that you bring Mina here! It must be before she starts making the magic of prophecy…’
The Dark King lifted up a crystal chalice of red wine. Bloody drops from the red liquid scattered around.
‘Did you understand me? You must do it before that! I don’t care how you will manage it! Think about that, wretched magician! Think only about that! Think quickly before I get really angry… Now you can get out of my sight!’
‘Mina is too young for this kind of magic, my Lord! There is no reason to worry about it anymore.’
Porius’s voice was greasy. He was pinching his nose so hard that it hurt.
‘Out!’ Sommor wheezed.
‘As you wish, my Lord!’
The magician sneaked out of the room quickly and elegantly. He stopped behind the slammed door gasping for air and breathed in heavily. At that moment three darkmen stood next to him. Even though he was not afraid of them, Porius shivered. They were three of the leaders. They didn’t cast any shadows against the wall. They were the strongest and the smartest among the darkmen. These were Vul Tanasset, Frangul Ramnu and Pilosella Hieratzi. They shook their heads slightly to greet him…
The darkmen respected the power of the magicians who worked for their master. But they respected them only that far. Their faces always remained terrifying, expressionless and without individuality. Porius was not surprised. The darkmen were incapable of feeling love or hatred. They didn’t know what it meant to like, respect or despise somebody. They didn’t have a shadow, the way they didn’t have a soul.
‘The Lord is waiting for you.’ Porius uttered and stepped aside.
‘That’s why we are here.’ Vul Tanasset replied.
Porius walked quickly towards his chamber. The darkmen followed him with their eyes and entered the hall in a firm tread. The Dark Lord welcomed them with a polished wheeze. Sommor’s deep and deceivingly kind voice had betrayed him and his throat produced only a scraping gasp rather than a strong roar. He was eating a roast shoulder of lamb. Chewing, who knows why, only made his face expression even more frightening. Sommor was a tall, stout and frightful man. Even though he was eating most of the time, the Dark King was slender. The food he gulped disappeared into his throat as if being completely lost. His face was worm-eaten and the black rat which was constantly biting his ear had become part of his terrifying personality. Sommor gave the rat a piece of the roast lamb.
‘You must gather the people from the town into the temple immediately.’ He said gloomily. ‘I want to take every one hundredth man’s life! I want it! The servants in my palace will be no exception! It will be a reminder for them how to hide ‘the guilty’ in the future! They will remember that! All of them!’
‘Yes, my Lord!’ The darkmen replied vaguely.
Late at night they fulfilled the Dark King’s orders. The temple in the centre of the Dark Town was crowded with people. So was the wide square in front of the temple. The people stepped from one foot to the other in fear. They didn’t even dare to whisper.
Long rows of men and women in chains were standing in the front and groups of darkmen were guarding them. Their faces had turned into masks of despair. They were the sentenced ones.
The Dark King appeared from a side door. Porius and Pakonia entered the temple with him. Sommor Ratus di Purpura Lanata stepped forward and looked at his subjects attentively. He had led wars because of the sweetness of power. They were not only a couple of wars! Even though he called himself a king, he actually possessed a whole empire. And suddenly… there was a plot! A plot against everything he had achieved with so much effort… It was a plot against him! A plot which was planned not in a faraway province but here, in the capital! His capital!
‘People!’ He had recovered his voice and now he raised it up to the capitals of the tall black columns.
The temple drowned in silence.
‘Many of you have been loyal to me! And I have rewarded them many times for that! My loyal innocents! But there are some traitors in this town who are trying to shake the foundations of my authority! This town has cultivated troublemakers who are threatening the welfare of my people! This town has welcomed and accepted these guilty ones! But I will not let those subversive elements to plant the seeds of doubt and betrayal in my town and among my people! No, I won’t let them! That’s why I’m obliged to punish this town now! Actually, it’s not really a punishment… It’s a clearance! That’s the only way I can restore justice and respect! The respect which all innocent people deserve! Let my just wrath descend above your heads! And let it be a warning to everyone who was led astray of the right way to innocence!’
‘The Dark King! The Dark King! The Dark King!’ A voice on the left side sounded.
Soon the temple was embraced by a whirlwind of chanting voices. Sommor, the Dark King of the Green Realms, gave a sinister smile. The rat sitting on his shoulder bit the king’s ear eagerly. Sommor raised his head. The chanting ceased. Sommor swept the Black beaker off his neck. A cold shivers ran through the rows of chained people. The candles lit their strained faces.
The king took a step forward and looked around. The black beaker in his hand swallowed the flickering unclear light in huge gulps.
Sommor Ratus di Purpura Lanata opened the Black beaker slowly… and some icy black air crept out of it in waves. Sommor pointed at the condemned. The air thickened. Then it opened up like a big mouth and swallowed the rows of people one by one. The people started transforming slowly within its black ragged veils. It looked as if they grew bigger and bigger. The features of their faces sharpened and their muscles swelled. Their skin color turned deadly grey. Their hair spread out on the marble floor. The black air thickened some more and engulfed their shadows one by one slowly and carefully. Then the eyes of the condemned closed and when they opened again the white sparkle of life had gone. Now their eyes were full of black ruinous darkness. There were no cries or pain… There was nothing…
The people who were witnessing the transformation didn’t even dare to take a breath. They were in a deep dream although they were fully awake. They felt lost and petrified. It was such a terrifying thing to see that all people acknowledged the tremendous power of the Dark King. They didn’t have the strength to fear him. Their souls surrendered to the unknown evil magic.
The chained people started breaking their shackles one by one. They were strong enough then. Their scary eyes were staring at Sommor. They were going to serve him until they died… They had become loyal and merciless. They had become indifferent to sorrow and happiness. They had turned into darkmen.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
‘Hey, hey!’ Kitan shouted to his brother. ‘Give me that rope!’
‘Why don’t you take it yourself? Have your arms withered?’ Yanil retorted.
The twins looked sharply at each other from top to bottom several times. Recently they have had the urge to quarrel with each other a few times.
‘OK! I’ll take it myself! All right!’
‘Well done!’ Yanil bristled up. ‘I’m not your servant!’
‘Keep quiet, masters!’ Renko shouted loudly. ‘Don’t waste your time to quarrel with each other! You’d better start a fight!’
Renko had learned Bulgarian in quite a short time. The G.M. phone felt too attached to the boy but Renko started speaking fluently without a sign of a foreign accent in two months’ time. He claimed that Bulgarian must be one of the Green Realms’ languages because it sounded much like the ones on Upper Earth. In fact ‘tsar Renko’, as the children called him mockingly, adapted to the life on Down Earth and Bulgaria too quickly. He absolutely enjoyed surfing the internet. Computer games which one could win with a strategy became his greatest passion. He was ready to take part in a competition! Mina, Yanil and Kitan were amazed because Renko had seen a computer for the first time only a month before, not to mention the fact that he was a blind boy. The principal of the school for talented children The Seven Muses, Miss Misheva, installed audio software on one of the computers. Games also needed sound. She was extremely impressed by the abilities of the blind boy and liked to say that she hadn’t had such a gifted student in her school for a long time.
Renko’s shoulders had broadened and he had grown much taller. But he couldn’t catch up with Yanil and Kitan who grew up really fast. The twins had become very lean and tall and quarreling helped them grow each day and hour.
Mina grew up too. But nobody noticed that because the growing-up competition was won by the two brothers. Her legs were causing her trouble. The girl realized with confusion that she didn’t know how to bend them. Her hands were an obstacle for her and her knees had become bonier. A terribly large pimple adorned her nose now and then. In fact the pimple was terribly large only according to Mina. The others hardly noticed it. But Mina was filled with rage and despair every time she saw it on her face… On the whole, the others failed to notice the huge changes in her but Mina tortured herself secretly and with pleasure. As a result she started spending more time in front of the mirror.
Apart from growing up and having pimples, all of them could brag about their big muscles. Miss Misheva had surpassed herself in this respect. No… The principle had not built up muscles but she helped the children sculpture their bodies. Before leaving, Kastin had asked her to take care of that. To Miss Misheva it was not a simple request but an order.
Misheva hired a team of instructors in aikido, horse-riding and archery. They had to practice what they had already learnt with Verbena. She even paid for a climbing wall to be installed in the gym and brought them an experienced young female teacher from the mountaineering school in the village of Cherni Osum.
Of course, The Muses was a school for talented children who studied arts only. But all of the dancing, painting and playing musical instruments kids were very keen on the new equipment. The children from the Band of the Dancers were especially excited. Dancing formed muscles really well but eastern martial arts gave them the final finishing touches. Misheva was powerless in that course of events because she could not forbid something which she had encouraged in others. She hoped that the students would learn some self-defense techniques so that ‘the dancers’ wouldn’t be a threat to them.
However, the new sports program turned out to be a real threat to the school subjects. Of course, nobody gave up their main subjects but nobody learned the common disciplines anymore. For example, the twins were still playing their kavals, Kitan even won a competition for the most original school musical composition… But mathematics, English and history were completely abandoned during the whole school term. Mina was among the few students who graduated with distinction at the end of that very controversial school year.
Miss Misheva noted confusedly that she had to think of something to balance things the following year. But not a single balanced thought crossed her mind. If she allowed only excellent students to train, then how would she involve the twins in it?
But there were no obstacles to Miss Misheva obtaining permission for Mina to join the mountaineering club. The girl hadn’t turned twelve yet. Frankly speaking, Mina was the only one who didn’t feel the urge to train whatsoever. If she didn’t have any previous experience she had gained from Verbena’s classes, if she hadn’t roamed the paths in the Green Realms… if she didn’t burn with desire to go back to the Upper Earth and find her father, Mina wouldn’t move a bit at all! The only thing which she really enjoyed was reading her books and catching the unborn words in the air… That’s what Mina explained about telling her stories. But she did not any kind of stories! Only the real ones! Mina didn’t know whether those stories had taken place in the past or they would happen in the future. The words were floating into the void… At times she felt as if the past and the future were merely one and the same thing.
It was the end of August. Mina, Renko, Yanil and Kitan were enjoying their summer school trip in the Rhodope Mountains. Misheva had organized a hike from Devin to the dam of Batak. The aim of the hike was to walk the distance on foot, putting up their tents or staying in the mountain huts. The rock climbing teacher and two experienced mountaineers from Extreme Club Sofia were guiding them. The guides thought the children the main skills of mountaineering. They showed them how to survive into the wild and how nature had to restore itself after they left. The mountaineers were quick to notice that the children were keen protectors of nature in contrast to most of their classmates. Renko didn’t let anyone drop a piece of waste paper on the ground. That made the sportsmen really happy and they did their best to teach the children everything they could although they had very little time.
They started from Devin. They saw paragliders flying over a hill top. They looked like little colorful rainbows. In the evening they reached a mountain hut in the Kastrakli reserve. The hut was situated in a large centuries-old pine tree forest. It was the oldest forest in Bulgaria dating as far back as two hundred and thirty years. They ate fried trout in the hut and they even tried some fragrant large blackberry jam. On the next day they went down the eco trail between the villages of Yagodino, Borina and Chala. It was so beautiful around! Renko asked them to describe the scenery to him all the time. So they talked about what they saw walking through the rocky area of Haidushki gorge, passing by the Devil’s bridge, which had formed itself above the river. It was among the few natural bridges in the Rhodope. The blind boy was too excited to listen to them exclaiming with amazement at the beautiful sights on their way.
The shadowy vertical cliffs, which were as high as 100 meters, were hanging menacingly above the river adorned with tufts of haberlea rhodopensis. It was the middle of August but the bright purple flower was blooming lavishly in the shadows. It looked very similar to pink-purple primroses.
‘The haberlea rhodopensis is protected by law so it’s forbidden to pick it up! It blooms mostly in spring but, as you can see, we can find it even in the summer.’ One of the mountaineers explained with astonishment. Then he continued talking mysteriously. ‘In the Rhodope you will hear stories about its brother, the flower of Orpheus… It is a flower which may die and come to life again miraculously like a phoenix!’
‘Where does the flower of Orpheus bloom?’ Mina asked with curiosity.
‘Very few people know that.’ The man replied to her. ‘Only someone who is initiated into the secret can bring you there because the flower doesn’t show itself to everyone! But the haberlea rhodopensis resembles it closely so you must be happy to see it here. It’s worth seeing as well!’
After they went by the four waterfalls which the tributaries of the Buinovo River formed, they put up their tents near the Trigrad gorge to spend the night. They were going to visit the Devil’s Throat Cave in the morning. They placed large stones in a circle around the fire. They had bought some homemade sausages with leeks and pepper from the village of Yagodino. They took them out and roasted them on sticks above the fire.
The river sounds didn’t let Mina sleep until very late. Finally, she realized that and sneaked out of her tent.
 
The Tale of the Pine Cone
There was a pine cone that shook violently under the branch it was clinging to, broke loose and fell into the dry brushwood. ‘I’m going on a journey,’ she decided. ‘I’m going on a journey and I’ll find the tallest pine tree in the forest. When I find it, I’ll admire it. Well, a tall pine tree is good, a taller pine tree is even better, but the tallest pine tree is something great and worthy of real admiration.’ The cone rolled along the squirrel path by the trees, examining them carefully from top to bottom. Time passed quickly, and the cone rolled along with it. But suddenly a paw stretched out and stopped its pine-cone rush.
‘Hey, squirrel, get your paws off me! I have a mission… I need to find the tallest pine tree in the forest to admire it.’
However, the squirrel didn’t say anything at all. He just looked at the pine cone, ran forward, parted the leaves with his feet and dug a hole. He let the angry pine cone in, pinched it with his finger and then took it and scurried off carelessly somewhere. The pine cone had been arguing with the squirrel all along, and now he couldn't even look around indignantly, because the hole was extremely narrow. The pine cone was still grunting indignantly when the first rain fell. Then came the second, the third, and then the hundred and third. After many, many years, a huge pine tree still remembered with gratitude the careless squirrel. The squirrel who had helped it grow from a tiny pine cone to the tallest and most admirable pine in the forest.

In that moment Mina saw the lights. There was a cool gust of wind. Suddenly she thought of waking the others but then for some unknown reason she gave up the idea. She stood up and walked towards the lights. She remembered that she had seen them before. It was when the Basket took them for the first time from the garden in Balchik to take them to the Upper Earth… Was that the Basket again? There?
Mina went on walking and entered the old pine forest. The air was getting colder. The pines, which were hanging above her, were dark, silent and strong. The girl didn’t even look around as if she knew where she was going. Soon she came out of the forest into a wide glade. She shivered. It was too cold. It could be because of the high humidity but the air smelled of thyme and tutsan. Mina looked at the sky. But the sky didn’t reply to her stare. It only peeped with embarrassment by the edges of a sparkling, jelly-like, night cap with a long tassel which disappeared somewhere in it. Now and then the jelly shook and the little lights burst out of it in clusters.
Something moved and Mina looked that way quickly. In the middle of the glade, just beneath the cap, there appeared a black ram and a white ram. Mina swallowed noisily. The black ram was ridden by a woman who was embraced in bright light. It might have been because of the light but the woman seemed to be quite tall. Her golden hair was falling down to her heels. She was wearing a long white shirt with a golden belt. Two bent wings were resting on its sleeves. The woman got off the ram and waved at Mina to call on her. Mina looked around. But there was nobody else at the glade. The woman was calling her. Mina stepped under the jelly-like cap and stopped.
‘Come on, Mina, come on!’ The woman said with a smile. ‘I can’t believe you are afraid of me!’
‘How do you know my name?’ Mina asked with surprise.
‘That’s a silly question by a real boyar.’ The woman replied and gave a broad smile. ‘I think you know who I am.’
Of course she knew her. At that moment two kinds of knowledge bound together in Mina’s head and she swallowed noisily again.
‘You are a wood-nymph… You are a fairy!’ The girl whispered.
‘Yes, I am!’
The fairy was looking at her with encouragement.
‘And you are… the Woman with the winged shirt?’
‘That’s right! Whatever there is up, there is down! Let the magic protect us, the way it protects itself!’ The Woman with the winged shirt said. ‘I must show you something!’
‘Where is my father?’ Mina surprised herself with that question.
‘It’s about Bran! You will find out where he is when the time comes. But now I have to give you something which will help you find him. Come with me!’
The Woman with the winged shirt took Mina’s hand and they both entered the forest again. They walked for a while and stopped by some dark cliffs. The Woman with the winged shirt bent down and picked up a stalk from a green tuff. She gave it to Mina. It was a flower. It really resembled the haberlea rhodopensis they had seen earlier that day but the petals of the flower in her hand were glowing with the colors of the rainbow. Mina couldn’t take her eyes off it.
‘Is this Orpheus’s flower?’
‘Yes, it is.’ The Woman with the winged shirt replied. ‘Take it and keep it somewhere safe. Always bring it with you! You won’t be able to find your father without it!’
‘But it will wither!’ Mina exclaimed.
‘It is magical! Even if it dies, you will plant it in a place which it considers its home and it will come to life again! You must only provide a lot of water for it! The flower of Orpheus can drink a whole mountain of ice!’
Mina took the flower in her hands. Its five bell-shaped petals turned upwards and caressed her face. The girl and the fairy went back to the place they had been before. When they came out into the glade again, the Woman with the winged shirt said:
‘Well, I must go now.’
‘No!’ Mina startled. ‘Please, tell me something else! When will I come to the Upper Earth again? What will happen? What shall I do with the White beaker and my magic? Why don’t you speak with the others too? Renko is here…’
‘Renko is a king. He must talk to the people, not me. He will realize that very soon…’ Her smile looked a little cunning that time. ‘As to what will happen… Well, you will see! Don’t be afraid of the White beaker. You are a boyar… As long as you are loyal to what you are, the magic will protect you, the way it protects itself!’
The Woman with the winged shirt got on the white ram and ascended towards the jelly-like cap. She disappeared. Then the cap threw up another salute of little lights and disappeared. The cold disappeared last. What was left was only a dark circle as if something had burned there.
Mina sat on the dark grass. Her heart beat faster and she shivered. She felt quite lonely, all by herself… What did they want from her? They mixed up her confused life even more. They all said one and the same thing… But what hurt her most was the thought of Bran. Her father was hidden somewhere in the Upper Earth. The adults blamed her for hiding him and that made her feel terribly guilty. Actually, the girl didn’t have the slightest idea where he could be! Not the slightest idea…
Tears came to her dark round eyes but she reminded herself that even if she cried out loudly there was no one to help her. She hadn’t turned twelve but she already felt lost. She sighed and took the way back…
When she reached the camp, she found everyone up and about. They had lit the fire and they were looking for her. That warmed her up a little.
‘Where have you been?’ Yanil shouted.
‘Leave her alone!’ Kitan retorted. ‘Can’t you see she has been out for a walk?’
‘Mind your own business!’ Yanil waved his hands at his brother. ‘I’ll ask her whatever I want!’
‘Stop bullying everyone around you! You think you are the smartest here, don’t you? Be careful not to find yourself in a quandary!’ Kitan struck back at him.
‘Gentlemen, please!’ Renko interrupted them firmly. ‘I’ve told you before that it’s better to see you fight than listen to your quarrels. You have been out of you reason recently! Please, behave yourselves, there are ladies here.’
The three teachers (they didn’t know anything about Renko’s story and the adventures of the children on the Upper Earth) were astonished by the way the blind boy expressed himself rather than by the quarrels of the twin brothers. They tried to find an explanation in the boy’s blindness and they didn’t feel comfortable to ask any questions.
Mina didn’t pay any attention to the twins. She felt as if she was coming out of a tulle bag. Things became clearer too slowly. She apologized to the teachers. Renko sat by the fire and she made herself comfortable on his lap quickly. She cuddled in a childish way, the same way she had cuddled into Renko’s sister Verbena.
‘Have you cried, little bee?’ Renko asked her quietly.
Mina nodded.
‘I’ll tell you later!’ She said pointing at the three adults.
‘Come on, let’s go to bed, everyone!’ The teacher insisted.
‘I don’t feel like sleeping. I have been having nightmares. I can’t fall sleep.’ Mina uttered.
‘All right! Renko, you stay with her for a while but no longer than half an hour.’ One of the mountaineers allowed them. ‘Put out the fire carefully afterwards. The twins! Walk in front of me!’
‘Did you see that? It’s your fault!’ Kitan snapped at Yanil.
‘You were mean, it wasn’t me!’ His brother answered back.
‘No more talking!’ His brother answered back.
Soon there was silence in the tents. Half an hour passed too quickly but Renko didn’t stand up to go to sleep. He was holding Mina tight and they were both keeping quiet. Finally Renko whispered.
‘What’s the matter, Queen of May?’
He was still saying that when two identical silhouettes crawled out of the twins’ tent.
‘I thought you were sleeping.’ Mina said quietly. ‘How did you hear us talking?’
‘Don’t joke with our musical ears!’ Yanil whispered. ‘Above all, our tent is the closest to the fire.’
‘I don’t want you here with your quarrels, fake heroes!’ Renko nagged at them.
‘We called a temporary truce.’ Kitan replied. ‘Mina, where did you go?’
‘All right, I’ll tell you! Be careful how you’ll react! Don’t scream!’
Mina told them everything whispering quietly. Then she showed them the flower she had received. The twins made a real effort not to scream. So did Renko. That was the first sign for such a long time that there was a chance of their coming back to the Upper Earth. Renko found Bulgaria and the Down Earth very interesting but he was yearning to go back home.
‘Didn’t she tell you anything about us?’ Yanil asked for the twenty-fifth time.
Mina recited the conversation with the fairy word for word but the twins were not content that they hadn’t mentioned them at all.
‘No, she didn’t.’
‘Why didn’t you ask her about us?’ Kitan asked bitterly.
‘I didn’t have enough time. She didn’t answer any of my questions.’
‘So you call her a fairy here!’
‘We call her a wood-nymph or a fairy.’ Mina said.
‘What are we going to do now?’ Yanil asked impatiently.
‘How should I know, heroes... We are going to wait.’ Renko said slowly. ‘I can’t think of anything else. We must wait for the Basket to pick us up, little warriors. Let the magic protect us, the way it protects itself.’
‘If the Basket intends to take us at all...’ Kitan trembled. ‘Nobody can control the Basket, right?’
‘You are right, but I can’t think of anything else.’ Renko uttered.
‘Is that all that your king’s head can come up with?’ Yanil teased him.
At that moment not Renko’s head, but the rock-climbing teacher’s head protruded from her tent. That was a very angry head.
‘Renko, I didn’t expect that from you! You are not a kid anymore!’ She shouted angrily. ‘What’s the matter with all of you tonight? Get into your sleeping bags right now! No exceptions!’
Renko let Mina go and they all went to bed. There were a lot of topics which gave them food for thought.
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Once upon a time a puff of happiness was born on earth. The puff was made of genuine happiness but he was very impatient as he was waiting for his fate. He was waiting for somebody to invite him heartily to himself. ‘I could splash down the waves of the sea.’ He thought to himself with excitement. ‘I will make all fish happy! Or they will ask me to roll into the woods… Or interfere with bird songs and fill my life with sense and sweetness.’
The small puff waited to be invited for so long that it felt happiness started withering within himself. ‘What am I supposed to do?’ He asked himself excitedly. ‘There are so many opportunities… I cannot be reconciled with only one of them. Why doesn’t anybody take me seriously?’ The puff felt that his happiness was shriveling before its time. ‘Am I going to die if my happiness withers completely?’ He thought to himself. But he started waiting again. All living creatures were pleased to see him but nobody wished for him. ‘Perhaps they are not aware that I have been waiting!’ The puff of happiness decided. ‘Hey!’ He started calling towards the sky and the people. ‘Hey, I am here! Will anyone take care of me?’
Time was ticking away and the tufts of hair on the puff started to shed. One day he woke up but he could hardly open his eyes. He had wrinkled all over.
‘Is it going to be like that?’ The puff of happiness felt angry. ‘Is it going to be like that from now on? No, I won’t allow that!’
The puff of happiness started kicking with the stamen he was left with. He was overwhelmed with a rush of energy and his stamen stood up fresh and dewy again, ready for a flight. The puff of happiness ascended up high… and then, without much thinking, he jumped right into the heat of a young girl.
‘If nobody wants to invite me, then I am going to make my choice!’ He shouted. ‘I am ready to fight against the Great Time for such a heart! Come here!’
At that moment happiness bloomed within him like a bright red rose. The puff of happiness felt all that strength and attached himself tightly to his new pulsating home.
‘I choose happiness!’ The puff said and caressed the girl’s heart gently.
 A tale from the kingdom of Goritsvet
CHAPTER ONE
WITH A NEW FACE

Biser jumped back. He was just about to run into the school guard. Bran stood no nonsense and he would take him to the principal immediately. Biser grinned – they couldn’t do anything to him. He wasn’t studying at that school anymore, was he? But a moment later the smile froze crooked on his face. He was furious just because they had expelled him forever. Him! The best student in the dance class! Forever… No! They were going to pay for it!
Biser clicked the cigarette lighter in his pocket. He knew exactly where the gas installation of the heating system was. He clicked again and the sound of it made him relax his senses. He only had to reach the stupid gas cauldron… Then he would sit and watch them jump like aunties over bombshells thrown in their way. ‘Boom! Boom! Boom!’ Biser grinned again. His plan was genial. He himself was a genius! All stupid principals of dance school elsewhere would realize he was a genius! For sure, they had already realizes that and soon they would invite him to enroll in some of their schools! Even the ones abroad! Oh, yes, it would be best if it was a school abroad! Spain was a good option! And then Misheva would see! If she had survived the Big Bang, of course!
The boy stretched out his neck and stood on his tiptoes. The gate was open but because of Bran he could not enter the school through the main entrance. Well, never mind! There were other options as well. He could approach from the Palace. He hid behind a tree. It was the right tree because the hole in the fence was still there. He dug into the snow and soon he crawled onto the other side. He shook off the snow quickly. He even tried to walk fast along the snow-drifted alley. He had just arrived in front of the king’s house when thousands of lights sprinkled from the Palace’s top. It was blinding. Biser stopped and blinked with disbelief. Something which had a strong smell of periwinkle descended from the sky. Biser could not even shout. The thing grabbed him. The boy sank into leaves and branches.
 
~~~~~
 
Emil Burev looked at the school gate carefully. It was the open school gate. That gate showed that everything was above-board. But it wasn’t an ordinary school. It was a school for talented children. Burev shivered. He made a kissing grimace with his mouth and kissed the freezing cold air. A long time ago he had graduated from a school like that one. It had been a high school of science. He knew exactly how much misery there could be behind somebody’s talent, whatever the word talent meant for him.
The inspector from the Juvenile Delinquency Centre was running forward with irritation. She did not agree that they had to go there. Burev had insisted on her coming and now he was following her steps closely behind her. They passed along the lane aligned with trees and stopped right in the middle of the school yard. The inspector turned in a circle as if she was expecting someone. Nobody was waiting for them so she knocked with her finger on the intercom which was hanging on the large school building. They did not hear a ringing sound but soon a tall man opened the door. He looked askance at the strangers.
‘Hello.’ The inspector smiled at him. ‘My name is Tatyana Medeva, inspector from the Juvenile Delinquency Centre. I have come here in relation to Biser’s behavior. I talked to Miss Misheva in the morning and we agreed on a visit.’
Medeva turned to Burev.
‘And this is my…’ The inspector paused unintentionally.
‘Burev.’ Her companion introduced himself. ‘My name is Emil Burev.’
‘Yes, Burev.’ Medeva confirmed. ‘He is my… He is my colleague.’
‘Well,’ the tall man stepped back, ‘Come in! My name is Bran. I am the school guard. I had just talked to the principal about your visit. Come in! Come in!’
Burev stretched his arm to give way to the inspector. Medeva nodded her head and went in. They entered the school. The guard climbed up the stairs. Misheva was waiting for them in the teachers’ room on the second floor.
‘Hello!’ The principal shook her visitors’ hands. ‘I hope I will be able to help you! Please sit down!’
They sat down. Only Bran stood up next to the door. Burev looked at him curiously but then he directed his attention to the two ladies.
‘You have always been to responsive, principal Misheva! Of course, you will be able to help us!’ Medeva uttered nervously. ‘As I already told you one of your students has disappeared.’
‘He is my ex-student.’ Misheva corrected her.
‘Yes, that’s right!’ The inspector agreed lively. ‘I hope you understand that Biser ran away from home a few days ago.’
‘Actually, Biser has been an ex-student for a short time, am I right?’ Burev asked. ‘What’s more, he was noticed here in Balchik yesterday.’
Miss Misheva looked down.
‘Well, yes…,’ she shrugged her shoulders thoughtfully. ‘But he hasn't been seen with us.’ I can assure you that Bran is very watchful over the school.’
‘Are there any students here at the moment?’ Burev asked.
‘No.’ Misheva replied. ‘It’s the winter vacation.’
‘How about the teachers?’
‘All colleagues are also on vacation. But, as you are obviously interested, there are people here who are responsible for the material support of the school. Technicians, cooks, cleaners, suppliers, accountants… They come in the morning and leave in the afternoon. They have been in regular work for a long time and they know all the students very well. At the moment I am having a guest with me. She is a friend of mine. She comes from abroad and she doesn’t speak Bulgarian. She doesn’t know any of the students.’
Burev nodded his head with understanding.
‘I don't know how to explain it to you, Madam.’ Medeva was already moving uneasily on her chair. ‘But before he ran away from home, Biser had asked cotinuously whether you would take him back again.’
‘Biser is a very gifted child.’ Misheva said confidently. ‘He is an extremely talented dancer. I hope the age of puberty doesn't stop him from improving himself. I hope it won't stop him! Apart from his talent in dance steps, he has undeniable abilities of a leader. It seems that… It is all interrelated. If you create a dance choreography then for sure you must be a good leader. This is a very rare gift. But I cannot take him back into my school. As you already know, his talent manifested in thefts and violence here.’
‘Perhaps you are partly responsible for that!’ Burev mentioned.
Medeva looked at him angrily. Bran moved at the door uneasily. Burev did not look embarrassed at all.
‘I am party responsible.’ Misheva slightly agreed with him. ‘So do my colleagues. All the teachers. Well, it feels like you enjoy causing storms, Mr. Burev.’
Burev pursed his lips. He smiled but he did not reply to her.
‘Certainly, nonе of us have directed Biser to aggressive behaviour.’ The principal Misheva continued calmly. ‘You surely know that he lives mainly with his aunt. His parents work in Spain. We have talked to his aunt dozens of times… and we have taken him back dozens of times after that. I must say that his return here has already become impossible.’
‘Yes, Madam!’ Medeva turned her gaze. ‘Biser is going to a reformatory at least for a short period of time. It is according to the law. We can fully understand you but you must also try to understand us. We must find him before he does anything stupid.’
‘Actually,’ Burev intervened. ‘A lot of the students have been interrogated about the thefts and the fights among other children in your school, haven’t they?’
‘Yes, they have.’ Misheva nodded her head and added. ‘It’s a good thing that I sponsored the creation of a Blue Room here…’
‘We are very grateful to you about that!’ Medeva stated with a wary smile on her face. ‘I hope you will continue helping us in the future.’
‘With anything I can.’ The elderly teacher reassured her.
‘Well,’ Burev interrupted the exchange of kindness between them. ‘While they were being interrogated, the children mentioned some strange people who come and even live here…’
‘Strange people? Ha! Last year there was a foreign student who was blind. But he left. He was an incredible musician. But children are very cruel at times… On the other hand, they have a very rich imagination.’ Misheva emphasized on her last words. ‘And it’s a good thing that they have it! All of them are children who have been engaged in arts since a very early age. In a situation like this one must have a very lively imagination, don’t you think?’
‘There is no doubt about it!’ Medeva stood up from her chair energetically. ‘Will you contact us if Biser comes into sight?’
‘Certainly!’ Misheva reassured her.
Burev remembered one more thing when they were just about to leave the teachers’ room.
‘I beg your pardon but doesn’t your daughter study at the same school?’
‘My daughter studies here.’ Bran intervened. ‘Miss Misheva does not have any children of her own.’
‘Oh, yes, a miss… So I have remembered right.’ Burev made a grimace as if to give a kiss. ‘And where is the girl now?’
‘Mina is in Balchik. She is with a family friend and her grandsons.’ Bran replied in a childish manner. ‘Shall I call her? If it about something important I don’t mind bringing her back...’
‘No, it’s not necessary. Thank you for everything!’ Medeva uttered and she went forward hastily.
Emil Burev could do nothing else but follow her. When he came outside he kissed a small falling snowflake instantly. His lips shaped like a kiss shouldn’t have been wasted.
 
~~~~~
 
Bran saw the visitors to the door. He took a deep breath and while he was exhaling he found himself in front of the large principal’s apartment under the roof. He knocked on the door. Verbena opened the door abruptly and her skirt fluttered like a jellyfish. Bran sighed.
‘What are we going to do if they ask about Mina again?’ Misheva approached him.
‘They are not. There is no reason for that.’ Bran replied. ‘Although I think Burev is not the kind of person he is presenting himself to be.’
‘He is not presenting himself in any way.’ The principal noted.
‘She said he is her colleague… I don’t believe that!’ Bran dropped into the armchair. ‘He has put a new face on. If Verbena had seen him, she would have noticed that at once.’
‘But what does that mean?’ The principal looked worried.
Bran explained to Verbena. He felt a hidden joy in translating for her. That meant he was going to be always around her.
‘A man with a new face on means that he is not the person he pretends to be.’ Verbena held up her nose. ‘A guardian warrior can feel it with his skin.’
‘And I have the two of you here.’ Misheva sighed. ‘Mina has been missing since yesterday. They might look for her again… I expelled Biser because of her!’
The principal turned anxiously and went into the kitchen to make some coffee.
‘I hope that in the mean time the Basket will make us happy and bring us back to Upper Earth.’ Verbena said.
Bran listened to her melodious Upper Earth accent. He sighed once again.
‘I am going to burst. Where could she have gone and why?’
‘I guess she could be anywhere having in mind her abilities…’
‘Don’t talk to me about her abilities, please!’ Bran interrupted her. ‘She is just a twelve-year-old girl.’
Verbena took a deep breath and she was ready to argue about it.
‘No, Verbena! Things are really simple. She is too young and perhaps she doesn’t know where she is. It is possible that Biser is involved in that mystery. I think I saw someone in alley this morning. It wasn’t Mina so I didn’t check who it was. And I made a mistake… I should have told the inspector that Mina was missing. She might be somewhere around here, why not?’ Bran shouted in Bulgarian. ‘Miss Misheva, what if she is still on Down Earth?’
‘No, she is not on Down Earth.’ The principal replied from the kitchen.
Then she came out with thick purple notebook in her hands. There was a hiss of coffee from the kitchen which had suddenly felt free. The elderly woman did not even turn around.
‘We have some writing here.’
Misheva placed he book on her desk and the three of them leaned over it.
 
~~~~~
 
She entered on tiptoe. Mina stretched out in the bed. She was sleepy and dizzy. She wanted to lie down for a little more time. The girl felt a breath above her, but she did not open her eyelids. Seeing that the girl was still asleep, she came out on tiptoe again. Mina buried herself blissfully in the many pillows.
She woke up suddenly. She rolled her eyes and jumped into her bed. She? Which ‘she’? Where was she? Mina had no idea. The bed was neither hers nor the canopied one from the Palace. Damn it! She slipped out from under the covers. She was wearing pyjamas with a clouds print. She looked around the room and opened the closet. There were clothes in it. And they were her size. Mina put on a long-sleeved blouse and a denim jumpsuit with roses. She looked at herself in the mirror and moaned. The twig of fate was missing. She grabbed her ponytails in terror… and touched them carefully. There it was. She looked in the mirror again. She couldn’t see anything. ‘Am I invisible?’ Mina asked herself. She asked again. ‘Invisible!’ She thought to herself. The white beaker had shrunk to the size of an ordinary small bean which was tied to her neck with a green chain.
A distant, long shadow moved in the mirror. Mina stared at the reflection, but the shadow disappeared. She turned her back on the mirror and pulled back the thin curtain. The long shadow must have come from someone hiding on the balcony. But the balcony was empty. ‘What is going on here?’. She told herself to be very careful. Then she opened the door of the room slowly and peeped out.
‘Did you finally wake up?’
The voice was coming from the room next door. It was a melodious warm voice. It sounded somehow familiar to her.
‘Come here quickly!’ The voice was calling her. ‘They have brought your breakfast. The white coffee and the buns will get cold.’
Mina walked around the edge of a wall. There was a spacious kitchen in the back. The woman was setting the breakfast table and humming to herself. She was moving around with her back towards Mina. The light brown curls of her hair fell softly down the nape of her neck to her waist. She was not very tall, but she was slender and sculpted. As soon as she heard the girl's footsteps, the woman turned. Mina narrowed her eyes. Something swirled in her mind. She looked again. Her head exploded in a vivid memory of magic. The blood rushed like a whirlwind. The little girl gasped, tilted her head back, and came down.
She recovered quickly. The woman was shaking her. Mina opened her eyes. She was in her arms… she was in the arms of a long-haired woman.
‘Mina!’ The woman shouted. ‘What’s the matter with you?’
Mina smiled wearily.
‘Mother?’
‘Yes, are you feeling unwell?’ The woman hugged her even harder. ‘I will call a doctor!’
‘Why?’ Mina managed to say. ‘I am fine.’
‘No, you’re not. The doctor must see you.’
She placed Mina in a deep soft armchair and she called on the phone. She spoke in English. Mina was pleased to find out that she could understand everything. She was an excellent student, wasn't she?
‘The doctor is coming in a moment!’ The woman announced proudly.
Mina followed her longingly. ‘It’s like in a fairy tale! And the is not even a single unborn word in the air!’ She thought to herself. ‘It’s a dream… It is only a dream… But it’s one of the best I have ever had!’ Mina remembered entering the Palace and running up the tower. She had opened the door and a torrent of lights had rained down on her but the memories of that moment were over.
Someone knocked on the door. Her mother opened it. The doctor coughed and went inside.
‘At first glance, she's fine!’ He announced after examining her. ‘But we can do some blood tests.’
‘I'm fine!’ Mina shouted. ‘And I'm hungry!’
‘Well done!’ The doctor applauded her. ‘Stay still! I'll just punch your finger and that’s all. Hmmm, the tests will be ready in an hour, Ms. Kalinova. I will call you. I don't believe there is anything worrying… I think she feels too excited. Little girls are just like that. The simplest thing can excite them deeply. She is also very thin…’
‘It was the simplest thing indeed… Mother called me for breakfast. It’s the first time I see her alive and still I know she isn’t… Well, she could be alive… She had disappeared into that giant worm. Then? Is she?’ Mina stopped talking to herself and shook her head. ‘I must be dreaming!’ She gave herself a pinch and almost let out a moan. ‘Be careful about that dream because you are going to have it again in the hospital!’ She ordered herself.
The doctor wanted to leave and Ms. Mila Kalinova accompanied him to the door. Mina followed her with her eyes. ‘She is beautiful indeed.’ She said to herself with such pleasure and pride that she laughed.
‘Mina, what’s the matter with you today?’ Mila sighed.
‘I am so glad to be with you!’ Mina replied with excitement.
‘But we are always together!’ Her mother embraced her.
‘Really?’ The girl exclaimed and kept quiet.
Mila held her tight and also smiled.
 
~~~~~
 
Emil Burev shaped his mouth as if to kiss but he just blew into the air. The circles of round vapour cheered him up. He had sniffed a trail. Medeva gave up on him and she drove the company Volkswagen towards Balchik by herslef. Burev stayed. He walked around the main alley and he suddenly realized that someone had entered the Palace. He just put two and two togeher. The snow around a large poplar was trampled in a circle. Those were confused and guilty steps. There was a wide hole in the fence behind the tree. Burev smiled like a foxterrier. His muscles strained.
Emil was a man of average height and age. He was thin and always full of energy which gave an impression of him being restive and bouncing all the time. He was aware that he possessed solid and precisely formed muscles but the others barely realized that phenomenon. Perhaps it was because he was past his prime or because of his egg-shaped bald head which carried a pair of round wood-rimmed glasses hanging by his ears. They were actually made of rosewood. They had an exotic but pleasant smell. And they gave Emil a very learnt look.
Burev followed the steps all the way to the house with the tower. Right there they disappeared in a circle of trampled snow. The centre of it looked as if it was swept with a broom. Burev looked around and pushed with his foot some parts of the fluffy pile. A lighter, a bundle of money tied with a piece of rubber band and a mobile phone appeared underneath the snow. Emil did not look at them. But after a while he bowed his head hurriedly. On the swept spot there was lying a a small green wig which had bloomed in a bunch of bright yellow flowers. They looked like little suns. Burev picked it up carefully and… Later was certain that the small wig with the little suns suddenly grew up and wrapped around him. He felt a shudder, a jolt and his ears went numb. There was no doubt that he was flying. Emil Burev pursed his lips. One of the endless yellow flowers received a kiss from him and it generously opened its petals.
Down there, in the middle of the frosty circle in front of the Palace, together with the other abandoned items a handmade leather belt with a holster landed gently. A gun was sleeping in the holster. The Basket spat out Burev’s weapon conscientiously and then disappeared into a jelly of blazing illuminations.
 
~~~~~~
 
In the principal’s diary it said ‘The boyar threaded her path between the two worlds. And nobody could find her there. The guardian warriors, the principal of the story and the related souls reached the Upper Earth. Only Romes’s grandmother stayed down. She stood and listened to the world attentively…’
‘So I am staying at the school.’ Demira repeated for the hundredth time and she shook her head desperately.
The old gypsy woman had arrived in her Clio as soon as Misheva called to tell her that they had a message. At that moment all of them were discussing the probabilities.
‘I told you. Mina knows where she is going to.’ Verbena stood on tiptoe to pat Bran on his back.
‘My nerves are in shreds.’ The father replied calmly. ‘I taught her that she can choose her own path in life but she could have called me, couldn’t she?’
‘Well, we must wait for Kastin and the Basket then.’ Misheva suggested.
It was the first time the elderly principal was going to the Upper Earth. She was so impatient that she almost behaved like a child. ‘The principal of the story? What does that mean?’ She wondered. But she decided not to think about it for too long just when life was promising to become really exciting.
The genuinely thoughtful ones had got into the kitchen. The twins were drinking raspberry compote and munching on large bowls of chocolate pudding.
‘Listen!’ Yanil whispered to his brother. ‘Do we really have to go there again?’
‘Mmm… I think yes.’ Kitan replied quietly.
‘But less than a week has passed since we returned.’ Yanil added.
‘Do you mean to say that we must leave for the Upper Earth every time they tell us? I am starting to feel fed up with it. I am not going to listen obediently.’
‘Calm down, brother!’ Kitan sighed. ‘I am not telling you that you are not right but I think that they can’t manage without us.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Absolutely!’
‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’ Yanil released the pressure. ‘It was a very tense situation last time… I mean the war and so on… For sure, there will be consequences after all that terror! And I am certain that we are not obliged to…’
‘You think too much!’ Kitan challenged him. ‘You are more intelligent but I don’t know why you are torturing yourself like that.’
‘Yes, I am smarter, Kitan.’ A thin smile appeared on his face. ‘But you are more talented, you know.’
‘You are right.’ Kitan replied imperturbably. ‘Will you pass me another bowl of pudding?’
Yanil opened the fridge and gave him another bowl. They stuck their spoons into the pudding and started munching silently.
 
~~~~~
 
They walked around the centre of the city. The doctor had assured them that everything was alright so Mila took the girl for a long walk. They were in Stockholm. The old town Gamla Stan was beautiful and Mina entertained herself really a lot in the museum island. They even rode on a small train which bent its colorful back along the stories written by Astred Lindgren. The girl had read all the books made up by the celebrity writer. They competed with each other in guessing which story the train was passing through.
Mina liked the Skansen Park the most because there were a lot of small houses, animals and flowers. According to her it resembled a part of the Upper Earth. ‘Bulgaria certainly looks like the Upper Earth…’ She thought absent-mindedly. ‘But we are in Sweden now, aren’t we? How strange!’ After that they ate small meat balls with mashed potatoes and sour-sweet cranberries jam.
Mina was sliding on top of pink clouds. Her mother and she were together. They were alive! Somehow she had found herself in the coolest day in her whole life. She repeated ‘For sure, this is the coolest day in my life!’ She smiled happily. The girl did not want that happiness to come to an end.
In the evening they went back to their hotel. They were tired but joyful.
‘Your father told me he was going to call you via Skype at nine o‘clock. Are you going to talk to him today or you are still cross with him?’ Mila asked unexpectedly.
‘Skype? Urgh… Where is Bran?’ Mina shivered.
It was Mila’s turn to startle.
‘Yes, Skype. Who is Bran?’
‘My father.’ Mina replied to her.
‘Yes, your father is going to call you.’ Mila repeated in confusion. ‘But who is Bran?’
Mina was about to reply to her but suddenly she decided to keep quiet. She felt that something was wrong.
‘Well… I am going to talk to him this time!’ She agreed quickly.
‘All right then.’ Her mother said and she added. ‘Bran?’
‘He is someone from school.’ Mina replied cautiously.
‘Well, that’s great.’ Mina laughed. ‘You must have some friends there!’
‘Friends?’ Mina shivered. A sudden thought pierced her mind. ‘I knew it, I knew it…’
‘When you start talking to your father please don’t forget that we are both to blame for our divorce. He loves you as much as I do.’
‘My goodness!’ Mina exclaimed to herself. ‘We are getting a divorce?’
‘Where is he?’ She asked carefully.
‘He arrived in Hong Kong earlier today.’ Mila replied. ‘With his constant deals… You can ask him if you are interested. I suppose he went there alone because it’s a matter if millions again.’
Mina swallowed with difficulty and hiccoughed. Mila patted her back and laughed but the girl felt that she did not find it funny at all.
The two of them had dinner in the hotel restaurant. They had thick chanterelle mushroom soup with cream and toasted brown sourdough bread. For dessert they ate some graceful fondant paste cakes colored in dark blue and gold.
At nine o’clock Mina was already waiting in front of her laptop. She heard the calling sound of Skype and she accepted the call. The screen became completely black. It blinked a few times and revealed the view to a marvelous distant room. Mina froze in her seat. She could see a man dressed in a perfect suit. He was wearing a cardigan, a tie and his bald smooth head was shining. Somor Rattus di Purpura Lanata was smiling at her.


