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Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I believe the gods hate me, because dragons follow me everywhere.

      Cries of fire and thunder roll above my head as the village descends into chaos. Flames light up the roof of wooden shacks as peasants scamper out of them, searching for safety, but there’s none to be found.

      I rarely leave the fortress, so it’s typical that a dragon would pick today to decide to rampage through town. The dragon flies overhead, torching tiny houses below with its fiery breath, its wings casting a shadow over what was before just a simple, sunny summer’s day. Villagers get caught in the mud and fall on their faces while attempting to escape. They climb over and push each other out of the way to get free.

      It is then the dragon descends.

      When he lands, the entire earth shakes. The dragon walks on four legs, feet tapered with large, sharp claws longer and sharper than swords. His tail is lined with spines that are taller than I am. Its leathery wings stretch out among the streets and send peasants hurtling into the sky when it stretches them. Its copper scales shimmer under the glare of the sun. When it opens its mouth, rolling its head back to scream a mighty roar, dagger-like teeth glint with blood and victory.

      Brave young men grab axes, spears, and bows, and charge toward the dragon with the intent of slaughtering it. The smart ones turn and flee. I’m stuck to the spot, and watch as the blades bounce off the monster’s hide. The dragon’s scales are too tough. The villagers can’t even make a scratch upon them.

      I wonder where all the knights are before I remember they’re gone. They’re searching the countryside for this particular dragon, who thought it’d be a great idea to visit the minute they left Krakow.

      The dragon bends his head down, snaps a man up in its jaws and devours him whole.

      I do the only thing I can; clutch the princess’s dress to my chest and run.

      It’s ridiculous that all I care about is saving Wanda’s gown when there’s a giant, flame-spewing lizard gambling after me, but I’ll be the first to admit I don’t have much sense. The mud sticks to my bare feet and splashes onto my tunic as I sprint away from the bloody massacre. I hold the gown high so I don’t get any mud on it.

      The tall towers of the fortress, built with strong and thick timber, look like nothing more than nice kindling for the dragon’s hot breath, but there’s nowhere else to hide. I force my way through the crowd of people begging for sanctuary and pound on the doors myself and scream for them to let me in, but since there’s a dragon attack going on, they’re not going to open up.

      Obviously, Fliss, I think to myself, and I roll my eyes. I look up the tall towers and smirk. Fine. There’s more than one way in.

      I stuff the dress in my sheepskin bag, sling it over my back and start climbing. Other villagers notice me and go to follow my lead, but many of them aren’t strong enough to climb, and they go sliding back down. Another roar from the dragon shakes the village. I glance over my shoulder to see what’s going on.

      I give a yelp as I see that the dragon has abandoned its delicious snack in town and is flying toward the fortress instead. The dragon hurtles through the skies, swooping over the towers before lunging at them. I flatten myself against the wall, and nearly get gutted by the spike of its tail as it flies past me.

      When the dragon circles back around its head dives directly for the northeastern tower which, not-so-coincidentally, happens to be the one I’m climbing. The dragon gives a cry of rage as he barrels through it, tearing the tower in two. I have to claw at the tower to keep my grip as the dragon blasts through it.

      Wonderful, I think as the palace starts tipping backwards. That’s my luck, isn’t it? Should’ve expected it. Readying myself, I cling closely to the tower as it falls.

      I bend my knees and spring off just before the tower hits the ground. My body hits the hard earth, and I roll out of the way as the tower shatters into a pile of splinters and rubble beside me.

      I’m far too clumsy for that to have worked, but it did. Maybe the gods are on my side.

      Now that the tower is gone there’s a big hole in the fortress, which all the peasants are scrambling through. I climb over the debris after them, checking to make sure the dress is still in my bag.

      While I’m distracted the dragon smashes into the second tower, cleaving that one in half as well. Archers go flying off the roof at the impact.

      Wails reach my ears. There’s a little girl, no older than two, standing beneath the falling tower and crying loudly as it topples toward her.

      Kid, move, I think, but when she doesn’t, I grumble to myself and spring forward. I trip over my own feet while running to save her.

      I snatch her up in my arms at the last minute and cling her to my chest. I hear the tower crashing behind me as I jump out of the way, landing most of my weight on my shoulder.

      I moan in pain. The little girl is still crying, but she’s alive. I get up, looking for a safe place to go when a woman I don’t know slams into me from the side. She rips the baby out of my arms and teeters away, the child bouncing up and down on her hip.

      “You’re welcome, it was nothing,” I mutter under my breath. Typical Poles.

      The dragon lets out a loud shriek. I put my hands over my ears, crouch down and open my mouth in a silent scream of pain. Dragon shouts can be heard many distances away, so up close it’s enough to shatter your ears.

      It doesn’t take long for me to realize I’m one of the few that’s left out in the open. I bang on all the doors, yank on the handles and scream for sanctuary, but I doubt anyone can hear me. I try the door to the kitchen, the foyer, even the dungeons. I try the smithy last. I slap them repeatedly till the front of my hand is red and sore.

      No good. All locked up.

      I look for a hiding place, before I notice the dragon has spotted me. He ambles toward me with footsteps that quake the ground, sparks flitting out of his nostrils. I let out a pitiful noise and back up against the wall, where the dragon’s got me cornered.

      “Someone help,” I whimper, but nobody hears.

      I’m the only one left in the square with a large, terrifying, and very hungry dragon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t like to fantasize about my death, but whenever it crossed my mind I always imagined I’d die from old age while surrounded by grandchildren, or maybe from some plague, as that seems like a popular way to go these days.

      But of course, the sum of my life will result in being eaten by some dragon. For me, there’s no other way it could possibly end.

      My empty hand scrabbles for something. I find the end of an abandoned poker on the edge of the blacksmith’s forge, and pick it up. My whole arm trembles as I hold the poker aloft, pointing it at the monster. The dragon’s eyes glint maliciously, as if he’s mocking me.

      Well, if I’m to die, I’ll leave behind a tale they can remember. My lips crack a silly smile, though my legs are shaking and I feel like I’m going to vomit. What a story this’ll make. I imagine all the knights around the fire, laughing over their mugs of ale as they recall the princess’s skinny little slave, awkwardly wielding a smithy poker before the dragon swallows her whole. Hopefully Wanda will find it funny, after she finds a new handmaiden.

      My last foolish thought before I charge is what the inside of a dragon’s belly looks like. I raise the poker high above my head and swing it down onto the dragon’s snout just as it’s about to breath out a jet of flame.

      The dragon sniffs. It moves its mouth in a circle before charging again, jaws wide.

      With no other ideas, I reach into my bag. The dress will be ruined if I get eaten anyway, so I might as well use it. I toss Wanda’s gown so that it falls over the eyes of the dragon. When it’s blindfolded for a millisecond, I lunge the poker forward. I know that piercing its scales won’t work, so I go for the gums instead and jab the poker inside the dragon’s mouth.

      I get a few wounds in, and even draw some blood before the dragon shakes the dress off. The dragon stomps on it, twisting the dress into the ground with its paw and baring its fangs.

      That didn’t work. I just made it angrier. I dance away as the dragon snaps its jaws far too close. He nearly gets me three times, but I somehow manage to avoid his fangs each time.

      I’m very quick, and it’s making him mad. This time when he comes near, I use all my strength to whip the poker against the right side of the dragon’s head.

      His neck snaps around. I feel a quell of victory before I realize what I just did.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I blabber quickly. Smoke furls out of its nostrils, and the dragon gives an enraged puff.

      I don’t think about how absurd it is that I actually apologized to a dragon until he grabs me in one of his giant paws. I drop the poker and try to pull away, but his grip is too strong. Each time I wiggle, he only tightens his grip. I can no longer breathe.

      I’m surprised to feel relief as the dragon’s sharp claws press around me. I lasted this long. At least it was only a slave, they’ll say. I doubt when they tally up the final death toll that I’ll even be counted.

      The dragon takes a deep breath, preparing to roast me in its claws. I close my eyes and hope it doesn’t hurt.

      Somebody screams, and it’s not the dragon. The beast’s eyes are just as wide as mine as King Krakus comes charging out of nowhere, swinging his silver axe high above the dragon’s neck.

      He brings it down with a ferocious yell, and the axe cuts roughly through the dragon’s spine. It takes a few chops from Krakus, but eventually, the king manages to lop off the dragon’s head. The head sploshes mud everywhere as it crashes onto the ground.

      The dragon’s grip loosens when the head is severed from the neck. I collapse onto my knees and bite my lip as my muscles burn in agony.

      The dragon’s mouth and eyes are still open in surprise. I press a hand to my mouth and try not to look at it.

      “Are you all right, child?” King Krakus towers above me, a square crown upon his head, ringed byrne over his leather tunic. His bearskin cloak thankfully blocks out the gruesome sight of the beheaded monster behind him.

      “Yes, sire.” I nod quickly, and get to my feet. That’s the second time he’s saved me from being killed by a dragon. As if one life debt wasn’t enough.

      “A lucky thing I arrived when I did,” King Krakus says. He surveys the dragon, then me. “The knights should start bringing you along on these dragon hunts. You must be cursed.”

      He laughs loudly, but I don’t. He’s made a joke, but I’m starting to believe I really am cursed.

      Now that the dragon’s dead, people are coming out of their hiding spots to observe the fallen monster. Little boys who were running in terror minutes ago poke the dragon’s body with sticks and run along its tail, playing tag between the spikes.

      “Get inside, Fliss,” the king tells me. “Wanda has need of you.”

      I curtsy and trot away, happy to leave the dragon’s body behind. For some peculiar reason, to me, seeing the dragon dead is worse than seeing it alive.

      Its dark inside the fortress, but I know my way around. I follow the twisting hallways until I come to Wanda’s room. When I knock, the door flies open.

      “There you are!” Princess Wanda, a dark-haired, blue-eyed beauty, loops her arms around me immediately and pulls me in for a bone-crushing hug. Most people in the fortress would whisper about a princess embracing a slave, but Wanda gets away with everything. I embrace her back just as tightly.

      “I was watching from my window. I saw you fight back,” she says in awe. “You were so brave with that poker. I admire that. Most girls wouldn’t have dared.”

      “What did you expect me to do?” I ask. “Throw my hands up and say, ‘Well, you caught me?’”

      “I wouldn’t have done anything, just stood there and screamed.” Wanda shrugs.

      “That’s helpful.” I make a sour face. “I’m sorry about your dress, Wanda. The dragon ruined it.”

      “I couldn’t care less about the dress!” she says outlandishly. “I’m just happy you’re not hurt!”

      “You should care about the dress. It cost a handful of coins.” More money than I’ve ever seen in my lifetime.

      I notice that the room is a bit messy. Nervously, I start tidying up. I make the bed before putting away her dresses.

      It’s just to keep my hands busy. So I don’t think about the dragon.

      Wanda notices. “Are you sure you’re well?”

      “I told you I’m fine.” I pause. “If you could call nearly being eaten by a dragon fine. But that’s normal for me.”

      “I suppose you’re right. It isn’t anything that hasn’t happened before. Let’s be happy Father was there again to protect you.” She giggles.

      “Yes, I know,” I sigh. King Krakus, legendary prince of Poles, the famous dragon slayer. Founder of the village of Krakow, and savior of slaves.

      Or slave. One slave. Me.

      “Let’s go take scales from the dragon,” Wanda says enthusiastically. “I believe they make beautiful jewelry. They would go well with my brown dress.”

      “Must we?” The thought of seeing the dead dragon again churns my stomach.

      “It’ll be fun. You can take some as well,” she encourages. “Quickly, before they move the corpse.”

      I don’t want any dragon scales, but I can’t say no to Wanda, so I follow her dutifully out the door and to the courtyard. She’s walking in a determined fashion, before her steps slow when she hears low voices in the throne room.

      Wanda, ever the curious gossip, throws out an arm to stop me. I slam into it and go careening backwards. Wanda grabs me by the tunic and wrenches me upright, so I don’t crash to the ground and alert others of our presence.

      “Wanda, not again,” I warn her. I already know what she’s going to do.

      “They’re talking about something.” A smile curls on her lips. “Something important.”

      She slinks against the wall and leans her ear against the closed doorway to the throne room, putting a finger to her lips.

      “Wanda, we really shouldn’t.”

      “Ssh,” Wanda hisses. “Listen!”

      Suppressing a groan, I slink against the wall and lean closer to the doorway, to listen in. At first, I don’t hear anything but muffled voices, but I’m drawn inward as the whispering voices grow louder with the intensity of the conversation.

      “You must take this threat seriously, my king.” Pawel, one of Krakus’s advisors, is pacing the room. I can hear his sharp steps as they clip along the wooden floor. “This is the third dragon attack this year.”

      “And we’ve held up well against all of them,” Krakus says. “There were minimal casualties this time, and the repairs on the towers won’t bankrupt us. I say we’re becoming experts at destroying these monsters. He doesn’t dare attack us now.”

      “All the same, I only advise we use precaution, and kill this creature before it kills us.”

      “The Wawel dragon is no threat to us.” King Krakus’s voice booms across the court.

      I hold my breath. They’re talking about the Wawel dragon. I lean in closer.

      “It is a threat to your treasury.” I hear a piece of parchment unrolling. “The amount of gold you give the Wawel dragon each month to keep him from attacking the city is more than what you spend on any supplies, or even salary agreements for your knights and advisors.” I hear Pawel sniff.

      “It’s a fair agreement. I give him coin, and he promises not to devour my village.” King Krakus slams his hand on his throne.

      “The Wawel dragon is the only one left in the area. If we kill him, our dragon problem would be over,” Pawel insists.

      “You don’t understand. The Wawel dragon is a more dangerous creature than you think,” Krakus says ominously. “This isn’t like the copper we killed today, or the blue, which was quickly dealt away with last month. Those were young dragons. Wild. Easily tricked and fooled.”

      I make a face. The copper dragon didn’t seem easy to kill today. This only makes the Wawel dragon more terrifying.

      “The Wawel dragon is a different story,” Krakus continues. “He’s the deadliest dragon I’ve ever come across. He is old. Intelligent. Cunning. Wiser than any of us, I’m sure.”

      “You talk of him as if he were a human,” Pawel says dryly.

      “No. Smarter than a human, better. It won’t be easy to kill him. We would need to create some sort of devious plan to even hope to succeed. If he found out about an attempt to kill him, or if we sent a horde of knights inside the cave to do the job, he would flatten the village before we’d turn our heads to watch.”

      “Yes, my king, but I highly doubt he’ll be satisfied with gold forever,” Pawel says. “Dragons rarely are. Eventually, he’ll want more than we can give.”

      The king takes a breath. “Yes. You’re right. I suppose we have to do something soon.”

      “It won’t be long now before he makes a move. You strike first, before he has a chance.”

      “Perhaps.” There’s a creaking noise as Krakus gets off his throne. I can hear his steps as they proceed in my direction. “I need time to think upon it.”

      Krakus’s footsteps grow closer. Wanda grabs my hand and wrenches me away from the door. We run down the hallway and turn the corner just as her father steps out of the door we were standing behind.

      “What excitement!” Wanda says breathlessly. “Father’s thinking of confronting the Wawel dragon! That would be a sight to see, wouldn’t it?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply. The idea makes me uneasy.

      “Father can handle it,” Wanda says confidently. “He’s the greatest dragon slayer alive. There’s no reason to be frightened. He should do it now. I only hope I’m there to witness when he chops off the dragon’s head.”

      I keep my mouth shut. If King Krakus believes half of what he said about the Wawel dragon, he’s right to be scared of it.

      We all should be.
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Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      After listening in on Krakus we went to steal some scales from the dragon, but to Wanda’s disappointment, it had already been moved by the time we arrived. By the time Wanda was finally finished gossiping with the villagers about the dragon attack, it was dark, and long past dinner.

      I got Wanda ready for bed and returned to the servant’s quarters to sleep, but my dreams were filled with leathery wings and dragon’s fire. Worst of all was a pair of bright red eyes, staring at me from the darkness.

      Even now, I can’t get the sight of those red eyes out of my mind. They follow me, haunting me like a ghost.

      “I’m very sad we didn’t get the scales,” Wanda says in a surly fashion as I brush her hair, getting ready for breakfast. “I could’ve had a copper necklace.”

      “We would’ve had time if you hadn’t stopped to eavesdrop,” I insist.

      “But it was important!” Wanda says. “Do you know about the Wawel dragon?”

      “Everyone knows of him. But I’m not sure there’s much to know about him,” I respond.

      The village of Krakow towers upon a large hill. The Wawel dragon lives underneath the hill, in a dark cave no one dare enters. He’s been there for a long time, nearly two decades, but no one has ever seen him come out, save for that one time when he met with King Krakus to make a bargain. If the king allowed him to stay underneath the village undisturbed, and paid him a cart of gold each month, he would not attack Krakow nor slaughter its people.

      King Krakus agreed, but it appears he wants to break the treaty now.

      I don’t see the point of it. If the dragon isn’t bothering us, just let it be. I’ve run from enough dragons to last a lifetime. No sense purposely provoking it and risk losing the village when we have a treaty that works for everyone.

      “Did it ever occur to you how ironic it is that my father’s a famous dragon slayer and that his village is built on top of a hill with a dragon underneath it?” Wanda babbles.

      “I’m well aware.” Wanda’s endless talking about the Wawel dragon is becoming annoying, but you don’t tell a princess that, so I put up with it.

      “Oh, you’re no fun.” Wanda bounces up from her seat and flounces to the wardrobe. “What do you think I should wear to the ball now that my new dress is ruined? Green? Red?”

      “You could wear the blue again,” I say.

      “I don’t want to wear the blue. Krzysztof’s already seen it.” Her eyes gleam.

      “Krzysztof will like you in anything you wear.”

      “Oh, Fliss. Do you think tonight’s the night? Do you think Krzysztof will finally propose?” Wanda bounces up and down.

      “He’s only been courting you three months,” I remind her. “Be patient.”

      “But so many other princesses would be married by now!” She flops back down on her chair.

      “Krzysztof’s busy killing dragons. That is a knight’s job,” I say. “He doesn’t have much time to plan a wedding.”

      “But Father promised me!” She crosses her arms and pouts. “I hate all this dragon business. I wish they’d hurry up and kill them all and be done with it, so I could marry my knight!”

      “That’s gruesome.”

      “It’s true!” She lets out a big sigh before slapping her hands on her knees. “Would you run into town and pick up a few things for me? Baby’s breath, rosewater, face powder? I need to look my best for tonight.”

      I nod, and Wanda hands me a couple of coins. I notice there’s more there than she usually gives me.

      “One of these would be enough to pay for what you want,” I say.

      “Pick out something for yourself as well.” She beams. “It’s well time my handmaiden had her own knight.”

      I don’t remind her that Krakus would have to approve my marriage, and the law states I couldn’t marry anyone other than a fellow slave, but I smile back. I’ve been personally serving Wanda since I was thirteen, and she’s my best friend. She was my closest companion after the loss of my parents. I go along with anything her heart desires, just to make her happy.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I tell her. I wrap a thick cloak over my tunic and slip on my boots, before grabbing a wicker basket. No doubt Wanda will be out riding when I’m gone. Can’t keep that girl away from horses.

      When I leave the fortress and begin the walk into town, I notice that work rebuilding the village has already begun. Villagers are repairing the thatch roofs, and starting over on the houses that were burnt down completely. I’m happy to see that the damage doesn’t appear as bad as it did when the dragon was rampaging through the streets yesterday.

      It’s quite busy. Like always, I can’t help but notice the seax’s that the free men and women of the village carry around. The seax’s are attached to their hips with scabbards. The single-edged blades clink seductively against the belts of the peasants, calling me.

      “King Krakus saved you. A lifetime of servitude is nothing compared to being eaten by a dragon,” I remind myself. “Be grateful you’re still alive.”

      I am grateful, but a smidge of resentment nibbles at me. I would give anything to have a seax and be known as a free woman. Not that there’s anything I could give, but the statement still stands.

      When I arrive at the apothecary, I find it busy. Villagers are picking up herbs for burns and open wounds. Even though I’m a slave the peasants part for me when I pass through, as I’m the king’s slave and as such, am not to be touched. The rest of the Poles walk around each other like they own the place, cutting each other off with no regard for whoever’s trying to get around.

      “Oh, what all did Wanda want again?” I mutter. “Baby’s breath, rosewater…oh…”

      It’d be easier to remember everything if I had a list, but I can’t read. I finally remember the face powder and purchase the items, glad to be out of the small store.

      The clothes shop is empty when I enter, save for a surely woman at the back who is sorting out tunics. It takes me forever to choose something, but since this is most likely the only time I’ll ever have a chance to wear a nice gown to a ball, I’m going to be picky.

      I finally settle on a black woolen dress, with a mantle of the same color. I pay the woman and exit the shop, feeling quite giddy. I’m going to a ball, and I won’t be dressed as a slave for once. It’ll be so nice to pretend to be someone different, just for a night.

      To get home, I decide to avoid the crowded way I came and pass through one of the poorer districts instead. It’s where the sick, the orphans, or the elderly who don’t have family live. I don’t like coming through here, as it bothers me to see people begging on the sides of the road for food.

      I consider taking the long way around before a lone figure catches my eye. There’s a man wearing a dark, linen cloak, handing out gold coins amongst the beggars. He’s carrying a basket full of bread, giving full loaves to children and kneeling down to hand food out to the elderly who can’t reach up to get it.

      Dirty orphans cling to his cloak, smudging it with filth, but he doesn’t seem to mind. This surprises me. Linen is an expensive, rare fabric. If he doesn’t care about them ruining it, it’s obvious that this man is someone who is well off.

      The hood of the cloak is pulled over his head, so I can’t see his face. The hood nearly drops to the chin of the man, concealing his identity completely.

      I nearly fall over when I see the man distributing medicine, expensive medicine, to some of the cripples in the square. Such charity is unheard of. The wealth acquired to purchase such precious items that he’s simply giving away must be vast and endless. Who is this man? Someone sent by the gods?

      Something about this man is different. In this moment, I feel a connection to him. Like he’s the only person in the world who can understand me.

      Stupid thought, considering he’s rich and I’m a slave.

      I still have a tiny copper left over from the dress shop. Knowing Wanda won’t mind I hand it to one of the beggars, and the man notices. His mouth remains a passive line.

      “Do you do this every day?” I ask the man. I dare to come near him, though I’m sure such a good man won’t harm me.

      He doesn’t answer, only takes a few steps backward. He’s retreating.

      “It’s very honorable,” I add. “Many of those with wealth keep it to themselves.”

      Still no response. I venture closer, curiosity getting the best of me. I bend down to peek under the hood, but before I can catch a glimpse of his eyes, the stranger takes off.

      “Wait!” I call after him. “I just want to say thank you!”

      He doesn’t listen. He’s sprinting to get away from me, which is quite an odd thing to do.

      It’s undignified for a person to run when not being chased by a dragon, but I’m dying to know the man under the hood. I take off after him, and clutch my basket so the items I bought don’t jumble out. People shout at me when I knock them aside, and I hastily apologize, but the man is getting away.

      He’s a lot faster than I am. He scampers past the huts, bends his way through the crowd and vanishes. I keep running, to the edge of town and all the way down the hill, but it’s no use. He’s gone.

      I bring myself to a stop, breathing heavily. People are looking at me strangely. My cheeks redden in embarrassment.

      A concerned peasant reaches out to me. “What’s wrong with you, girl?” he asks. “Why were you running after that man? Did he steal something from you? Want me to head him off?”

      “No,” I say. “He was very kind. I just wanted to know his name.”

      The man harrumphs and ambles off. I play with the frayed edges of the basket as I think.

      “Strange,” I whisper to myself. This far out, there aren’t a lot of houses.

      When I peer over the edge of the hill, I notice the entrance to a dark cave. The home of the Wawel dragon.

      People with sense wouldn’t dare go near it. But like I said before, I don’t have much sense, and the cave seems inviting somehow.

      I look up at the sky. It’s barely noon. I have plenty of time before I have to get Wanda ready for the ball. I look around to make sure no one’s watching me before I slide down the rocky hillside. When I reach the bottom, I brush off my dress and set the basket down.

      There are a large number of wooden barricades around the cave to prevent people from getting in, but they’re narrow enough for me to get around.

      Maybe dragons don’t follow me. Maybe I follow dragons, I think.

      I would be in a lot of trouble if Krakus discovered I was creeping around the cave. I’ve never been beaten before, as the king practically considers me one of his own, and as such is always kind to me, but I’m certain this could result in a few lashes. Not so much as punishment, but a deterrent, so I don’t go back again.

      But the lure of the cave is stronger than fear of the whip. I have an unexplainable pull to see this dragon for myself, just once. The call is irresistible.

      Just a peek inside. It won’t hurt anyone. I’m so small, the dragon won’t see me.

      As I climb over the barricade I think to turn back, but I instantly shove the idea aside. Just a few steps in, to see if I can spot it. It’ll make a good story to tell Wanda, anyway.

      When I’m over the barricade, I kick a rock by accident. It goes skittering into the cave. I gasp at the noise, but there isn’t a sound that comes after.

      See? Nothing. I bet the dragon’s not even in there. Maybe he went for a walk.

      I suppress a snort at the bad joke and regain my composure. I’m walking into a dragon’s cave. I should be quiet.

      I summon my courage, take a deep breath, and enter the cave of the Wawel dragon.
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Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      My feet take tiny, crunching footsteps into the cave. The sunlight is swallowed up behind me by darkness, and I narrow my eyes as I walk further and further into the black.

      I imagine the dragon is pretty far inward. If he’s as big as the rumors say, he wouldn’t be able to hide unless he was far underground.

      It’s quiet. Maybe the dragon is sleeping. Or maybe it’s dead.

      When I pass a cartful of gold still waiting near the entrance, my suspicion that the dragon is dead only heightens. After all, dragons horde gold. Why would he leave his treasure out here, where anyone could slip in and take it? Is he that confident that no one is brave enough to venture into the cave?

      I wonder what I’m trying to accomplish by doing this. Do I want to brag to Wanda that I was bold enough to walk into a dragon’s lair? Why do I have a longing need to see the dragon curled up within his sanctuary, surrounded by his piles of gold and treasure?

      I don’t know. I suppose I don’t know myself.

      Perhaps I want to witness a dragon quiet and still, instead of deadly, fierce, and violent, as that’s how I’ve always seen them. There might be a side to them we don’t know. After my parents died by dragon fire, I’ve been desperate to see dragons as something more than monsters.

      I want to know if my parents died due to the reaction of a scared animal, or if they were murdered by an intelligent creature with malicious intent.

      When I’m far into the cave and daylight has nearly vanished behind me, I pause to listen. Nothing.

      Then I hear a growling sound.

      My limbs turn to ice. The growling sends rocks from the top of the cave crumbling downward. I jump aside so they don’t strike me upon the head, while the growling gets louder. Instinctively I turn and run, darting between the falling rocks as they crash around me.

      I look over my shoulder and see there’s a glow emitting from the end of the cave. Flames lick up the sides of the walls and roar toward me. I pick up the pace, sprinting for the exit of the cave as the flames grow closer and closer. A smoky smell reaches my nose, telling me the flames have singed my skirt.

      A cry of relief emerges from my lips when I leave the cave and reach sunlight. I can still hear the threatening growls of the dragon behind me, closer now. Clumsily, I climb over the barricade, grab the basket and run.

      I hate climbing stairs, but I have no problem hauling up them to the fortress. When I reach town I spin on the spot, searching the skies for dragon wings.

      They’re as clear and blue as ever. My thought is that I’ve angered the dragon, and that he’s going to emerge from his cave and take out my mistake on the town, but that doesn’t seem true. The growling is gone, replaced by birdsong, and the peasants mull around in their usual business. Nobody’s screaming their head off or taking cover. There’s no cries of fear or warning.

      I wait until I’m sure that the dragon isn’t coming before I start back to the fortress. My mind is spinning with questions. What exactly happened? I provoked the creature, so why didn’t it follow? Did it simply mean to scare me off?

      Maybe it’s concerned with protecting its treasure and doesn’t want to leave it. That must be it.

      When I enter the fortress, I decide not to tell Wanda about it. I was eager to before, but something holds me back. What happened in the cave is my secret.

      “Wanda, I’m back,” I say, opening the door.

      I look up. It feels like a hand is choking me as I witness Wanda holding a knife. She’s pointed it at her own throat. Her arms are trembling, tears bright on her cheeks. The basket drops from my hands.

      “Wanda!” Before she can strike I rush forward and grab the blade, and knock it out of her hands. The knife slides away, under the bed. I grab it before she gets any other ideas and tuck it into the back of my dress.

      “What were you thinking?” I blurt, rounding on her. “You want to take your own life? For what reason?”

      Large tears pool out of her blue eyes, and her lip quakes. “This!” Her hand trembles as she holds a piece of parchment aloft. “It’s a letter. Read it!”

      “Wanda, I can’t read,” I remind her patiently.

      “Oh. Yes, that’s right.” Wanda gives a loud sniff. “Well, I can’t either. But it’s a marriage proposal. From Prince Reinhold of the Germans.”

      “A German prince?” I ask, astonished.

      “If I don’t marry him, he says he’ll attack Krakow,” Wanda blubbers. “He’s threatening war if I don’t become his bride.”

      “The king would never consider selling you off to a German. You have nothing to worry about,” I argue.

      “But he is considering. Father wants to break off my courtship with Krzysztof and force me to marry Reinhold.” Wanda’s sobs only get louder. “So we don’t have to go to war.”

      Wanda flops herself on the bed and wails loudly. “What am I going to do? I’d rather die than marry a German!”

      “It’s not worth dying over,” I protest.

      “I want to be with my true love,” she insists. “With Krzysztof! If I can’t have him, I won’t have anyone! I want to marry my knight!”

      “And you will!” I assure her, though I have no possible way of confirming that.

      “How?” She throws her hands up. “If I say yes to Reinhold, I’ll be miserable for the rest of my life, slaving away and selling my body to make some German happy. But if I say no, my people will die and my village will be destroyed.”

      She shakes her head. “The only possible solution I can think of is to end my life, so I don’t have to go through with it. Then the German will look elsewhere for a bride, and leave Krakow alone.”

      “It can’t be as desperate as all that,” I say.

      “But it is!” She wipes at her tears with the back of her hand. “I’ll throw myself into the river if he comes for me. I will.”

      “Wanda. Hush.” I sit beside her, and give her a hug. “Your father will figure something out.”

      Wanda sobs into my shoulder. I pat her on the head, to try and get her to calm down. She’s overreacting, but I know she truly loves Krzysztof. Her heart will be broken if she doesn’t marry him, and it would be terrible for her to have to move away from Krakow to be with the German prince.

      “Come on.” I shake her shoulders. “We have to get ready for the ball. We’re already running late.”

      “I don’t want to go.” Her tears start slowing.

      “You must go, and have a wonderful time.” I sort through the racks of clothes and pull two dresses out. “Which one? Red, or blue?”

      Her bottom lip sticks out. “Blue.”

      “All right.” I toss the dresses on the bed, and start combing her hair, braiding it with the baby’s breath. I sprinkle rosewater on her shoulders, and dust her cheeks with the facial powder.

      When she slips on the dress, I shove her in front of the mirror and say, “There. You’ll be the prettiest girl at the ball.”

      “Pretty for Prince Reinhold,” she sulks.

      Her gaze falls on the basket, and she tilts her head. “What did you buy, Fliss?” she asks curiously.

      When I bring it out to show her, that’s when she brightens up. “Oh Fliss, it’s so pretty. You must put it on right away.”

      I slip on the garment and twist my hair up into a bun. Wanda dabs a bit of powder on my face. When I turn around, I hardly recognize myself. I appear so pretty, like the daughter of a lord. It’s easy to pretend I’m not a slave in this dress.

      “Come, let’s go,” Wanda says, pulling on my arm. Now she’s excited. “We’ll be late for the ball!”

      “Very well.” I follow her down the stairs, to the dining hall. It’s already crowded with members of the court, dressed in their finest garb. Musicians play a happy tune on lutes, drums, and flutes, and servants carry large trays of golobki, paprikash, and my personal favorite, chrusciki. I notice the decapitated head of the copper dragon is mounted above the fireplace, still dripping blood on the stone.

      Lovely.

      Servants introduce Wanda with a formal entrance. King Krakus laughs with a group of his knights in the corner, his face red from too much ale. All thoughts of the Wawel dragon seem to be far from his mind.

      “Look! There’s Krzysztof!” Wanda exclaims. The German prince is forgotten. Wanda scampers off to be with her knight. His face brightens when he sees her. I suppose he hasn’t been told the bad news yet.

      It’s dull to watch Wanda fawn over Krzysztof, so I leave her be and find an excuse to fill her cup with wine. When I near the table, I bump into a young man around my own age. I’m about to apologize, but he beats me to it.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, miss,” he states, stepping backward. “I didn’t mean to.” He looks me up and down. “Have I seen you before?”

      He thinks I’m one of the guests. I brighten. “No, I don’t think so.” I shake my head.

      “You look very pretty in that dress. Would you like to dance?” He extends a hand.

      I open my mouth to say no, but then stop myself. Would it be so wrong to dance with this nice boy? I would get in trouble if I was caught by my master, but I’m sure the king won’t notice. He’s too busy.

      “I actually would love to—”

      The party crashes to an abrupt halt as a tyrannical roar shakes the walls. The floor trembles and people fall down, losing their balance as the entire fortress quivers. I stumble, and the wine cup flies from my hand. The boy catches me by the arm, to save me before I hit the ground.

      “Krakus! Krakus!” A deep voice, a terrible, ominous one, permeates the thick wood. People scream at the awful sound. “I have business with you!”

      My insides shrivel up with fear. I don’t have to guess to know that’s the voice of the Wawel dragon.
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Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      This is my fault. I should’ve known that my adventure into the cave today came with some sort of consequence. The guests of the party cry out in terror. My head whips from side to side, to figure out where the dragon’s voice is coming from. I hear the beats of heavy wings from above. The dragon’s flying overhead.

      Wanda clings to Krzysztof’s arm. Krakus’ face, once so red with ale and cheer, has gone ghastly white.

      “Yes, what is it?” Krakus booms. “What do you want?”

      “I am no longer satisfied with your offers of coin and jewels.” The dragon’s voice shakes the floor. “It is not enough. I demand more.”

      Pawel was right. The dragon isn’t satisfied with his piles of gold. But what could he possibly want? Did my disturbance cause him to change his mind about the gold, and want something else?

      “Speak your mind, dragon!” Krakus’ hand is on his sword, eyes narrowed as his gaze swoops the room. He acts like the monster is here among us.

      “I demand a virgin,” the dragon states, and my stomach tumbles. “A woman pure of heart, pure of soul. One untouched by men.”

      “And what would you have of her?” Krakus demands. “Do you want her to eat, or to ravage? Do you want monthly offerings of virgins now?”

      “I only have use for the one. And what does it matter to you what I do with her?” The dragon’s voice grows closer. He’s spiraling downward.

      “Stop hiding in the shadows! Reveal yourself, coward!” The king’s frustrated. He unleashes his sword and swings it around. Several people gasp.

      “I am the fire glowing brightly in the dark. The nightmare that looms at the edge of your dreams,” the dragon hisses. It feels like he’s whispering the words right into my ear. “I am everywhere, Krakus.”

      “I refuse to offer you a helpless girl!” the king bellows.

      “Then I shall burn your town. Devour your men. And take what is mine by force,” the dragon demands. “You have one hour. Don’t think to tempt me, for my fire burns brighter than any dragon you’ve ever faced.”

      There’s a great gust of wind, and some of the wooden logs lining the walls crack. The party guests scream, and duck down to avoid the fragments of wood that scatter everywhere.

      “One hour, Krakus,” the voice repeats. Then it is gone.

      The ball erupts into chaos. Though the dragon is no longer here, you wouldn’t think it with all the bloodcurdling screaming that’s going on. Guests begin pressing against the doors, desperate to get out. The noise is so loud I have to cover my ears.

      “SILENCE!” Krakus yells, voice booming over the riot.

      The guests skid to a halt and look to their king, but Krakus is searching for something else. He scans the hall, sight jumping from woman to woman.

      His eyes land on me, and stay there.

      Wanda notices before I have a chance to beg. “No, Father, no. Not Fliss. Please. Anyone but her.”

      She rips her arm away from Krzysztof and flings herself on her knees in front of her father. “Don’t make Fliss do it. It’s not fair.”

      “We need to offer him a virgin. Someone pure of heart,” Krakus says calmly. “Fliss is the only one I know that fits these qualities besides you, and I won’t offer up my own daughter to a dragon. I apologize, Fliss.”

      “It’s all right, Wanda.” My mouth moves of its own accord, and so do my legs. This is my fault, anyhow, that the dragon demands a virgin. I need to pay the price. I crouch down, helping Wanda to her feet. “I’ll… I’ll go.”

      “What?” Wanda asks, but Krakus’ face shows relief.

      “It needs to be done.” My mouth is completely dry. “To save Krakow.”

      Krakus nods. He flicks a hand to his knights. “Prepare the horses. We leave immediately.”

      Krakus swoops his cloak around him, and says to me, “Fliss. I need to speak with you privately.”

      “Wanda, I’ll be back,” I whisper to her. Her fingertips slip from mine as I follow the king dutifully to the throne room.

      The steps I take make me feel like I’m a ghost. I’m going to die. The gods have fated me to perish at the claws of a dragon.

      Krakus closes the door behind him slowly. I hate the pitiful gaze he gives me when he turns around. He’s the one that decided to offer me up to the dragon like a roast pig. He shouldn’t be sorry.

      “I again apologize, Fliss.” The king bows his head. “If I had time to investigate other options, I would.”

      “I’ve been living on borrowed time,” I reply. “Perhaps it was always my fate to be killed by a dragon, and the gods have come for their debt.”

      I don’t believe this at all, but saying it makes me feel better, because I have to make sense of this awful situation.

      “I appreciate your cooperation,” he states.

      “Yes, well.” I shrug. “Better to go with dignity than to embarrass myself on the way out.”

      “Very true.” The king grasps my arms. “Listen to me, Fliss. I chose you purposely for this task. There’s no one else I can trust.”

      “Why?” I ask. Am I that bad of a servant he can’t wait to be rid of me?

      “I don’t believe he intends to devour you,” Krakus says. “If that were true, he could’ve taken anyone. Same if he wanted a maiden. He has other plans.”

      “What do you mean?” I say. “What could a dragon want with me?”

      “It’s your purity. He needs it for a spell, is my guess,” Krakus says. “But I can’t be sure.”

      Krakus lets go of my arms. He begins to pace. “Hear me well, Fliss. The Wawel dragon is very smart, and clever, but I think you can outwit him.”

      “You want me to spy?” It seems like a ridiculous idea.

      “If possible. Find out what he wants. Who he is, what his weaknesses are,” Krakus says. “If you can escape, come to me with the information. We’ll use it against the dragon to kill him.”

      “Forgive me, sire, but what you’re suggesting depends on whether I live long enough to do so,” I object. “He could kill me before the night is up.”

      “As I said, if that were the case he wouldn’t have been foolish enough to risk threatening an entire village,” Krakus protests. “The Wawel dragon is very powerful, but he knows my fame as a dragon slayer. He wouldn’t have come out to challenge our agreement unless he had to.”

      Krakus claps me on the shoulder. “Have courage, Fliss. You’re a brave girl. You know dragons. You understand them. If anyone in this village has a chance of surviving, it’s you.”

      The king has faith in me, but I’m not so sure that I know anything about dragons. What Krakus said doesn’t take away the fact my head is going to erupt into flames the moment I step foot into the dragon’s cave.

      “Say your goodbyes, Fliss.” The king instructs me. “A horse will be waiting for you outside the gate when you’re ready, but don’t linger.”

      The king takes long strides out of the throne room, as if fleeing the situation. The air closes in around me. I feel like I’m suffocating. A black heaviness rests on my chest, crushing my insides. If I had only known today would be the last time I would feel sunlight, I would’ve stayed outside longer, and let its beaming rays warm my skin.

      Now all I have left to experience is the cruel darkness of night. I take a shuddering breath, and exit.

      Two knights are outside the door when I enter the hallway. They trail me like shadows as I take the stairs up to Wanda’s room. They’re following me, to make sure I go through with the plan. Like I could run away and leave Wanda to a dragon’s wrath.

      I stride into Wanda’s room, and shut the door behind me. I’m crushed against the wall when Wanda tackles me full-force, wailing even louder than she was earlier in the day.

      “Wanda, it’s okay.” Even though I’m the one being delivered to a dragon as a sacrifice, I’m the one who has to comfort her. I hold her tightly and try not to think that this is probably the last time I’ll ever hug her. It’s hard not to break down in tears myself.

      “It’s not okay!” Wanda’s bawling buckets. “How dare my father do this! How dare he! He should ride down with the knights and take care of the dragon himself, the great coward he is!”

      “Don’t speak of him that way. The king has a plan.” Now I’m convincing her, instead of myself. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?

      “Is it a similar plan to me marrying the German?” Wanda wipes at her face. “Father doesn’t know what he’s doing. You’re going to die, and I’ll follow right after!”

      “Wanda, if I’m busy worrying about you how am I ever going to be clever enough to outsmart the Wawel dragon?” I insist. I shake her by the shoulders. “You must promise that you won’t do anything stupid while I’m gone. No rash decisions, no matter what! Even if the German prince comes.”

      “I don’t know what I’ll do without you, Fliss! You’ve always been here,” she weeps.

      “I’ll do what I must so I can return to your side,” I assure her. “Maybe there’s a way to manipulate the dragon, so he’ll let me go. I don’t know why he wants me. We have to see.”

      Wanda slaps at her face. “Yes. I… I’ll stay strong for you, Fliss.” She nods her head. “If you can handle a dragon, I can handle a German prince.”

      She gives me a sloppy, teary smile, though it wobbles like a boat on the ocean.

      “Yes. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

      I give her another hug. My limbs are shaking. I’m more concerned for what she’ll do to herself when I’m gone than my current fate.

      She’s the only person I care about in the world. If something happens to me, I at least want her to be safe.

      I don’t take anything with me, as I don’t see why I’d need it. A pile of ashes can’t wear clothes, anyhow. Wanda tearfully kisses my hands before I leave.

      I tell her to stay behind. I don’t want her to witness me walking to my executioner.

      The knights escort me down to the lower level, then the courtyard. A black horse waits, surrounded by a group of guards.

      King Krakus rides his stallion up front. I climb on my horse, and he starts forward silently. The rest of the guards follow, and so do I. No one dares to say anything. It’s ridiculously morose. I’d laugh if I wasn’t so terrified.

      I expect town to be deserted this time of night, but I see peasants have gathered along the dirt path with torches. They light the way. I guess good news travels fast. People I passed just this morning toss roses and flowers along the path for my horse to walk on.

      And me, dressed in black. I feel like I’m going to a funeral.

      I suppose I am. Mine.

      I feel like screaming when we reach the bottom of the hill. The cave is within sight. For a moment, I think of running. But that would be useless, as I can’t ride well and they’d easily catch me.

      No. I’m not going to make a fool of myself. Not this time.

      I notice the barricades have been removed. I dismount my horse and wander to the entrance of the cave. The adventure I had this morning has turned into a cruel trick. Why did I ever come here? I sealed my own fate.

      “Be cunning, Fliss,” the king tells me. “You have more courage than all of us for venturing inside.”

      I nod. My voice can’t make a sound. Summoning all the bravery I have left, I pick up my skirts and venture into the dark, alone.

      When I’m halfway through the cave, I look back. The torches of the knights are dots in the distance. They’re waiting for me to die. I can’t go back. I can’t stay here. Nothing else to do but go forward.

      I take a deep breath and continue on. I won’t look back. Not again. I can no longer see what’s in front of me, but I place one foot dutifully in front of the other anyway.

      I hope I don’t run into the dragon’s rump, or something equally awkward. That wouldn’t help for first impressions, though I’m sure I ruined that earlier when I awoke him from his nap.

      I expect to meet an awful smell, but there’s nothing but the mustiness of stone and the sharp taste of metal. I turn in a circle, but I can’t see anything. I wonder if I’ve walked into the belly of the dragon already.

      “Who are you?”

      That voice— deep, commanding, and abrupt— chills me to the bone. Through shadow emerges a pair of bright red eyes.
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Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Nervousness and pure fear rattles my every bone. Those red eyes are like fire. They burn throughout my core, sending each part of me ablaze. I am equal parts terrified and spellbound. Though deadly the dragon’s eyes, like rubies glittering in the night, are beautiful. I’m enchanted by them.

      “I asked who you are,” the dragon says. “SPEAK!”

      I jump at his shout. “Yes. Um…” I lick my lips. “I am Fliss.”

      “Do you have a second name?” The eyes blink.

      I shake my head. “No. Just Fliss.”

      “Hmm.” The red eyes narrow. “I suspected they’d send a servant.”

      “Not even a servant. A slave,” I say, before I can stop myself.

      “No matter. Princess, servant, or slave, they are all the same, and serve the same purpose.” The dragon snorts. “Very well. Let me get a good look at you.”

      Flame sweeps in a circle around the room. The cave instantly brightens as several torches along the walls alight simultaneously. Light glints off the piles of gold that are stacked up to the ceiling, coins mixed with an array of precious gems and rare artifacts. Ornate rugs pelt the floor. They are stacked with food, medicines, and treasures of all kinds. The dragon’s horde makes King Krakus’ fortune seem like mere pennies.

      I nearly choke when I see the dragon. He’s easily three times bigger than the copper one I witnessed yesterday, the largest dragon I’ve ever seen. His scales, each one as big around as my hand, are blood-red in color, silver spikes lining the top of his neck to the tip of his tail, which ends in a thick, red fan. Five silver claws line each foot. His garnet wings are tucked tightly to his sides, curled hooks rounding the end of the appendages. This dragon has horns, four on each side, lining his reptilian face. Two fans splay out behind his cheeks, and sharp, jagged fangs poke out of his mouth, even though its closed. I can see the fire glowing through his belly from here.

      The king wasn’t joking. The Wawel dragon really is formidable. The copper was a tiny lizard by comparison. Now I understand why Krakus felt he had no choice but to give me up. The Wawel dragon would crush Krakow easily, even without his fire.

      I don’t miss the fact that he’s male. My concern over what he really wants me for increases.

      It might be a figment of my imagination, but when he looks at me, the dragon appears shocked.

      “No. It can’t be,” he whispers. He shakes his head, and mutters, “No matter. It must be done.”

      I’m dead anyway, so I don’t see the harm in asking the next question.

      “Uh… Sir Dragon?” I ask feebly, because I can’t think to call him anything else. “When you eat me, could you perhaps make it one bite? Or possibly two, if you could? I would appreciate it if my death was quick and I didn’t feel anything.”

      Here I go, making demands from a dragon. Who do I think I am, some sort of queen?

      “I am no sir,” he replies. “I am merely Smok. Call me by none other. And I don’t intend to eat you, girl.”

      “You don’t?” My hope rises and falls at the same time.

      “No. And I don’t intend to use your body for my own pleasures, dear girl, so you can put that out of your thoughts as well.” The dragon twirls his tail behind him.

      A whirlwind of confusion starts whirling around my head.

      “Begging your pardon, Smok, but if you don’t intend to eat me or harm me, what is it you want with me?” I ask curiously. Krakus was right. There is more to this story.

      The dragon flicks his tongue out, tasting the air. “I am going to ask you a series of questions. Answer honestly, and do not lie, for I will know if you do.”

      He opens his mouth to show me all his sharp, horrifying teeth. I gulp. “All right. What do you want to know?”

      The dragon taps a claw on the stone ground. “Are you a virgin? Truly?”

      My cheeks redden. The way the dragon looks at me makes my skin crawl. “Yes. The king wouldn’t have handed me to you if it weren’t so.”

      “Think carefully. Has a man ever touched you in a sacred place, even leaving your maidenhood intact? Please try to remember.”

      “I believe if I had been with a man, I would’ve remembered it.” I cross my arms. This dragon is on the verge of being insulting. “Unless it was so bad that it was entirely forgettable, but if that was the case, it wouldn’t have been my fault. You’d have to go searching for the man.”

      The dragon’s mouth twitches, but he presses on. “I understand these are unusual inquiries, but they are important,” he insists.

      All these intrusive questions. They’re quite embarrassing. If he doesn’t intend to do anything with me, why are they important for him to know? Why does it matter what I have and have not done? It doesn’t change me, nor who I am.

      But you don’t say no to a dragon, so I reply, “No. I’ve never even kissed a man. Happy to know?”

      The dragon seems reassured. “Very well. It’s clear you’re telling the truth.”

      The dragon sweeps around me. He spreads his wings throughout the cave, drawing closer and closer. “Now onto other matters. What were you doing in my cave this morning?”

      I can feel his hot breath upon me as he asks. I shudder. “You saw me?” I ask.

      “Of course I did,” he says. “No one has dared to venture into my cave before.”

      “I thought you were just trying to scare intruders away with your flame, after I made noise,” I admit sheepishly.

      “No. You woke me up, and gave me an idea in doing so,” he replies.

      Good going, Fliss. I knew my journey into the cave this morning started all this madness. “This isn’t a coincidence?”

      “No. I’ve thought of doing this for a while, but your intrusion spurred me to action,” he says. “If slave girls are courageous enough to venture into my cave, Krakus would have no trouble doing so as well.”

      “I see.” It appears Krakus wasn’t just watching the Wawel dragon. The Wawel dragon was also watching him.

      “My question still stands. Why did you walk into my cave of your own free will? Are you brave? Or foolish?” the dragon asks. “Both will make your task, and mine, much more difficult to achieve. A brave heart is also careless, and hard to control, but a fool needs to be watched always.”

      I’m sweating as heat rolls off the dragon’s tongue. What task does he possibly want me, a skinny slave girl with no power of any kind, to achieve?

      I wipe my forehead with the back of my arm and say, “I’m neither. I was merely curious.”

      “Curious. Ah.” The dragon pauses. “That’s even worse. Too many questions.”

      “I did have questions. I want to know the truth,” I insist.

      “The truth about what?”

      “Dragons,” I say, and the beast’s eyes spark. “I want to know them. I want to understand who they are, or what they are.”

      “There is no understanding a dragon, dear girl. Even we don’t understand our ways,” he replies.

      My hand skims one of his scales by accident, and I jerk back. It was warm and smooth under my palm.

      “I didn’t sit and ponder it,” I say. “It came to me to visit your cave, so I did.”

      “Ah. Makes sense. Truly like a Pole, to get an idea in their head and not think it through before following it blindly.” The dragon snorts. The sound rakes the walls of the cave.

      “You don’t know me. You don’t know who I am,” I protest, though he’s got me right on the dot.

      “Of course I know. You are a Pole. Poles are proud. A difficult, stubborn people, with too many opinions,” the dragon says. “They’re too loud, too emotional, and obsessed with death and glory. It’s no wonder you thought it a good plan to venture into a hungry dragon’s cave.”

      “You talk as if you’re one of us,” I say.

      “I am. And I am not.” The dragon pauses before me. “Do you have any special talents? Abilities, or the like?”

      My head swims. What’s something that I can do that a dragon can’t? Something pops into my head. “Actually, yes. I can,” I say. “I can sing.”

      “Sing?”

      “Yes. The king often asked me to sing for him, at balls and parties.” It’d probably be what I’d be doing now, if I wasn’t down here entertaining a dragon. You can never get out of work no matter where you god can you?

      “Well, let’s hear it.” The dragon stomps his foot, and the cave shakes. “Sing!”

      I don’t know what use is song to a dragon, but I guess monsters enjoy music just like everyone else, so I open my mouth and start singing a familiar folk tune.

      
        “There once was a poor adventurer,

        And a maiden who loved the sea,

        The adventurer quickly fell in love,

        But it was not meant to be.

        

        She wandered into the ocean,

        One night dark and gray,

        The adventurer wept upon the shore,

        As the waves carried her away.

        

        He called out to the lover,

        But it was not meant to be,

        He had lost her to the ocean,

        He had lost her to the sea.

      

      When I finish, the dragon is completely still. “Your voice is very beautiful,” he says. “Magical, even.”

      “That’s what folks say.” I shrug. “Though I don’t know how it’d help you.”

      “It would help. In fact, it could be just what I need.” The dragon starts to pace around the cave. I have to steady myself to keep my balance as his thumping feet shake the ground.

      “Did you need a bard?” I ask, completely grasping at straws. “I suppose I could sing for you, but don’t ask me to play the lute or the drums, because I’m completely useless. You’ll be clawing your ears off in days.”

      “No bard. Merely your voice,” he says.

      “Is that all?” I ask. If he really demanded a sacrifice to get someone to sing to him whenever he felt like it, I’m going to be very upset. Couldn’t he have posted a notice on the town board?

      “I have what I needed to know,” the dragon says. He leans his head inward, until his snout nearly touches my stomach. If I move at all, I’ll bump into him. The nervousness wells up in my stomach again.

      “You have nothing to fear from me, dear girl. I will not hurt you, or cause you any harm. This I swear,” the dragon says. “I will keep you alive, and even in good health. But there is one condition.”

      “Ask it,” I say. “If you have need of anything and it’s within my ability to obtain, I shall give it to you.”

      The dragon hums. He nods his head. A gust of wind picks up throughout the room, circling the dragon. It encloses him in a mist of smoke and fire, so he is no longer visible. The flames lick up the sides of my tunic as they pass, but they’re not hot or painful. Rather, they’re cool to the touch. Almost like tender caresses.

      When the smoke clears, I stumble backwards in shock. Where there was once a dragon, there is now a man.
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Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never seen a more gorgeous person in my life. The man looks only slightly older than I, twenty or so, with a stance that is tall and lean. He towers above me. His tunic stretches over massive shoulders, and is open in the middle, exposing large muscles. A direct nose offsets a strong jawline, high cheekbones and soft lips. His square face is handsome, kindly even.

      The only thing that still resembles the beast inside are small sparks of red that dance within his black eyes.

      It’s hard to believe the person standing here was a giant, flame-breathing dragon only seconds before. What happened?

      “You… you’re a man?” I ask, baffled.

      “I have the ability to change into a man.” When he speaks as a man, the Wawel dragon’s voice no longer rumbles or shakes, yet it’s still strong and deep. “Though I can’t remain as one for longer periods than a day. I must take the form of a dragon at least once.”

      “Then what are you? An animal, or a human?”

      My boldness surprises even me. The dragon raises an eyebrow, and I remind myself to be quiet.

      “I suppose I don’t know what I am.” He shrugs. “That is what you’re going to help me with.”

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “This might take a while to explain.” He gestures to the rug beneath my feet. “Come. Sit.”

      I glance down at the rug. It’s not ladylike to sit on the floor in front of someone that isn’t your gender, but I don’t even know if I can consider him a person, so I sit down and tuck my legs behind me. He sits as well, crossing his ankles and dangling his wrists over his knees.

      “First, there is something you need to know,” he starts. “I wasn’t always like this. I was born like you, as a human. But I was cursed to live as a dragon for the rest of my days.”

      “Cursed? By who?” I ask. Whoever cursed Smok must’ve been a man or been blind, because it’s definitely wrong to ruin a work of beauty like him by turning him into a giant lizard.

      “It happened years ago. The one who cursed me was an enchantress, the Queen of the Baltic Sea. She’s an underwater witch who lives within deep waters, far away from here,” he explains.

      “Why did she curse you? What did you do?” I ask.

      “It was to serve as punishment for sins I don’t want to get into.” Smok’s face hardens.

      “I apologize.” My gaze drops downward before I look up again. “But if it’s been years, why do you want to break the curse now?”

      “At the time, I thought it was just. But being a dragon has become a curse to me. I can no longer handle living as a monster forever.”

      “I thought it was only for the rest of your days?”

      “That’s the point. Until death becomes forever, if you’re immortal, and the sea witch made me so when she cast her curse upon me.”

      It crosses my mind what a cruel and vile punishment that is. I think that the enchantress must be evil for doing such a thing, but then my thoughts take a different direction. What did Smok do that made him believe he earned his suffering, made him think he was obligated to live forever as a hideous beast?

      Perhaps I should fear him more than I already do.

      “What does this have to do with me?” I ask. “How can I help?”

      “There is always a way out of spells. A back door, if you will. The enchantress gave me a way to break the curse, but she made it as difficult as she possibly could.”

      Smok holds up a hand, counting on his fingers. “She made it a requirement that I go on a journey to the Baltic Sea with a virgin pure of heart and soul. If I could convince a single virgin to come with me, a dragon, on a journey underneath the sea to meet the enchantress, she would break the spell. So far, I haven’t found anyone willing to partake in the quest with me.”

      “You should’ve looked into slaves earlier. No choice in the matter.” I laugh.

      “That’s the problem. A person, even a slave, must choose to go willingly. I cannot take them by force, or the queen won’t break the spell.” Smok’s face sombers.

      “And you believe I want to go?” I cross my arms, and raise an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon, Sir Dragon—”

      “Smok.”

      “Whoever you are,” I shoot back. “I’d most likely die anyway on the quest to the Baltic Sea. It’s very far away, and riddled with terrors and monsters. Why would I risk a painful death out there when I can die in here, warm and comfortable?

      “You are a slave, aren’t you? Yet Krakus sold you to me to keep his village safe. I now hold possession over you, and decide your fate,” Smok says. “But If you travel with me to the Baltic Sea, meet the enchantress, and break the curse, I will set you free.”

      That changes everything. “What?”

      “Yes. If you help me break the curse, you’ll no longer be in my service. I’ll let you go wherever you please. You will be a free woman.”

      Hmm. A dangerous quest, made even more perilous by the guarantee of pain and (most likely) certain death?

      Nothing compared to the allure of freedom. “All right,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

      “This isn’t a decision to be taken lightly. You will face many dangers on the way to the Baltic Sea,” the dragon says.

      “You were the one who asked. Do you want my help or not?”

      Smok smirks. He takes my forearm, and grasps it firmly. His skin, rough like scales, is hot against my skin. “Very well. We shall leave in the morning at first light.”

      Smok stands up. The fog swirls around him again. In his place is the dragon, red and terrible, but somewhat less formidable now that I know who lies within.

      “Feel free to take what gems or treasures you wish that lie about the cave, as payment,” he replies. “I apologize that I disrupted your life to bring you here.”

      “Don’t you care about your horde?” I gesture to the piles of gold lying in giant mounds around us.

      “What use have I for it?” The dragon closes his eyes. “A thieves’ guild could enter and I’d still have more than I could ever want after they left. A small girl won’t take anything I’ll miss.”

      I nearly laugh out loud. A dragon paying me, a slave? If this world can get any more unusual, I’d like to see it.

      “No thank you, Smok. Treasures will only weigh us down. I will take what I need when we return from the Baltic Sea.”

      The dragon doesn’t answer. As if of their own accord, or perhaps it is the dragon’s magic, the torches dim down. I curl up on the rug, to go to sleep.

      After some time, I notice that it’s quite cold within the cave. It’s more distracting than the fact that there’s a sleeping dragon within a short distance. Each part of me is freezing. I hope I have toes to walk on tomorrow, because at the moment, I can’t feel them.

      I look around for a blanket, but there isn’t one. I firmly hold my jaw closed, to keep it from chattering.

      “Your shivering is keeping me awake, dear girl.” The dragon opens one red eye, to peer at me through the darkness.

      “I’m fine.” I take a deep breath and blow it between my hands, to warm them.

      “You’re no use to me frozen,” he says. “Come sleep near my belly, where my fire lies. It will save you from becoming an icicle in this cave.”

      “No,” I say, recoiling from the idea. “I don’t want to.”

      “I insist,” the dragon says. “You are still my slave, and will do as I say until that is no longer true. Come, dear girl. I will keep you warm.”

      I wonder if it’s safe sleeping next to a dragon’s body, before I consider that if he rolls on top of me by accident, at least I’ll be warm. I get up and hobble toward the beast. The closer I come to the dragon, the warmer the air becomes until it feels like I’m walking along a path on a hot summer’s day.

      I lay down on the floor next to his underbelly. It is smooth, with soft scales. The dragon’s stomach is like a light in the dark. I can see the flames as they flicker, shadows twisting among the organs. It’s a beautiful, enchanting display.

      The dragon drops his wing over me, covering me like a blanket, and drawing me close.

      “Goodnight, dear girl,” he says. “Tomorrow we begin our adventure.”

      “Goodnight, Smok.” I turn toward his belly and dare to lay a hand upon the scales. The flames dance underneath. The mesmerizing color of the dragon’s fire within lulls me to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I have the best sleep of my life, calm and undisturbed by dreams and nightmares alike. I reach to pull Smok’s wing around me that morning, but my hand meets nothing but air. I start awake and look around for the dragon, only to see that he’s gone.

      “Smok?” I ask. Now that it’s day, I can somewhat see in the cave. I get up and journey toward the entrance. Was it all a dream, and I woke up in the cave by accident? What exactly happened at that ball last night?

      To my relief… or is it my displeasure… Smok is standing at the entrance of the cave as a dragon, his scales glimmering in the dawn, and wings spread wide. He’s even more magnificent in the morning light than in the shadows of the dark. I smile at him.

      “Our journey begins, dear girl,” the dragon says. “Today you will fly upon my back.”
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Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fly?!” I squeak. “On… you?”

      “Yes. That is the quickest way to get there,” he says. “Climb up and we’ll be off.”

      I shake my head and back away. “No. No way. I’m not riding on your back.”

      “Do you believe I’ll drop you? Don’t be absurd.” The dragon lets out a puff of smoke.

      “I’m not afraid of heights, but there’s a difference between being up high and being plain stupid,” I shoot back. “I’m not flying there.”

      “Do you want your freedom?” The dragon seethes, small flames emitting from his mouth. “It’ll take us many weeks to walk there, as opposed to only a few days to fly. Even if we took horses, it would take longer than seven days to reach the sea, and longer afterwards to search for the queen. The quicker we get this done, the quicker we’ll both have what we desire. I give you no choice, slave. Get upon my back!”

      I give him a particularly harsh glare, which he probably doesn’t care about. “You’re such a brute. Fine.”

      I’m particularly wary about climbing onto a dragon, but I imagine it’s the same thing as riding a great, big, rude horse through the air, so I grab two of his spikes and hoist myself up. I slip and fall a few times. Grunting noises and pants emerge from my mouth as I struggle to reach his shoulders.

      “Having trouble?” he asks.

      “I’ll get there.” I take a deep breath and lift myself up as far as I possibly can, until I lose my balance and slide back down.

      “Just… grab onto the scales,” he says, dancing back and forth.

      “I’m trying! Quit being impatient!” I demand.

      I’m finally able to pull myself up. I sit between the dragon’s shoulders, in the place where his neck ends and his wings begin.

      “Finally.” Smok breathes a sigh of relief. “Hold on tight.”

      Smok lurches forward. I have to grab onto one of his spikes to keep from tumbling off. He rears up on his back legs, spreading his wings wide. He launches himself into the air, taking deep strokes with his wings and climbing higher and higher. I gasp in fright as I feel us tipping backward, but Smok straightens out. Soon we’re soaring with the clouds.

      I look down, and immediately wish I hadn’t. The village below us appears a tiny toy town. Then I gaze outward. My breath is taken away by the sight of the river flowing from the emerald forests to the mountains. The horizon casts golden beams of light over vast, green plains and wholesome farmland.

      A rush of cold, clean air hits my face, giving me a burst of life. In the far distance, I see the line of the ocean. That’s where we’re headed.

      I sigh in contentment. Now that we’re actually up here and Smok is steady, it’s really not that bad. It’s actually amazing.

      We fly in silence for a while. I’m still impressed with the scenery around me and am happy not to talk, but Smok seems bored. I suppose he’s seen it all before.

      “Tell me a story, girl,” he says. “You know stories, don’t you?”

      “I do,” I say, ripping my eyes away from the mountains in the distance.

      “An old one. Something good,” the dragon demands.

      I tap my fingers against his scales. “As you wish.” I start humming a little tune, as an intro, and say, “Have you heard the story of the three brothers?”

      “Many times. But it is always nice to hear it again.”

      “Your version may be different from mine, as there are many ways to tell the tale,” I say. “As the story goes, there were three brothers; Czech, Rus, and Lech. These brothers wandered away from their tribes in search of adventure. Rus, seeking ice and snow, wandered eastward, while Czech, who desired sun and sky, went south.

      “But Lech, who was lost, stayed in the lowlands and wandered there, not understanding what he was searching for.”

      Smok is listening intently. Even his wing beats are quiet as I recount the story.

      “Lech rode over mountains and through forests and plains, but couldn’t find anyone that lived in the lowlands except for himself. Still unsure of what he was searching for, Lech decided that if he did not receive a sign from the gods that this was to be his true home he would return to his tribe, and face the humiliation he would receive for coming back empty handed.”

      Smok says nothing. When he remains quiet, I continue.

      “As Lech was riding home, he passed a meadow surrounded by a small lake. Flying above the lake was a beautiful creature, which swooped down before Lech and perched itself on a rock. As Lech looked closer, he could see that the bird was a great white eagle.”

      “Firebird.” Smok interrupts for the first time. “It was a firebird.”

      “I was always told it was a white eagle,” I say, leaning down to stare at him.

      “No. It was a firebird,” he repeats stubbornly.

      “Very well. A firebird.” Whatever he wants to hear, I suppose. It’s not my story. “Amazed, Lech reached out to touch the firebird, but it rose into the heavens. A ray of sunshine beamed down and made the bird’s feathers appear as though they were shimmering gold. The firebird flew into the clouds, and disappeared.

      “Afterward, Lech proclaimed that the meadow by the lake would be his home. He made a banner with a firebird upon it, and flew it above the meadow. He brought many people there to create a settlement that he named Gniezno, the eagle’s nest. And that is how the Poles, the people of the field, came to be. And we have been here to this day.”

      I pat the dragon’s scales as I finish.

      “It is a very good story,” Smok says. “One of my favorites.”

      “Do you think it is true?” I ask curiously. The dragon has been around for very long. Perhaps he knows the truth.

      “Maybe.” He shifts. “Though I no longer put faith in fairy tales.”

      A black dot on the horizon causes him to stiffen. I lean forward, squinting. “What’s that?”

      “Exactly what I feared.” Smok’s voice has taken on an edge of resentment. “It’s Zirnitra.”

      “Who?” I ask, confused.

      “He’s the dragon god of sorcery,” he says quickly. “I feared this would happen, though I hoped if we moved quickly we wouldn’t be detected by him or his magic.”

      “He’s a dragon god, isn’t he? Can’t you offer him a sacrifice or some sort of bargain?” I ask, before thinking that the only thing Smok has to bargain is me.

      “He and I have had some disagreements in the past. We don’t consider each other friends.” Smok clenches his feet, claws curling into dangerous hooks beneath him. “Hang on tight, dear girl. He will try to hurt me.”

      “Wait. You want to battle a god?” My eyes bug out of my head.

      “We have no choice. He will not let us pass, and he’ll kill us if we don’t fight back.” Smok bares his fangs. “Luckily, I have some magic of my own. He won’t be able to overtake me like he did when we first met.”

      Smok surges forward. I wrap my arms around his neck and cling to his scales tightly, suppressing a wave of nausea and closing my eyes.

      When Smok finally comes to a stop, my head is spinning. I raise my head up, and open my eyes. I choke when I see what’s hovering in front of us.

      Every time I think I’ve seen the biggest dragon around, a larger one shows up the next day. Zirnitra is black in color, darker than even the bleakest night. His wings, twice the span of Smok’s, keep him aloft.

      Several large fans splay out behind his head, dotted with hundreds of tiny spikes. Two large horns curl inward, toward his mouth. One of his fangs is taller than two of me. I’d doubt if he ate me he’d even notice. It’d be like swallowing a bug.

      There’s nothing but a few small spines on Zirnitra’s tail. It twists and coils like a whip, blue sparks like lightening rippling up and down the spines. I’ve never seen sorcery before, but I suppose that must be his magic.

      “You know better than to enter my domain, Smok.” When Zirnitra talks, he sounds like an old man— raspy and cold. “Have you finally decided you’re ready to end your pitiful life?”

      It hasn’t taken Zirnitra but a few moments to make me hate him. Smok curks his upper lip and says, “I was merely traveling, Zirnitra. You may be a god, but you do not own the skies.”

      I’m stupid enough to peek out from behind Smok’s spike. Smok tries to shield me with his wing, but it doesn’t do any good. When Zirnitra sees me, he laughs. It is a great and terrible laugh, one that twists up my insides.

      “You cannot be serious! I thought you had long given up!” Zirnitra cries.

      “I will never give up,” Smok growls. “I will become the man I used to be.”

      “You will never be the man you once were. Time and time again you have tried to break the curse, and you’ve always been too cowardly to do so,” Zirnitra taunts. “What makes now any different?”

      “Because this time, I’ve made up my mind.” Smok makes a move before Zirnitra does. He snaps his jaws below Zirnitra’s neck, but Zirnitra lunges out of the way and kicks Smok back with his feet.

      I scream and grasp tightly onto the scales as Smok somersaults backward. Smok rightens himself and bellows a challenge, flying toward Zirnitra with his claws extended.

      The dragon god is right there to meet him. The two monsters collide, their claws making screeching noises on each other’s scales as they scramble to rip through to precious flesh. Zirnitra opens his mouth and emits a black flame in Smok’s direction, but Smok twists out of the way and unleashes flames of his own, red and pure.

      Zirnitra dives out of the way. He comes up underneath Smok, and tackles him with all his weight put into his shoulder. Smok is knocked sideways and I’m nearly tossed off, but Smok turns so I can get a good grip and gets right back at it.

      My only task is to hang on, but I find that nearly impossible as the dragons lunge this way and that. Zirnitra slaps Smok upside the head with his wing. I have to duck to avoid being impaled by the large spike that’s on the tip.

      Zirnitra backs up and lashes out his tail. It snaps on Smok’s thigh, and the dragon’s leg is covered by lightning. Smok groans in pain.

      Zirnitra laughs, shooting out his tail again, but this time, Smok is prepared. Smok confronts Zirnitra’s lightening with his own magic. Flames emit from Smok’s claws, wrapping themselves around the sparks and absorbing them completely.

      Zirnitra snarls, and Smok gives a triumphant smirk. I wasn’t sure such expressions were possible for lizards to show, but I’ve been proven wrong.

      With a yell that sounds both human and dragon, Zirnitra lurches forward. He grabs Smok’s shoulders and throws him back. I scrabble for a hold, but my hands slip.

      Smok roars, and I see a flash of his red eyes as I’m tossed off his back. There’s nothing underneath me, nothing to grab onto as my body hurtles uselessly through the clouds.

      My body is sucked in by the thrill of falling, and I feel completely weightless as I fall to my doom. I watch above as Smok struggles with Zirnitra, desperately attempting to get away from the black dragon in a useless attempt to save me.

      As I tumble faster and faster through the air, the ground nears. It approaches at a terrifying speed before my body connects and everything goes black.
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Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fliss? Fliss, dear girl, are you all right?”

      My eyes open. I’m on my back in the middle of a forest. I have no idea how I got here, which seems to be the usual thing these days. Bird song and butterflies flutter through a cover of green trees and golden sun. It nearly seems enchanted, like something out of a legend or fairy tale.

      Smok’s got me wrapped up tightly in his arms. I feel so comfortable and content within his strong grasp. I blush fiercely, and try to get up, but it doesn’t seem that Smok wants to let me go. When I move, he only clutches me tighter.

      Maybe it’s because he’s still trying to hold my body parts together.

      I don’t feel anything. Is it possible I wasn’t hurt from the fall? Ridiculous. “Smok, what happened?” I ask.

      “We’re hiding in the woods. I caught you as you fell, and carried you through the forest for some time until I was sure we were out of Zirnitra’s reach,” Smok explains.

      Oh. Now things make sense. I thought I was slamming into the ground, but I was actually hitting Smok’s claws as he caught me.

      It still hurt. “Is Zirnitra gone?”

      “He’s still looking for us, though it’s difficult for him to track me as a human. He can’t travel on foot through the forest like I can.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s too old, and fortunately for us, his time that he can spend as a human is significantly less than mine is. His dragon form is too big to fit in the forest, so he can’t follow us that way, either.”

      Smok pauses, and looks off into the distance. “Do you hear that?”

      I listen closely. I can hear Zirnitra’s angry roars of frustration, but they’re far off. “Yes. He doesn’t sound pleased we escaped.”

      “He’s not.” Smok finally lets me go. A wave of disappointment rushes through me. He get ups, reaches out a hand, and pulls me to my feet.

      “We have to keep moving. Zirnitra will be watching the skies, so it looks like we’ll have to travel the rest of this journey on foot.”

      “Isn’t that what I suggested in the first place?” I ask snidely.

      “Be still. I got us halfway.” I notice Smok is favoring his left side when he walks. Is he injured?

      “Did Zirnitra hurt you?” I ask, concerned.

      “No. They’re surface bruises. I’ll heal within a short time.” Smok looks up, determining direction, before limping forward.

      I feel sorry for him. I know I shouldn’t, seeing as he’s a dragon, but I do. I follow his footsteps, though I have a harder time getting through the brush than Smok does since I’m wearing a skirt. I’m already exhausted, and we’ve barely started. It’s going to be a long walk.

      I think back to the fight in the sky. A few things pop into my head.

      “Smok? May I ask you something?” I say.

      “It depends on the question.” Smok plows steadily ahead. He’s not bothered by the long reeds. He could probably walk for days and not get tired. I’m completely jealous.

      “You told Zirnitra that you wanted to get back to being the man you used to be,” I say. “Who was that?”

      “That’s my business,” he says. “Where do you come from, girl?”

      “Can you stop calling me that? It’s quite bothersome. I have a name, you know. Unless you’d like me to keep calling you Sir Dragon,” I snap.

      “Fine. Fliss.” He smiles.

      “Why should I tell you? You don’t seem eager to share your past with me,” I say, still surly.

      “The story of my past would only make you cry,” he says. His smile falls into a frown. “It’s not something that I would burden you with.”

      My insides run cold. Smok’s past, full of pain and suffering? I suppose it must be, for him to have ended up cursed as a dragon. But what could be so dark and mysterious that he doesn’t want to tell me?

      Many things, Fliss, I think. Quit being rude.

      I take a deep breath. With great difficulty, I jog up beside Smok and lay a hand on his arm. “Maybe I want to share the burden with you,” I say. “I’m very strong. I can handle it.”

      “Your curiosity will get you killed someday.” He skims his hand over mine before dropping it. My fingers tingle at his touch.

      “It’s not my fault. I must know things. Everything, as much as I can,” I insist.

      I pull my hand away, and add, “But if you don’t want to share your story, it’s your own choice. I have no issue with telling mine.”

      “I can share a little with you, some of the good things. I used to enjoy hunting,” he says. “I liked adventuring, exploring. I used to travel for days on my own, trekking through the forest. I suppose it was easier for me to handle the change as opposed to other men. I was always outside, anyhow.”

      “Can’t you still do that?” I ask.

      His face is downcast. “It’s no fun now that I’m a dragon. Prey can smell me coming if I’m a man, and they have no chance if I’m a beast. It’s far too easy. Sometimes it would take me days to hunt down a stag. Not so anymore.”

      Not my idea of fun, but to each his own. “Maybe when we break the curse you can go hunting again, like you used to,” I say.

      He seems thrilled by that. “Perhaps. Were you always a slave?” he asks, glancing at me.

      I sigh. “No. I owed a debt to King Krakus. I had no way to pay it off, so he took ownership of me.”

      “What did you owe him?”

      “My life.”

      Smok’s eyes and mine connect. “There was a dragon attack on my village when I was little,” I say. “I’ll be seventeen this summer so… nearly four years ago now.”

      I pause when I realize it’ll be that long.

      “What happened?”

      “We had no chance of defending ourselves. My parents tried to run, but the dragon killed them both.”

      “I apologize. That must’ve been terrible,” Smok says. He sounds sincere.

      “It was.” My eyes still water thinking about it. I’ll never get over the sight of both of my parents burning to death after being caught within the dragon’s fire. I bite my lip to stop the quivering, and continue on.

      “After it was done with my parents, the dragon turned on me. It was going to kill me next, but Krakus arrived with his men and slayed it. I was left with nothing, so Krakus took me back with him to live in his fortress and be a handmaiden to his daughter.”

      “It sounds terribly hard.”

      “It was, for a while. But after I befriended Wanda… that is, the princess… I felt better. Krakow is my home now.”

      “I’m surprised you want to travel with me.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I remind him. “And it often crosses my mind that perhaps not all dragons are bad, if they don’t eat me first. Ow!”

      I’ve walked headfirst into a tree. Smok stops, looking at me. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Ooh.” I rub my head. I’ve developed a bump. “It’s my own fault. Clumsy me, not looking where I was going.”

      “Let me see.” Smok parts my hair back. While he’s looking at the bump, I’m looking at him.

      “It’s seems fine,” he finally says.

      “It is,” I say. Gods, I can’t get over how gorgeous his eyes are. Dragons are truly magical creatures.

      Smok steps back. “As long as you’re not hurt.” He continues on. “Did you do serve anyone else at the fortress while you were there?”

      “Sometimes I sang with the bards. The guests liked to joke I was part siren.” I giggle.

      “I wouldn’t consider it a lie. Your voice is lovely.”

      Smok glances up at the sky, and stops in his tracks. “Oh, no.”

      “What is it?” I ask, but it’s a pointless question as I see the biggest, blackest storm cloud forming above us. The wind picks up considerably, bending the trees. Where did it come from? Minutes ago it was a calm, sunny day.

      “We have to hurry. It’s starting to hail,” Smok says, moving toward me.

      “Hail? In the middle of summer?” I ask.

      It’s at that moment a large chunk of ice smacks me right on the arm. “Ouch! I think I prefer flying,” I confess. “I get less hurt!”

      “We have to find shelter,” Smok says. He grabs me by the arm and pulls me through the forest. His strides are long; I can barely keep up with him. In the blink of an eye rain starts downpouring from the sky, soaking us from skin to bone. We dodge hail as it shoots downward from the heavens, lightening crackling above us. Thunder crashes, shattering my ears.

      “This is quite a storm!” I shout over the noise.

      “It’s not any normal storm. It’s an Ala,” he yells back at me. “A demon of bad weather. Zirnitra must’ve sent it to slow us down after he failed to find us.”

      “But why? Why does he care so much?” I bellow.

      “He doesn’t want me to break the curse. He enjoys seeing me suffer,” Smok says.

      There’s a cave in the distance. Smok sees it, and turns in its direction. We follow a river that flows near it until we reach the cavern.

      Smok pulls me inside, out of the downpour, before venturing back outside himself. He becomes a dragon. I back away from the edge of the dripping cave, shivering.

      “Here,” Smok says. He opens his mouth, and a wave of hot breath flows softly over me. My clothes are dried instantly, though a thick layer of dried mud now coats them. He changes back into a man and ventures inside. The wetness rises off of him, becoming steam as he draws close.

      We’re both covered in grime. I wrinkle my nose as I look down at my ruined dress. “This is disgusting. I’m rather hungry. Did you bring any food?”

      “I didn’t bring any supplies,” he confesses. “Silly of me not to prepare.”

      He stands up, to head back out into the rain. “Stay here. I won’t be long.”

      “What about the Ala?” I ask.

      “He can’t harm me. He’s not powerful enough. I was more concerned about getting you inside.” Smok ventures back out into the storm, changes into a dragon, and takes off.

      “Thanks for asking me about it,” I grumble. I stomp to the back of the cave and sit down, to wait. I hope Smok returns before Zirnitra finds me.

      Night fall is when Smok returns. He ventures back into the cave, holding a leather bag. It’s still pouring out there.

      “Here,” he says, handing me the bag. “There’s food and fresh clothes inside, though I wouldn’t suggest wearing them until after we bathe tomorrow.”

      I find a full wineskin and several meat pies. I hand a pie to Smok, wondering if it’ll be enough for him, before grabbing one for myself. He takes it with thanks and we eat quietly, sharing the wineskin.

      “Do you think it’ll be enough for the journey?” I ask.

      “It should be. I know someone who can help us get to the sea quicker,” he says.

      “Another friend of yours? Oh, wonderful.” I roll my eyes.

      “She is a friend,” he insists. “You’ll see.”

      He leans against the wall of the cave. “You should huddle up next to me again, to keep warm. It’s going to be a long night. I doubt the Ala will stop its torrent against us until morning.”

      “But you’re not a dragon,” I stammer.

      “My fire is still inside. It’ll prevent you from freezing out here.”

      Smok opens up his arms expectantly. I glance to the side, but he gives me a firm look. Awkwardly, I shuffle into them. He folds his arms around me. It’s like a thick, warm blanket has wrapped me up, almost like his wings. I can feel his heartbeat as it dances on the back of my chest.

      Smok is holding me different than he was earlier. He’s stiff, and rigid. Almost like he wants to keep his distance.

      I try to find somewhere to rest my head, but I can’t find a position I find comfortable. Giving up, I do the obvious, and lay my head slowwwly on his chest.  He doesn’t move, but his face flinches.

      Didn’t know I was that unattractive. I let out a whoosh of breath, and listen as his soft breaths lull me to sleep. Underneath my hand, the song of the fire dances within his breast.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My back hurts the next morning when I awaken. I groan, sitting up, to find I slept on it wrong.

      Smok is, once again, nowhere to be found. Unbelievable.

      “I’m getting really tired of waking up by myself,” I mutter, getting to my feet. Would it really be that hard for Smok to tell me where he’s going before he took off to gods know where?

      I walk out of the cave. The sight in front of me is equivalent to smacking me awake.

      Smok is bathing in the river outside the cave, his clothes thrown carelessly over a branch. He runs his hands through his wet hair, arching his back as the water flows over his perfect skin and chiseled torso flawlessly.

      His bottom half is covered up by the river, but the water’s awfully low. I avert my eyes upward, and they wander over his body. He has even more muscles than I thought he did.

      His chest and arms are covered with all sorts of scars. Battle marks? Or something else?

      His face is calm and content in the morning light, something I haven’t seen it be until now. He pours water over himself, and opens his eyes. His gaze snags mine.

      “Oh. Hello, Fliss.” Smok continues washing up, as if I’m not standing there watching him. Water dangles off of his long eyelashes. “I was wondering when you’d awaken.”

      He has absolutely no problem with me being here. Does he do this often? Did he, when he was a man and not a dragon? An image of Smok running nude throughout the woods like some sort of wild man flashes through my head, and my cheeks redden.

      “Yes, I’m up,” I say quickly. I try to keep my eyes on his. “Will we be leaving soon?”

      “In a bit. I’ll get out quickly so you can bathe as well.”

      I nearly choke at the thought of discarding my clothes in front of Smok. He doesn’t intend to watch me, does he? I’m not as confident as he is.

      “All right.” I turn on my heel. “I’ll just be waiting over here, then.”

      “I don’t mind if you stay,” he says casually, shrugging. “I have no shame in my body,”

      “Of course you don’t,” I grumble. Why would he, when he looks like that? I stomp away, my mood ruined.

      He turned away when I leaned against him last night. Holding me was for my own survival so I could help him break the curse. No other reason.

      I can’t hold a candle to that glorious body.

      I walk for a while, until I can’t see Smok anymore. I sigh in relief. Thank the gods that uncomfortable situation is over.

      “Fliss. Fliss.”

      “Hello?” I ask. A strange voice, one that I don’t know, is calling me throughout the wood. “Who’s there?”

      “Fliss. Fliss.” The voice repeats itself, louder this time. Curious, I hike further into the woods to see where it’s coming from.

      “How do you know my name?” I ask. “Where are you?”

      My head is starting to buzz, like it’s full of bees. My thoughts turn clouded and fuzzy. Smok trickles away on the edges of my mind, a distant memory. I forget him completely.

      “Follow me, Fliss. Follow me.”

      For some reason, I consider that to be a perfectly good idea. “Very well.”

      Everything vanishes from my mind. I can’t remember how I got here, or why I’m walking through the woods. My tongue swells up in my mouth and my limbs feel heavy. It takes great effort to move my feet.

      “What’s going on? Where am I?” I ask. My voice thickens and slurs. “I want to go back home. I want to find Wanda. Where is Wanda?”

      “Wanda’s nearby, Fliss. This way,” the voice says.

      “I’m coming, Wanda,” I whisper. I move thick foliage aside and clamber clumsily through the bushes. I stumble after the voice. It leads me straight to the edge of a cliff, towering high above the flat ground. The river rushes by below. It is no longer a tender trickle, but a furious, rushing stream. I don’t know how I got up here when I was right next to the water minutes ago.

      There’s a curious creature floating on thin air over the ledge. It looks like a man made of bark, with long arms like tree branches and feet that resemble roots. A beard of moss grows on its chin, and deer antlers poke out from the top of its head. The creature’s eyes are shiny and multiple, like those of a beetle.

      Though he seems scary, I’m not afraid. Merely interested in what it has to say next.

      “Step off the edge, Fliss,” it says. “Then all your troubles will be over.”

      I peer over the side. The river is a great distance below me. “I… I don’t know…” I say. “It’s very far.”

      “You’ll be fine, Fliss,” the creature insists. “Jump. Jump.”

      “But I don’t want to.” I try to take a step backward, but I can’t. It’s like roots have sprouted out of my feet and have planted me to the spot.

      “Fliss, trust me,” the creature hisses. “Wanda’s down there. She’s waiting for you.”

      “Wanda. Yes.” I hold my breath. Following the voice, I step off the cliff and fall headfirst into the rushing river below.
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Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The water is a pit of despair and suffering. I’m lucky enough not to hit my head, but the fall plummets me far beneath the rushing stream, the water sapphire and turbulent. I see the grey skies above and claw my way toward the surface, but the current crashes me against a rock, and tumbles me over and over until I’m so disoriented I don’t know which way is up.

      Water flows up my nostrils and starts filling my insides. I attempt to breathe, but there’s no air. A sharp pain fills my head, dots flashing in front of my eyes. My vision goes black, and then returns several times, the darkness lengthening each time.

      I’m drowning. This is it. I’m going to die…

      I feel a large hand grasp my arm and pull me upward. My body splashes out of the water and flops onto the wet shore. I’m dragged a far way away from the current, while my body struggles to cough up the excess water.

      When I’m finally released, I roll over and vomit. Water comes streaming out of my mouth and nose in great amounts.

      When I’m done, my nose is burning, and my head feels like it’s on fire. Air flows into my body again. Life.

      “Serduszko!” Once again, Smok has saved me from certain death. Thank the gods, at least he’s wearing clothes. He kneels beside me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right, moja droga?”

      “I’m… fine…” I hack up another stream of water. My head’s still spinning. Did he just call me sweetheart? “What happened?”

      “It was a Blud. A dark fairy of the woodland, or dark fae, as they’re sometimes called,” he explains. “Zirnitra must’ve sent him after us as well.”

      “I can’t remember.” Vaguely, an image of the Blud comes to mind, blurry and fragmented. “All I can recall is feeling like I had no idea where I was.”

      “It’s the Blud’s magic. He confuses humans, until they’re so trapped within his enchantment so he can convince them to do whatever he wants.” Smok brushes a patch of wet hair out of my eyes.

      “Why didn’t he enchant you?” I ask.

      “The Blud’s magic doesn’t work on dragons,” he explains, looking me over. “Well, I suppose you no longer need a bath. Stand up. I’ll dry you off.”

      I do so, thinking he’s going to turn into a dragon again. Instead, he steps forward and wraps me up in a tight hug. Steam starts rising off my clothes and skin.

      I put my head on his chest when he holds me, just to smell his scent. I never noticed it before, but it’s dark, and heavy. It’s the smell of a smoldering fire after it burns to ashes, smoke still rising from within the embers.

      Smok lets me go. I can’t help but feel disappointed. He reaches into his bag and hands me a fresh dress. “Here. Get changed, and we’ll be off.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks. “I’m not changing in front of you! Just because you’re comfortable flaunting your naked body to the world doesn’t mean we all are!”

      “I’m not leaving you out here alone for the sake of modesty,” he argues, crossing his arms. “You’ve nearly died twice already. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

      “I knew this journey would be perilous when I agreed to it,” I say. “The least you could do is give me some privacy.”

      “If it bothers you that much, I won’t look. But I’m staying right here.”

      Smok’s feet are firmly planted to the ground. I grip the dress, fingers turning white. “Fine. But… close your eyes,” I say.

      He sighs, then shuts them. I strip off the black dress, toss it to the side and pull on the new one, keeping my eyes on his face.

      When I’m done, I smack him on the shoulder, and say, “Let’s go.”

      My slap probably felt like a poke to him, if he even felt it through those layers of muscle. And he accused me of being stubborn. Ass.

      Smok is a quiet person, but he’s even more silent than usual as we continue our journey through the woods. I can tell by the ridged stiffness of his jawline he’s thinking about something.

      “What bothers you?” I ask. He glances at me, and I say, “Don’t lie. It’s written all over your face.”

      Smok bites the inside of his cheek. “I’m wondering if I made the right decision to break the curse,” he confesses. “It doesn’t feel right, putting you in danger like this.”

      “Zirnitra said you had tried before,” I say. “How many times?”

      “A few. Until this point, I never had the courage to find a girl who agreed to come with me,” he confesses. “I was just looking for the right one.”

      “Well, I’m not like other girls, so you don’t have to worry about that,” I say playfully, nudging him with my elbow. “I’ve got it handled. I’ve already had my share of life-threatening situations. We got them out of the way early. It’s your turn next time.”

      “I’d prefer not.” Smok’s mouth remains thin. “Zirnitra knows I’ve never gotten this far. He’s realized I’m serious. I knew he’d try and stop me, but I didn’t believe he’d go so far.”

      “What’s between the two of you?” I ask, before quickly adding, “If you don’t mind the intrusion.”

      “He did something to me that can never be forgiven. I’ve attempted to kill him many times for it, and failed thus far,” Smok says. “We’ve been fighting for two decades now. After so long, I’m willing to go our separate ways, but Zirnitra doesn’t want me to. He likes the game, you see.”

      “How cruel.” I make a discontented sound.

      “Yes.” He stops walking, and looks at me. “If you want to give up and go back to Krakow, I’ll take you. I can’t give you your freedom, but it might not be worth it for all the danger I’m putting you in.”

      He’s serious. For a moment, I want to say yes. I want to see Wanda again, and go home.

      But then I think of Smok. If I go back now, I doubt he’ll ever find another virgin to travel with him to the Baltic Sea. I’m just as bad as the enchantress that cursed him if I have a chance to stop his suffering and do nothing.

      “You don’t seem like someone who deserves to be cursed,” I say. “It’s a good enough reason for me to keep going.”

      Smok smiles. “You’re very kind, even to someone like me. You must’ve learned it from somewhere.”

      “My mother was a very sweet lady.” I smile, remembering her. “But I don’t think you need anyone to teach you how to be kind. I believe we all have the capability within us, even though most don’t choose to show it.”

      “They weren’t nice to you in Krakow?”

      “Besides Wanda? Not really.” I shake my head. “Krakus was always fair, and so were the other members of his house and his servants, but none of them went out of their way to be particularly nice to me. To them, I was just a slave. I wasn’t worth paying attention to.”

      Then I remember. “There was someone,” I add. “A man in the lower districts of Krakus. He was giving out bread and coin to the orphans and the elders. He was amazingly gentle. A kind soul. I would’ve liked to meet him, but he ran away.”

      “No need. You saw me.”

      “What?” I stumble forward. Smok catches me and lifts me upright. He then lets me go and continues on.

      “That was you?” I ask. “You were the one handing out coins in the square?”

      “Yes. What of it?”

      His dark eyes penetrate mine. I recall the stranger in the square, his face concealed by a hood. Now I can remember. The thick jawline, the soft lips. My desperation to see his face. It was Smok giving out the money in the square. But why?

      “Why did you run from me?” I ask. I rush forward and pull on his arm. “You had no need. I only wanted to say thank you.”

      “No one in the village knows who I am. I wanted to keep it that way,” he explains. “I donate often to those who have nothing. If my charity was exposed, I’d become known. Eventually someone would discover my secret.”

      “You’ve only appeared to most as a dragon. It would be a stretch for anyone to make the connection,” I argue.

      “It’s still a chance I didn’t want to take,” he says firmly. “My identity would’ve remained a secret, if you hadn’t decided to follow me down into my cave after.”

      My mouth drops open. My reasoning for entering Smok’s cave that day now becomes vastly clear to me. I wasn’t merely curious… I was following a feeling. Inside, I knew it all along.

      “That might be so, but I wouldn’t have done it if you had just said you’re welcome,” I reply, putting my hands on my hips.

      “It didn’t matter. Your venture into my cave that morning was further assurance to me that humans were getting bolder. I knew I couldn’t wait any longer to break the curse,” he says. “If you had stayed out, I most likely would’ve never asked Krakus for a sacrifice at all.”

      “Ha. Knew it was my fault.” I grab a twig off a tree, and snap it. “But that still doesn’t answer my question about why you’d give your fortune away.”

      “What need do I have for it?” he asks. “I’m still willing to give you whatever you please from the horde, if you wish to take it.”

      “Yes, but I’m one person, and I’m technically working for you. That’s far different than charity,” I say. By the life of me, I can’t understand why someone would have that much money and not want to be bothered with it.

      “Gold is gold. There is only so much one man… and even one dragon… needs,” he says. His eyebrow twitches. I can tell he’s getting annoyed.

      “Then why did you request that King Krakus deliver you a cartful of gold every month?” I ask, baffled.

      “For appearances,” he explains. “Wawel Hill was one of the few places in the lowlands that could house a dragon of my size, without me having to emerge daily to expose myself. Yet we both know Krakus wouldn’t have let me stay peacefully, so I threatened to burn down the village, giving the illusion that gold would keep me from doing so. This way, the king and his men would leave me alone.”

      “So you give all of it away?”

      “Everything I don’t use for my own needs, yes. I have no wife, and no heirs to provide for. Beyond that, the allure of treasure is useless to me.”

      My heart softens for Smok. Although in outwardly appearance he appears gruesome, fierce, and terrible, inside, he’s merely a gentle giant.

      At least I got some answers on this quest. Dragons, it appears, come in all temperaments and personalities, just like people do. They’re all different, not one of them the same.

      The forest changes, turning from a heavy woodland into a swampy marsh. The thick grass morphs into seeping, soft ground, packed with dirty water and sludge.

      “Ugh. I’ll just be a moment,” I say. I don’t have any shoes, and my foot got stuck in a mud pit. I grab my knee and wrench it up, doing the same with the other.

      I’m forced to repeat the process over and over as I move through the slop. It’s a snail’s pace.

      Smok sighs loudly, just to irritate me, I’m sure. “Here.”

      Before I can argue Smok grabs me with one arm and boosts me up on his back. He acts like he’s carrying nothing at all as he tramps through the muck.

      I open my mouth to tell him to put me down until I see a bubbling, green pile of goop nearby. I decide that it’s better to ride along.

      Smok walks until the sky begins to darken and twilight falls. He puts me down at the edge of a large pond. It’s deeper than the river was, and lined with reeds and foliage.

      “Now we wait,” he says. “She’ll come out once the moon rises.”

      “Who exactly are we meeting?” I ask, hoping it’s not another demon or fae.

      “She’s a rusalka. A water nymph.” Smok finds a dry, firm patch of ground, and sits to wait.

      “Like a siren?” I sit down next to him, folding my legs underneath me.

      “Not particularly. Rusalka are more dangerous,” he says. His eyes are intently watching the water. “They like seducing young men into the water and drowning them. This particular one likes tickling them to death. It’s her favorite way to kill people. Takes time, and it’s funny to her they die laughing.”

      “Then why are we here?” I squeak. The last thing I want is some nymph tickling me into oblivion. I don’t think it could be possible, but I’m not signing up to find out.

      “I’m a dragon, and you a maiden. We have nothing to fear from her, as long as we stay away from the water.”

      “What a terrible creature.” I shudder. “Why did the gods think to create such monsters?”

      “She wasn’t born this way.” Smok’s whole body is tense. “She used to be a human, like me. She was changed after her husband dragged her out here to drown her in the swamp. Needless to say, it was a decision he regretted very quickly.”

      Smok sits back. “These waters have a magic of their own. Take care you don’t fall into them and become a rusalka yourself.”

      No thank you. I make a note to stay back and let Smok talk. Slowly, the moon rises above us. When it does, the waters of the pond begin to ripple.

      A beautiful woman emerges from the pond. Her skin is turquoise, algae rippling over the surface of it. Her hair, blue in color and thick like strands of reeds, ripples down her back and past her knees. A dress made of silver moonlight cascades around her slender form, a wispy cape decorated with pale waterlilies floating on the pond behind her.

      Her eyes are like the Blud’s, resembling an insect, but are green in color instead. She doesn’t seem as scary as the Blud, but I have a feeling she’s much more dangerous.

      “I haven’t seen you for a long time, Smok.” The rusalka’s voice is sweet, and musical. “Why have you come back?”

      “I need your help. We’re trying to get to the Baltic Sea.” Smok gestures to me. When she notices, her face deepens in concern.

      “You’re going through with it? I’m disappointed, Smok.” The rusalka shakes her head.

      Smok licks his lips. “Zirnitra’s following us. We can’t fly. We have to get to the sea, quickly,” he says. “Will you help us?”

      “I am no friend of Zirnitra’s, but I am not his enemy.” The rusalka crosses her arms. “Why should I do this for you, and risk bringing his wrath to the swamp?”

      Smok stays silent. He drops his head, and his brow furrows. Thoughts hidden from me twist inside his head. What is he thinking?

      “Listen, Smok.” The rusalka reaches out. He touches a hand underneath Smok’s chin, to lift it. I immediately feel a twist of anger as she does so. “You may feel you have no other choice, but this is a path I urge you not to take. If you do so, you will regret it forever. Because of this choice you have made, I will not… no… I cannot help you.”

      Smok seems so defeated at her refusal. I stand up. “Come, Smok.” I brush off my dress, and turn my back on the rusalka. “We’re going.”

      “Fliss, stay here,” he says firmly.

      “No, Smok. We don’t need her.” I bunch my hands into fists. “You said she was a friend, but friends help each other, not turn each other away.”

      “I am helping him, girl. I’m doing what’s best for him,” she says. “You shouldn’t interfere in things you as a mortal can’t understand.”

      “I do understand. I’m the only way he can break this curse, aren’t I?” I ask. My pitch rises to a sharp tone.

      The rusalka pauses. “Your voice,” she whispers. “Sing for me, girl.”

      “Why? Why would I want to sing for you when you don’t want to help us?” I ask bitterly. “Smok’s in terrible pain, and you want to keep him that way. It’s vile.”

      “Fliss, do it,” Smok says. It’s not a command this time. It’s a request.

      I let out a huff. “Fine. But only for you, Smok, not for her.” As if makes any difference.

      I look at Smok. His smoldering gaze gives me courage to go on. I take a quick, angry breath, and begin to sing.

      
        “A woman and a candle,

        Waiting in the night,

        To unveil a situation,

        That surely needed light.

        

        She had discovered her husband’s secret,

        Found out his terrible game,

        The woman confronted her husband,

        And laid curses upon his name.”

      

      I was infuriated when I began, but as I continue with each note, the melody of the ballad calms me, takes me to a place where I’m strong, and brave. I’m determined to get us out of here. I’ll break Smok’s curse and win my freedom, no matter how many songs I have to sing to get us out of this stupid swamp.

      
        “The woman cried out for salvation,

        Yet no one heard her shouts,

        The woman sunk into darkness,

        As her husband snuffed her out.”

      

      When I glance back at the rusalka, I’m shocked to see that tears glimmer in her eyes. Probably not common for someone who likes to tickle men to death for a living.

      She puts her hand on Smok’s arm, and says, “You’ve made a mistake with this one, Smok.”

      “I’m not asking for permission. Only guidance,” he says.

      The rusalka takes back her hand. “Very well. If you believe this is the right path, I will lend my aid to you this once.”

      The rusalka tips her head back. From her throat comes a screeching, ear-splitting scream that echoes around the swamp for many lengths. I grit my teeth at the noise, while Smok flinches. The rusalka only deepens her cry, and her yell increases in volume.

      Finally, she ceases her cry. From various corners of the swamp emerge ethereal, mist-like beings. They appear like clouds in the shape of voluptuous young women, wearing skirts of green leaves with wispy, twig-like hair that falls down past their feet. They carry an array of bows and swords, assembling around the rusalka dutifully.

      “The wila shall take you wherever you need to go,” she says. “They are fierce warriors, whom Zirnitra dares not face alone. You won’t be bothered as they carry you to the Baltic Sea.”

      “Thank you, my friend.” Smok bows his head. “I won’t forget this.”

      “I only hope you don’t live to regret it,” she says quietly.

      When the rusalka turns her attention on me, I’m surprised to see she appears mournful. Sympathetic even. Whatever for?

      “Fliss, hold onto me. The wind nymphs won’t drop us, but you have to be very still,” he instructs.

      He opens up his arms. I walk into them obediently, grasping on for dear life. The wila put their hands on us, and our feet begin to float off the ground. I’m hovering in mid-air. A curious, light feeling fills my entire body. I’m put off by it, but Smok seems used to it. Maybe this is what it feels like to him when he flies.

      We rise higher and higher, like a gust of wind being pushed toward the stars. I make a resolution not to look down again, and cling tighter to Smok as I witness the moon shine down upon the mirror-like reflection of the marsh.

      “Good luck to you, Smok,” the rusalka calls. She waves goodbye as the wila carry us up into the air and into the sky, leaving the swamp far behind.
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Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      When the wila finally take us down, the clouds clear away and the fog passes to reveal a beautiful landscape. The green flatlands stop at a clear, sandy shoreline that seems to go on forever. Crystal blue water crashes waves against thick, black rocks. The sun sets behind the line where the sky meets the sea, casting the cold world into a purplish-red glow.

      Our feet touch down upon the sand. The wila fade away like wisps of smoke, like they weren’t ever there at all. I turn to look at the water breathlessly.

      The Baltic Sea.

      Spray from the water splashes onto my clothes, and I shiver. It’s ice cold. Smok steps in front of me to shield me from the droplets. When they hit his skin, they sizzle and dissolve.

      “It’s beautiful.” I dare to venture closer to the water. The sea is rough and turbulent. Does the Queen of the Baltic really live beneath these waters? Does she control them?

      “Do we enter here?” I ask, gesturing to the sea.

      Smok shakes his head. “No. We have quite a ways yet before we may meet the Queen of the Baltic.”

      A loud horn sounds from far away. My attention turns to a group of strange, curved ships sailing on the edge of the horizon, with large, striped sails and a set of rowers on both sides. There’s at least ten of them, a whole fleet.

      “Who are they?” I ask curiously. The wind passes by and I shiver, drawing my cloak around me.

      “Norsemen, from Norway,” Smok says. “Some call them Vikings.”

      “Are they friends to us?”

      “No. They’re not a nice people.” Smok’s voice is sour. “I doubt even as a dragon I would be able to handle a horde of them. They are fierce, and unpredictable. They take great honor in a glorious death. It is best to avoid them.”

      Smok begins unpacking. “We’ll sleep here for the night and venture out to sea in the morning. It’s best to wait for the Norsemen to pass before setting out.”

      “Uh… how best do you think we should venture out to sea?” I ask warily. “Should we buy a boat?”

      “No. Boats are too easily spotted in these waters by Vikings. They own this area.” Smok unrolls the sleeping skins. “We’ll swim.”

      “What?” I loudly snort. “That’s funny.”

      “Why is that funny?” Smok stands up, completely serious. The smile slides off my face.

      “I, uh… can’t swim.”

      “You what?” His eyes bulge out of his head. “What did you say?”

      “Do you speak Polish, Sir Dragon?” I ask snarkily.

      “Stop calling me that.” Smok’s eyes narrow. “You know it irritates me.

      “Why?” I ask. I’m utterly confused by this. “I am a slave. It is common for me to call anyone above me sir, and if you haven’t noticed, that includes everyone.”

      “I am not a lord. I have no title,” Smok says through clenched teeth. “I do not deserve to be called sir by anyone, even by you.”

      A thought crosses my mind. In our language, Smok’s name means dragon. I’m not even calling him by a name, merely by what he is. It would be like calling a dog, Dog or a cat, Cat. Calling him “Sir Dragon” was originally a joke, but it’s not all wrong. It would be more respectful, give him some sort of status or identity.

      He despises himself so much that he doesn’t want to be called anything other than an animal. This hurts me deeply, in a way I can’t explain. It makes me want to fall to the ground and cry.

      Smok sighs. “Anyway. Back to our original conversation. What do you mean you can’t swim?”

      “You can’t be so daft that I have to explain it to you.” I make little paddling motions with my hands. “I mean if you put me in water, I’ll sink like a rock. Why do you think I didn’t save myself when I fell into the stream? There was no need for me to learn to swim, so I never did.”

      “We’ve come all this way, on a journey to the sea, and you tell me now that you can’t swim?” Smok flails his arms around, as if this is the worst possible thing I could tell him.

      “I didn’t think it was important.” I shrug.

      “It damn well was important!”

      I laugh. “Well, how did you expect me to be able to keep up with you, anyway? A human, swimming for lengths and lengths after a dragon. Even if such a feat were possible, I’d freeze to death before we got there! The water of the Baltic is cold.”

      Smok grinds his teeth. “You’re probably right. Fine. I didn’t think of it.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “Very well. I’ll swim, and you’ll ride upon my back.”

      “That still doesn’t change the fact that the sea is freezing.”

      “The fire inside me will keep you warm. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Smok gathers a collection of driftwood for the fire. He puts it in a pile. When he takes away his hands the wood alights into a roaring blaze.

      Smok sets up a kettle, and starts putting ingredients into the pot for a soup. I push him aside and start making it myself.

      “I can do it, you know. I’m not completely helpless.” I stir the pot of soup slowly, watching as it bubbles.

      “Just don’t poison me.” Smok curls up under a blanket, though he doesn’t need it to keep warm. Why does he wear it round his shoulders? For comfort?

      “Are you all right?” I ask a little later, once the soup is done. I hand him a bowl, and darkness begins to settle around us. Smok eats his meal solemnly.

      “I both love and hate the sea.” Smok takes a bite, and chews listlessly. “When I was younger it gave me many happy times, yet it is also where I received my curse.”

      “Be happy, then. We’re almost there. You won’t have to worry about it once we meet the queen,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “Even if the enchantment is lifted from me, the true curse can never be removed from my heart. This land holds memories I can never erase, no matter how terribly I cry out to the gods to remove them.”

      Smok puts the bowl aside. He then lies upon the sleeping pelt, and closes his eyes to sleep.

      I finish my bowl and put it aside, disturbed by what he said. I take a moment to ponder over whatever dark memories Smok is hiding.

      It really is very cold out here, even during the summer. Without asking, I huddle next to Smok. He doesn’t object, but puts an arm around me, to keep me warm.

      I lie awake much longer than he does as the night grows thicker around us. There’s something Smok isn’t telling me that haunts him more than his dragon skin. Whatever it is, it’s much, much worse.
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* * *

      Smok is a dragon again the next morning when I awaken. He’s standing next to the sea. Everything is already packed, hanging on a bag tied to one of his spikes.

      The blanket wrapped around me is the only thing that he didn’t take. I ball it up and stuff it into the bag.

      “I’ve been human for a very long time, longer than I should’ve,” he explains. “I won’t be able to transform again until the day passes, so hold on tight.”

      I nod. I use his spikes to climb upward, and take a seat between his shoulders. He heads into the waves and I squeak as my clothes become soaked up to my middle. My top half remains dry, but the rest of me becomes immersed in the ocean. But it’s not cold. Smok was right. His body temperature warms the waters as we swim through them. It’s like taking a hot bath.

      Smok swims like a snake in the water, weaving from left to right. I glance behind us and see that he’s taken us quite a far distance from shore already. He swims nearly as fast as he flies.

      My skirt billows upward in the water and gets caught on a couple of spikes. I spend the next hour trying to untangle it, until I eventually give up.

      “Hey, Smok, don’t look back or you’ll see my undergarments.” My cheeks redden, because only I know that I don’t have any on; Wanda favored loincloths, but I was never given any. Guess that’s something I should’ve thought to acquire before going out to sea.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He’s completely serious about it, too. His gaze is fixed firmly ahead on our destination, whatever it is.

      I’m relieved, but at the same time, a bit offended. Am I so hideous to look at that he doesn’t bother to sneak a peek? Or is he being a gentleman?

      I sigh dramatically. “I hate wearing drenched clothes. They’re bothersome.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish I could say that you won’t get wetter, but our journey henceforth involves being within the sea. I’ll try to make the journey quick, so you won’t have to endure wearing soaking clothing.”

      “I could take them off, if that would solve the problem,” I jest. Obviously, I wouldn’t dream of it, but I just want to observe his reaction.

      “You weren’t very keen on being nude when I asked you to bathe near me in the wood,” Smok says, utterly serious. It went right over his head.

      “I’m merely playing. It was a joke,” I say.

      Smok doesn’t even crack a smile. I look for a light of amusement in his eyes, but it’s not there. It’s like they’re completely dead.

      “You’re so serious!” I smack his side. “Lighten up. Laugh for once.”

      “I never found much worth in humor.”

      “You must be a joy at parties.” I roll my eyes.

      “I hardly get invited to them.”

      “I can see why.” I put my head in my hand and puff a spare strand of hair out of my face.

      “You mustn’t think me rude. There was one girl, long ago, who could make me laugh,” he says. “She lifted my spirits often.”

      “What happened to her?” I ask curiously.

      “She died. I’ve rarely laughed since.”

      “Oh.” I frown. “That’s very sad.” No wonder Smok is so stern and silent. He probably misses his friend, and I’m just exacerbating the problem by being silly all the time.

      Smok swims and swims until it’s nearly sunset. When the sky starts to darken, he takes us to a thin sandbar and climbs abroad. I rip my dress free of his spikes and slide down his scales. Smok shakes his entire body like a dog, sending droplets everywhere.

      “Stop it!” I say, throwing my hands up to shield my face. Most of the excess water landed on me.

      “I apologize.” Smok changes back into a man and hugs me, tighter than usual. I’m dry in seconds. Smok pulls away, and there’s a warmth in my breast that has nothing to do with his magic.

      “We’ll rest here for the night,” he says. “We’re close now.”

      “You keep saying that.” I stride to the edge of the sandbar and look over the edge. Smok starts setting up camp as always.

      “Fliss, stay onshore,” Smok warns me. “There are creatures of the deep lurking out here that would be delighted to have you for a snack.”

      “What could be living so far out in the sea?” I ask.

      “You’d be surprised. More creatures live in the sea then on land, many more terrifying.” Smok looks up. At the sight of where I’m standing, he drops his pack. “Fliss, get away from the water!”

      “Why?” I gesture to the waves. “Nothing could possibly be out here—”

      My sentence is cut off as I’m flung backwards by something rearing out of the water. I glance upward, and gasp in fear at the sight before me.

      A giant-snakelike creature with a flat head, two beady eyes, and two rows of sharp teeth swims on shore, using four large flippers to propel itself onto land. It’s slimy and grey in color, with algae growing on its thin scales.

      The creature looks hungrily at me and hisses, flicking out a long tongue to taste my scent on the air. I gape in amazement.

      “Fliss, move!” Smok shouts. He changes into a dragon, bellowing a roar to get the monster’s attention.

      The monster’s head turns sharply. When he sees Smok, he opens his mouth to elicit a shrill cry. The scream makes me smack my hands over my ears.

      Smok throws himself at the monster. He’s easily twice the size of the beast, and the monster can’t do more than waddle on land. However, the hundreds of sharp teeth in his mouth give him a slight advantage. Smok has trouble getting a bite in or a hit with his claws with how fast the monster’s head moves. Smok is able to deal a few quick blows, but they’re nothing substantial.

      “Smok, look out!” I cry just as the monster’s teeth snap right by Smok’s throat. That was a mistake. The monster’s eyes look back at me, his attention refocused on his prey.

      Knowing he can’t beat Smok, the monster’s head dives toward me. He’s looking to grab me and run. I try to get out of the way, but I’m too slow. The monster’s thick jaws grow closer and closer. Just as they’re about to chomp down, I scream.

      “Fliss!” Smok shouts. The dragon slides in front of me. The monster’s teeth bite down on the back of Smok’s neck instead.

      Smok bellows in pain. His roars cause tears to come to my eyes, and he struggles to make the monster let go. The beast won’t budge. He’s got a good hold, and knows that if he holds on long enough Smok will eventually bleed to death.

      This is my fault. I have to do something! My head whips around, looking for some sort of weapon.

      A large branch, nearly as big as I am, lies discarded nearby. Without any other good plans, I grab it and start hitting the monster over the head repeatedly. He has to let Smok go!

      My arms are burning, but I don’t stop. I must’ve smacked him at least twenty times now.

      Smok’s strength is failing. His claws slip against the wet sand, and the monster hisses in triumph.

      “Oh, no!” I shout. Using the pointy end of the branch, I change my tactic and stab it into the monster’s eye.

      The monster shrieks and lets go. Seeing his opportunity, Smok reels backward. He’s free!

      Smok opens his mouth, and a plume of flame comes rushing out from within. The flame engulfs the monster. The smell that arises is horrid. The monster screams once again. When the flames end, I see the gray skin of the monster has been charred. With wide eyes, the monster waddles off the sand bar and plunges back into the sea, swimming down to the depths of the waters below.

      The minute the monster is gone, Smok collapses. The sand bar shudders under his weight. He closes his eyes and lies completely still.

      “Smok!” I rush to his side. The wound holes that puncture his skin are as wide across as my head, and there are many. I gently put a hand on his side. “Smok, you must wake up! Smok!”

      Smok weakly opens his eyes. Instantaneously, he changes back into a man. He lies face down on the sand and groans.

      The wound looks even more gruesome on human skin. The muscle is gnarled and bloody, with the bones of his spine protruding. Tears start pouring from my eyes.

      “Oh Smok, I’m so sorry!” I say. “This was all my fault! I should’ve listened!”

      Smok takes deep, heavy breaths. Before my very eyes, the wounds start to heal. Slowly but surely, muscle grows back over bone, and the blood begins to dry.

      Yet the effect isn’t instantaneous. His magic is knitting the wound back together, but it’s a slow process.

      “I’ll… be all right… dear girl.” Still he gasps for breath. “I merely… need time.”

      “What was that thing?” I ask in a high-pitched voice.

      “An Obra… water monster. They usually… populate the Obra River… but they can swim… this far out.” Smok winces as he talks. The pain he’s in must be tremendous.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I feel so guilty. I can’t stop crying. Why didn’t I listen when he told me to stay onshore?

      “Bind… my wounds.” His eyes look toward the bag. I scamper to grab it, and start rummaging through it. I find a poultice and some bandages inside.

      “This will hurt,” I warn him. I smear some of the poultice on my fingers. “Are you sure you want me to do this?”

      Smok grunts. I guess that’s a yes. My stomach churns at touching the gore on his neck, but this is my doing, so the least I owe Smok is to take care of him. I smear the poultice on the injury. He hisses, but doesn’t say anything. Carefully I bind his neck until the wound is concealed completely.

      “It’s done.” I sit back on my heels. He’s still hurting. Unsure of what to do next, I say, “I really am sorry, Smok. If I had known you’d get hurt, I’d have never gone near the water.”

      “Just… listen… next time.” Smok’s eyes close. “I must rest. Goodnight… dear girl. Stay away… from… water.”

      I nod. Smok soon trails off into a fitful, agonizing sleep. I don’t sleep next to him tonight; I don’t want to chance ruining the healing process in any way.

      It isn’t until the darkness makes it so I can’t see him anymore that I go to sleep myself.
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* * *

      It feels like the coldest night I’ve ever experienced without Smok next to me, and being surrounded by an icy sea on a chilly sand bar didn’t help. I rejoice at the warmth of the sun the next morning. I look for Smok, but he’s already standing above me. His bandage is gone, and he appears well.

      “Is your wound healed?” I walk around him to observe. The skin on his neck is flawless and clear, only dotted by a few dark bruises.

      “It still hurts,” he says. “But soreness won’t stop me from continuing on my quest. Today we go underwater, to search for the queen.”

      “Underwater?” I say, shocked. “Don’t you remember I can’t swim?”

      “I’ve thought of a solution. I’ll cast a spell on you. My magic will make it so you can’t drown. After a few hours I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it,” he says. “I’ll cast air and fire into your lungs, so you can breathe underwater and will stay warm within the cold sea.”

      I shrug. “All right. This is your mission.” I don’t think Smok realizes how long I can flounder around in the water, but he’s about to find out soon enough.

      Smok takes a step forward, so he’s less than a handbreadth away from me. “Are you prepared?”

      “Yes.” I smile encouragingly. “Cast your spell. I’m ready.”

      Smok nods sternly. I wait for him to wave his hands or say something odd. Instead, he grasps both sides of my face, lifts my head up, bends down, and kisses me.

      My lips tingle against his, and sparks fly. His eyes are closed, so I think it only appropriate to close mine, too. I relish the feeling. By the gods, I’m kissing a dragon! His mouth is full, warm and soft against mine. A blazing heat wraps itself around me from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head, sending jolting sensations rippling through my bloodstream. All thought, and all of time, stops. Smok is casting his enchantment upon me, and it has nothing to do with the adventure we’re taking together.

      As we kiss, I feel the heat of his magic, his fire, traveling from his tongue to mine. It filters down my throat and into my lungs, filling them completely.

      Smok wraps one arm around my waist, and another in my hair, not giving up the kiss. He takes a few steps sideways and I follow him blindly.

      With our mouths fused together and him holding me tight, Smok launches us off the sandbar and plunges us into the briny depths of the Baltic Sea.
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Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Once we’re underwater, Smok finally lets go. He draws away from the kiss, and smiles.

      “What was that about!” I blurt. I clamp my hands over my mouth as a few tiny bubbles rise out of it. I take a deep breath, and find I’m just as easily able to breathe as I would if I were on land. “Oh, by the gods!”

      “The spell allows us to talk underwater,” Smoke explains. “It’ll make things easier for the search.”

      Smok changes into a dragon. “Stay close, dear girl. The monsters won’t bother you in these waters, if you linger near me.”

      He begins propelling himself forward with his large paws. I attempt to follow him, flailing my arms and legs in an ungainly fashion. This is getting us nowhere.

      “You kissed me!” I shout as I paddle ungracefully after him. An extremely large bubble erupts out of my mouth and floats up to the surface as I say the words.

      “It was the most effective way of getting the spell to work,” he replies. “And the quickest.”

      “Oh. Hmph.” Of course it was for the spell. Whatever other reason could he have for kissing me? Don’t get your hopes up, Fliss.

      “There’s no time limit. The spell will hold, so long as you don’t break the surface,” Smok says. “Take care to stay submerged.”

      “As you say.” I take short, quick strokes, and when I find they don’t move me much at all, I try to kick my arms and legs in slow motion, with long movements. That doesn’t do much, either. I tumble head over heels and float uselessly through the water, like a lost fish.

      “Are you really that bad?” Smok swims around me in a circle with a skeptical frown.

      “I told you.” Smok spins around me as I flip over and over. I scramble to hold the skirts of my dress down as they billow out in the water. “We won’t get anywhere if I have to swim.”

      “Grab hold of my tail, otherwise, we’ll be down here for centuries.” Smok swings his tail around to me. I grasp for it, but find it painstakingly out of my reach.

      “I… can’t reach it!” I say as I flounder for the edge of his arrowhead. “This is impossible!”

      “Fine! Just… sit on my back, as always.” Smok’s lower lip sticks out. He swims close enough to me that I can grab onto one of his spikes. I pull myself upward, and find happily that I’ve gained some mobility.

      “You’ve very grumpy,” I say as I maneuver around his spikes to sit between his shoulders.

      “I don’t have time for this!” he snaps. “Let us be off!”

      Smok surges through the water. I cling to his scales to hold on as he jets quickly toward the bottom of the sea. The underwater world whirls by, and I gape at the beauty that is the Baltic Sea around me.

      Eels, cod, goby, pike, and fish that I cannot name swim by us in large schools, in numbers that seem to rival those of all the people in the world. A strange, spotted ray floats by me, flapping its fins in a mysterious, ethereal fashion.

      “Look, Smok!” I say. “That fish looks like you when you’re flying!”

      Smok’s eyes flicker to look at it, but he doesn’t say anything. My stomach flip flops uncomfortably and I don’t say anything more.

      As we dive farther, the light begins to fade and the sea grows dark. The water pressure swells, until I feel like it’s pressing on me from all sides. Smok slows up the pace to a paddle, looking around.

      “Is the queen nearby?” I ask, holding my head. It’s starting to ache.

      “She lives in a very large city. You cannot miss it,” he insists. Smok moves his head from this way to that frantically, almost like he’s in a panic. I don’t like the fear that shadows in his eyes. I don’t like it at all.

      I put a hand on his side. “Be still, Smok,” I say calmly. “We’ll get there, and we’ll break the curse. I promise.”

      Smok’s eyes soften. “Yes. Forgive me, dear girl, for being impatient.”

      Smok changes direction. He swims upward, until the light returns and I can see well again.

      “It’s right… there.” Smoke says. He points to a strange collection of shapes. “But wait…”

      When Smok reaches the shapes, there’s nothing there but a collection of underwater plants and boulders. All that is left of the city, it seems, is a bunch of rocks.

      “What happened to the queen?” I ask. The area looks abandoned.

      “She was here last time I searched.” Smok seems puzzled. “Perhaps she moved her kingdom. No matter. We’ll keep looking until we find it.”

      “You want us to search the entire Baltic Sea until we run into this queen?” I ask, astounded.

      “If that’s what it takes. Do you have anything better to do?” he asks.

      I open my mouth, and close it when I realize that I really don’t. “As you wish, Smok. It doesn’t matter to me. This is your journey, after all.”

      Smok thinks. “We’ll take a break. Swim up to the surface and wait for nightfall. Perhaps things will become clearer in the morning.”

      Thank the gods. The sea is beautiful, and I can’t tire of looking at it or its creatures, but my fingers are starting to prune. Smok swims upward, still looking down for the queen. As he does so, I notice two black shapes above us.

      “Smok, are those ships?” I ask, peering upward. Smok glances up.

      “Vikings,” he hisses. “Hold tight to me, Fliss, I’m going to get us out of—”

      Nets drop from above and envelop us. I scream loudly as they close in and entangle Smok’s feet within the netting,

      “What’s happening?” I shriek.

      “They want me… for my scales.” Smok struggles to break free of the nets, but they’re thick, and he can’t breathe fire underwater. Another net drops down, and then another. Smok swings to the side and launches me off his back just as the nets close around him, and I slip between the two. He’s pulled upward. I’m left floating in the water as the nets carry him away.

      “Smok!” I cry. What a terrible time for me not to know how to swim! I flounder ungracefully upwards, forcing myself through the water after the dragon. I bump my head against something hard.

      “Ow!” I say, rubbing my head. The Viking ship! Using my wit, (what little is there, anyhow) I latch onto the sides of the ship and start pulling myself upwards, rising with Smok as he fights against the netting. I break through the surface and pull myself up and over the edge of the ship.

      “Aha!” I rise up to my feet on the ship, soaking wet and raising a fist in victory.

      I’m met with a collection of very angry, very hairy, and very heavily armed men. Some of them make Smok look small in his human form.

      I’ve just climbed abroad a Norseman ship alone. On second thought, perhaps this wasn’t such a brilliant plan.

      Smok is still tangled up in the netting. He thrashes and roars in the sea, splashing water onto the boat, but with his limbs and tail caught in the net he can’t do anything. A rope lashes out, binding his mouth shut so he can’t breathe fire. Several Vikings hold it tight, and Smok is unable to tear free.

      The Norsemen on the ship proceed toward me with glinting weapons and flashing smiles.

      “Austrvegr dreki mær fagr,” one of them says. The rest of them laugh.

      “I can’t understand a word you just said, but I’m assuming it’s not good,” I utter.

      The Viking who spoke advances on me. He’s got a big beard, with strange tattoos scrawled on the side of his face and a big scar running over his eye. I’m sure he’s seen his fair share of fights.

      The Norseman reaches for me. Instinctively, I flap my arms upward like a bird in distress. I even make a squawking sound. My fist ends up hitting the Viking directly in the nose, drawing blood and making a crunch.

      My mouth drops open in shock as the Viking falls backwards. My clumsiness actually saved me, for once. His friends laugh and the Viking growls, holding his bloody nose. While he’s distracted, I dart forward and grab the knife sticking out of his belt.

      At the sight of me holding the knife out in self-defense, the Norsemen only start laughing harder. Apparently, I’m really funny looking with a weapon. I know I’m no match for these warriors. I might as well be done for.

      An idea strikes me. I can’t take on the Norsemen, but I can save Smok. Before they can make another move against me I leap off the ship and onto Smok’s back, climbing clumsily over the netting.

      They’re stabbing Smok with spears and swords. His moans of pain bring tears to my eyes, but I grit my teeth and continue on. They shoot arrows at me, but I somehow manage to duck down and avoid them. I carefully scale Smok’s spikes, climbing up them to his mouth, and start sawing around the lasso binding it. With a few slashes, the lasso falls loose.

      With his mouth free, Smok is able to fight. Smoke and fire come raging out from between his lips, lighting the ship to his left on fire. He bites the netting, to tear it, and yanks his tail free. With it, he smashes a hole in the ship to his right before swinging it around to the other side. I duck. It sweeps over my head, smashing the mainmast and snapping it in two.

      He doesn’t watch where his tail is going when it comes back around. It ends up slamming me in the gut, and my body caught is in-between two spikes.

      When he whips it back around, his tail sends me flying. I sail a few feet through the air, away from the fight, and bellyflop into the water a short distance away.

      Both ships start to go down. Vikings head for their small boats, while some abandon ship. Smok, still entangled in the netting and unable to break free, goes down with them.

      “Smok!” I cry, spitting sea water out of my mouth. Both of the ships are sinking much faster with Smok’s weight to drag them down.

      He changes, to slow the sinking, but even as a human he can’t escape the nets. I watch as the sails of the Vikings, and Smok’s head, disappear underneath the water.

      Smok broke the surface, which means he broke the spell. Can he still breathe underwater? Does he have the ability to cast the spell again?

      I don’t wait and find out. Summoning my courage and holding the Viking knife tightly, I take a deep breath and plunge after him.

      I’m barely more capable of a swimmer than I was a few hours ago. I flap my arms within the sea as I watch Smok sink slowly below me.

      At the sight of him going to a watery grave, something spurs me forward. I kick my legs as hard as I can and paddle after him, reaching out for Smok. My lungs are burning and my head feels like it’s about to burst, but I’m not leaving Smok down here to die.

      I finally grab ahold of the netting. I can feel the ships as they draw us to the bottom of the sea. I pull myself to Smok, who has gone still. His eyes are half-closed, head is bobbing within the netting in a nearly-unconscious state. Apparently, that answers my question if he could cast the spell again. He’s going to drown if I don’t get him out.

      I start sawing. Stars dot my vision and the world starts to go black around me. I want to open my mouth and breathe. I’d give anything for air. I’m fighting panic as the sea closes in, forcing myself to concentrate on the important task before me. If I can’t get Smok loose, we’re both dead. I neither have the air, the energy, or the capability left to make it to the surface on my own.

      Just as I’m about to pass out, I cut the last strand and pull Smok out of the netting.

      The minute Smok’s free, his eyes open wide, and they see me. He grabs me with one arm. He drags me away from the ship, until we’re far enough away that he can change.

      Smok explodes into a dragon. With one of his paws holding me tightly to his scaled belly, he uses his wings and tail to propel us up.

      Smok bursts out of the water and takes flight. I gasp in a precious bout of air. Nausea hits me, along with a churning feeling in my gut and the feeling that my lungs are on fire. The sound of blaring war horns fill my ears. My head feels like it’s being pounded by a hammer. Slowly, I regain my bearings. I realize that the horns are the Vikings calling for reinforcements.

      Being in the air isn’t helping me recover. I cling to Smok’s scales and try not to be sick as I look down at the sea below. There are ships gathered where the other two sank. More Norsemen are coming to help their companions. They shoot arrows at us, but Smok outmaneuvers them. He flies faster than he ever has until the Viking ships are little more than dots on the horizon.

      Smok flies over a small island, far from the Viking ships. He takes a large huff, and spirals downward. He lands on his back, curdling inward and covering me with his wings as we brace for impact.

      The sandy beach breaks our fall. Smok comes to a stop and uncurls, letting me go and changing back into a man. I look at the giant sand pile beside us. Smok’s fall was enough to create a small hill.

      He’s breathing heavily, to make up for lost energy. I turn over on my side to look at him. I barely have my own breath back.

      “Why… did…you…” He gasps. “Why did you save me?”

      “What was I supposed to do, let you die?” I ask. I take another deep breath and put a hand to my head. By the gods, it hurts.

      “It would’ve been the right thing to do,” he says. “I was ready. I would’ve accepted it.”

      “You’re a dragon,” I say quietly. “Not a monster.”

      His sad eyes change. He brings an arm around me and pulls me close, for a one-armed hug. Our clothes dry simultaneously with his heat, but he doesn’t release his hold soon after. Rather, he keeps me there. I close my eyes and enjoy it.

      After a time, he lets me go, and flops onto his back. “I don’t even know where we are,” he says. “The queen could be anywhere within these waters.”

      “We’ll find her, Smok.” I put my hands underneath my head and bring my knees to my chest. “She’s out here somewhere.”

      He nods. “You’re right. Let’s rest for a minute. We’ll continue our journey tomorrow.”

      Smok closes his eyes, to take a nap. I follow suit.

      I don’t tell him that I don’t really want us to find the queen. It would be too selfish.

      A few hours later, the sky has darkened. I wake up to find Smok around a newly-made fire, his back turned to me. It looks like he’s making dinner, along with doing something else. Perhaps whittling, or sharpening a blade. I get up to join him.

      “What’s that?” I ask curiously, peering over his shoulder. I don’t catch sight of what he’s got.

      “It’s nothing.” Smok puts whatever he was doing away in his bag, and turns to me. “I’m going to do my best to make sure you aren’t put in further danger on this trip. It’s not fair that your life is constantly at risk.”

      “It’s all right.” I sit next to him, cross-legged. “I truly don’t mind.”

      “You Pole girls are out of your minds,” Smok says, shaking his head. He stirs the pot over the burning flame.

      “I’ve had a lot of fun on this adventure,” I insist. “My life has been threatened, yes, and I’ve nearly died several times, yes, but I’ve never felt more alive. My life’s been so boring, nothing but chores and duty. Every day out here is exciting and free.”

      “You’re an unusual woman. Most wouldn’t agree with you. They’d believe me cruel for dragging you along with me on this dangerous quest,” he mumbles.

      “I like you, Smok. You’re my friend.” I grab his arm. “I don’t think you deserve to live a miserable life.”

      “You are the only one, myself included.” Smok sighs. “I just want to get this over with so I can live out the rest of my life in peace. I wish to be alone.”

      “Maybe I don’t want you to be alone,” I say. “Maybe when I’m free I’d like to stay and travel the world. With you.”

      Smok tilts his head, and his expression changes. He leans forward. An impossible hope hitches in my chest at the same time his right hand cups my face, and he kisses me.

      Yes! I allow myself to be immersed in the feeling of his lips against mine. I begin to return to affection. For a few precious moments, all I can feel is our mouths moving in unison, our emotions becoming one fluid connection. I can almost feel the flame burning inside him, like it’s my own. Perhaps it is.

      This kiss lasts so much shorter than the first one. After a few delicious seconds in paradise, Smok rips himself away. His eyes are wide and huge.

      I try to save my composure, and try not to act too hurt.

      As if it matters. The pain is written all over my face. But Smok’s is worse. Every line written in his eyes is etched with agony. He’s more scared than I’ve ever seen him.

      “I… I apologize,” Smok says. He looks away. He seems flustered. “I don’t mean any offense, I merely was carried away. I’m sorry I kissed you.”

      “Don’t be,” I whisper. “I don’t mind.”

      “I do!” He stands up, suddenly agitated. I catch the growl of a dragon in his voice. “It’s not right!”

      “What’s not right about it?” I stand up too, and put my hands on my hips. “It’s just a kiss! It’s not like you asked me to marry you!”

      Smok’s eyes become red. He starts storming off, but I’m not about to let him get away.

      “Why do you have to be so secretive?” I shout. “It’s unfair to me!”

      “There are things you don’t understand. Complications,” he says harshly. “My past would interfere with anything that could grow between us.”

      “It wouldn’t be such a problem if you’d explain it to me!” I call. I pick up my skirts and hike off after him. Clumsily, I trip over them, and almost fall face-first in the sand. “I promise not to judge!”

      “No!”

      “Why?” I ask. Tired of chasing, I stop. “Why can’t you tell me about your past?”

      I hold back for a moment, before I lick my lips and decide to chance it. “Why can’t you tell me what happened to you?”

      Smok’s face hardens. “I’m sorry, Fliss. It isn’t your pain to bear.”

      He turns away. “I need time to be alone. I won’t go far, I promise you. You won’t be in any danger.”

      Before I can object, he changes into a dragon. He blows sand in my face as his wings buffet him into the sky. He goes to the right, to loop around the island.

      “You left dinner cooking!” I scream, as loudly as I can. He keeps flying away.

      I let out an irritated huff, hike back to the fire, and plop down beside it. “Stupid dragon. What kind of man kisses a woman, then runs away?”

      Certainly not one I want around. I finish dinner, and eat grumpily. At least one thing a woman can depend on is food.

      After I finish dinner, I look up at the stars and watch them, waiting for Smok to come back. There’s love inside him. I know it. But whatever happened to him in the past has traumatized him enough that he doesn’t even want to try again.

      Does that mean I should give up trying, too? The very thought is repulsive to me.

      I lie on my back and gaze toward the heavens. I’m not ready to give up.

      Not yet. Something in my heart is telling me to hold on to Smok, and by the gods, I’m going to follow it.
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Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Smok doesn’t return until the next morning, which makes me so angry that I’m considering selling his scales to the Vikings myself when he finally gets back.

      “Where were you?” I ask. I ball my hands into fists as he lands on shore, and changes into a man. “I’ve been waiting for hours!”

      “I was nearby, like I told you.” He raises an eyebrow. “Are you willing to continue our search? I was up all night, and I think I might have located the queen.”

      “So that’s it. You aren’t even going to attempt to talk about what happened last night?” I ask.

      Smok grunts.

      I let out an angry growl. “Fine.” I gesture to his bag. “Just so you know, I put all your things away for you and I didn’t even look inside your bag. Though I think you should’ve come back sooner and taken care of it yourself.”

      “I’m sure you managed,” he says, and my mouth drops open in outrage. He slings the bag over his shoulder and asks, “Are you ready?”

      “Sure!” I stomp over to the water’s edge. I cross my arms, and say, “Are you going to kiss me again? It is the fastest way for the spell to work, after all. Or are you too afraid?”

      Smok’s body becomes rigid. He bends down, and quickly gives me a peck on the lips. I feel his fire and magic filling my lungs, just like last time, but the kiss lasts for shorter than a few seconds.

      He pulls away and faces the sea again, his expression as serious as ever.

      It only makes me madder. He didn’t need to make the first kiss as long and as powerful as it was. He purposely lingered. That only confirms he has feelings for me.

      And men say women are confusing. I decide not to wait for Smok and dive into the water without him.

      When he plunges beside me, he’s a dragon again. I take my usual place on his shoulders (though I really don’t want to) and hold on tight as he swims us toward an unknown destination.

      We don’t speak as he swims. Everything is silent, except for the water rushing by. Though I’m enveloped by the ocean, I find myself sinking lower and lower into my thoughts.

      What am I thinking? A dragon and a slave girl? It would never work. Smok’s sensible. He realizes that, and wants to stop what we’re doing before we get too carried away.

      My freedom is the most important thing. I must focus on that and ignore my silly feelings.

      It strikes me that if we find the queen, this could be my last day with Smok. The thought makes me want to cry. I want to ask him to stay, but after last night’s disaster I doubt he will. I’ll only be making a fool of myself.

      The rest of the way there I’m miserably contemplating how to say goodbye. These depressing thoughts are broken when I witness a strange sight upon the ocean floor.

      Buildings carved out from collections of boulders and towers made of rocks piled on top of each other create a messy and disorganized city, several leagues wide.

      From within them, strange creatures emerge. They have the upper halves of men and women, but the bottom halves of fish, with scales and large fins. All have gills on the sides of their necks. Their skin is a hazy-green color, like the turquoise gleam of the sea. Some wear clothes of algae, though most have opted to go topless.

      There are children and grown adults among the population. They stare at us as we pass by, but don’t do anything. They do not appear to be scared, nor offended. They simply watch as Smok sails lower and lower through the underwater city, until he’s slithering through the wide streets.

      “Smok, what are they?” I ask.

      “Merpeople,” Smok says. “Mermen, and mermaids.”

      “They’re not sirens?”

      “No. Sirens are different.” He glances backwards. “Don’t be afraid. They won’t harm you, not when you’re with me. They know who I am.”

      A group of mermen, who I assume are guards, close in around us on all four sides. Smok does nothing, only follows them silently as they maneuver us in a different direction, one that heads to the middle of the city.

      When I see where they’re escorting us to, I gasp. A palace created out of a sunken ship gleams in the middle of the city, decorated with wares of buried treasure.

      We cross into a hole within the sunken ship. The water disappears. Smok is no longer swimming, but walking upon a floor made of stone. Everything is dry inside the palace, like it is on land.

      This must be some strange magic. I get off of Smok’s back, and he changes into a man.

      The mermen have developed legs. They wear nothing but thin loincloths made of sea grass. Their strong arms point forward, into the belly of the ship.

      Meekly, I follow Smok. The farther in we head, the brighter the ship becomes. Statues of mermaids stand erect next to chests pouring with treasure. Smok notices none of it, but has his eyes fixed ahead.

      At the end of the hall, a woman sits upon a glass throne. She wears a dress of rocks, pebbles, and sea plants, a crown of driftwood upon her head. Her skin is green, like the other merpeople, but it shimmers with an emerald glow that makes her appear beautiful. She’s tall, her hair rippling down her back in long, black waves. Thin fish netting makes a veil beneath her driftwood crown. Her jade green eyes fall coldly upon us as we come before her throne.

      The Queen of the Baltic.

      Although her appearance is demure, I’m certain this enchantress has more power than Smok’s ever imagined having. Even Zirnitra would be afraid of her. I certainly am.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Smok.” The queen’s voice ripples like a thunderous wave. I shudder. “Tell me. What brings you to me now, after all these years you’ve spent in hiding?”

      Smok opens his mouth to answer. But before he can, the queen’s green gaze falls on me. “Ah. Yes. So you’ve finally found the courage to do it.” Her voice becomes cruel and deep. “Or the cowardice.”

      Smok doesn’t say anything. Shamefully, he gazes toward the floor.

      The queen gets off her throne and starts trailing around him, in circles. Her pebble dress drags on the floor in a train, making noise behind her. “I knew it. Once a coward, always a coward. I had hoped your years in solitude would cure you of your selfishness, but it appears I was foolish to hope. You’ve proven me right, and shown your true self once more.”

      Smok dares to speak. “I know of my faults, your majesty,” he says. His voice is shaking. “But a lifetime of loneliness has broken me. I just wish to go home.”

      The queen throws back her head and laughs. “Home? Home was lost to you long ago. The sea took it for her own. You can never go home.”

      I have no idea what’s going on, but the queen’s insults are making me angry. Smok can see my face getting red. He shakes his head, telling me to stand down.

      Not likely. I am a Polish girl. We are foolish enough to refuse to back down, no matter what the circumstance.

      “Who are you to mock and berate him, after he’s suffered for years under your curse?” I say hatefully. “He’s brought me here. Cure him, and fulfill your promise! Or do you not have the power that you claim?”

      Smok falls before the queen on his knees. “My lady, please forgive her,” he says. “She doesn’t understand.”

      He’s begging, a sickening sight for me. The queen’s eyes turn coldly on me, and I freeze. It was probably the wrong move for me to speak out of turn, but I don’t regret it. Her penetrating stare goes right through me.

      “I find it odd you’re so willing to defend him after he brought you here,” the queen says. “Can’t you comprehend what he’s doing to you?”

      “Excuse me?” I straighten up, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not willing to stand here and be manipulated by the words of an enchantress, so explain.”

      The queen straightens her shoulders and rears back. Her expression is surprised.

      “You do not deserve her, Smok.” The queen clicks her tongue, and shakes her head. “A girl like her is a marvel. It’s a shame for you to sell her to me.”

      “Sell?” My throat has tightened considerably. It’s hard to breathe.

      “I told Smok the only way to break the curse would be to bring me a virgin, pure and innocent, as a sacrifice,” she explains. “He never had the heart to until now, it seems. The years of living as a monster, hated by all, have been hard on him. As I predicted.”

      “What?” Tears are sparking in my eyes, hot and stifling.

      “Didn’t you know?” the queen asks in astonishment. She looks at Smok. “No. I suppose not. It would’ve been too much to ask of him to be honest.”

      My head whips around to gaze at Smok. He’s still on his knees. Softly, he whispers, “I’m so sorry.”

      I knew it. I knew there was something he was hiding. All this time I thought he liked me as a person, as a friend. Maybe even a lover.

      Now I see that it was all a lie. He was simply willing to do whatever it took to get me here so he could break the curse. My freedom, a life outside chains… those were promises he never intended to fulfill.

      My only worth lies in being a slave.

      I put a hand over my mouth. I can’t help it; I start crying. Tears begin running down my cheeks. They splash on the floor over my bare feet. I try to stifle the sobs, but they’re loud and crushing. The guards don’t move. The queen is emotionless.

      The only one who shows any sort of care is Smok. He’s crestfallen, his body drooping. There are tears in his own eyes as he watches me break.

      “Enough of this. I am eager to accept tribute,” the queen says. “Guards, deposit the girl within my quarters. I’ll make use of her there.”

      “No!” Smok says abruptly. He shakes his head, and gets off his knees. My tears have spurred him to action. “No, I… I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go through with this.”

      Shock vibrates through my core. I stop crying. My hand drops away from my open mouth as Smok crosses the room in a few short strides and shoves me behind him protectively. He crouches down, and a thick growl emerges from his throat. I draw my hands away from his skin. It’s so hot. It feels like burning coals.

      “You’ve brought her here, Smok. It is too late to go back on your promise now. Payment has to be made.” The queen’s eyes narrow. “Bring the girl to me.”

      The queen snaps her fingers, and the guards stride forward. Smok throws me onto his back, and in an instant, he changes.

      I have to scramble for a hold as his back begins lengthening and his body widens. I find myself tucked firmly into my usual spot between the shoulders of my red dragon as he roars his fury to the queen.

      Smok stretches his neck forward and breathes the largest plume of fire I’ve ever seen. The guards scream and run for cover. Merpeople, it would appear, are terrified of fire. The queen raises her hands and a thin, watery orb encompasses her entire body. Smok’s fire bounces off of it easily and dissipates.

      The shield falls with the queen’s arms. She lifts her head. Thick blue chains appear on the floor, wrapping Smok’s legs within them.

      But Smok is a powerful force that cannot be contained. He rips his legs free of the chains, and the magic breaks. Smok rears up on his back legs and lashes out at the queen with his claws. She backs away, pulling back her palm and aiming it in Smok’s direction. A glittering blue stream of magic swirls, until it creates a vortex within the ship. A water spout spins in our direction, threatening to pull us inward.

      Smok digs his claws into the stone and grits his fangs. “Fliss, hold on tight!”

      He barrels forward, head down and horns pointed at the wall of the ship. I duck down behind one of his large spikes and brace.

      Smok goes straight though the palace wall, and the enchantment breaks. Water begins flooding into the inside of the ship, and the guards scream in panic. Smok squeezes himself through the hole, using his claws to make the gap bigger. I take a deep breath before he pulls us free and starts swimming upward.

      I dare to look back at the palace as it shrinks behind us. For a moment… I could’ve been imagining it… I thought I saw the queen smiling as we escaped.

      Merpeople grab spears and head after us, but they’re afraid to get close. Smok growls. His large teeth are enough to send most of them running. The brave ones come after us, but Smok is faster. The city becomes a distant smudge within the sea as he climbs higher and higher.

      I can’t breathe. The surface is so far away still, though Smok is desperately swimming toward it. I need air. He needs air...

      We aren’t going to make it. We’re going to die…

      Finally, the sun becomes clear. Smok and I both take a deep breath as we break the surface and head into twilight.

      Smok chances flying. He takes flight and flies us back to shore, to the safety of the mainland.

      His heat dries us off as we hurtle downward toward the plains. He crashes onto the beach, and doesn’t get up when he lands.

      He doesn’t even bother to move.

      I slide off his back so he can change. Then I wipe my wet hair out of my eyes, and take a deep breath. “Well, I suppose I’m glad that’s over with. I wasn’t too keen on being food for the fishes. Right, Smok? Smok?”

      When I turn around, he’s a man again. Yet my heart stops, and leaps into my throat at the sight of his face. Smok is crying, and they’re not little tears. He’s completely lost himself.

      “Fliss, I’m so sorry.” Smok’s tear-streaked face is more than I can bear. “I need to tell you everything.”
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Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart is pounding so hard against my ribcage it’s almost painful.

      “Everything? The queen already told me everything,” I say quickly. “She was going to break the curse, but you had to give her a virgin to enslave. Yet it’s all right. You changed your mind. You saved me.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “That’s not everything. That doesn’t even come close to being the entirety of the truth.”

      Silence. Smok takes a shaking breath. “She despises me, as you clearly saw,” he starts. “The queen. Though I don’t blame her. She has good reason.”

      “I don’t care what her reasons were.” The thought of hating Smok seems like something only a terrible person could do. “She still cursed you.”

      “How can you be so forgiving?” Smok asks in shock. “I betrayed you.”

      “You were going to betray me, but you changed your mind. That makes everything forgivable,” I say.

      I can’t help but feel a little naïve, but at the same time, it’s not possible for me to harness the effort to hate Smok for what he did. I was madder at him last night for the kiss than this. Shows you how smart I am, doesn’t it?

      Smok stares. “You said you’d tell me everything,” I say. “Well, I’m ready.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “You know the story of Lech and the firebird.”

      “Yes. The man who led the Poles to our home.” My heartbeat picks up even more.

      “That was me. It was my name, long ago.”

      “What?” I gasp in surprise. “That was you?”

      “Yes.” He nods. “My brothers were Czech and Rus. I was the one who wandered away from my tribe in search of adventure. It was I who saw the firebird. I settled Poland.”

      I stare at him. Smok takes another deep breath.

      “After we settled Gniezno, I went off in search of more adventure. When I came to the edge of the Baltic Sea and could travel no more, I met a girl. We fell in love, and became engaged. I built a cottage for her by the sea where we could live.”

      Smok swallows. He’s talking slowly… his voice dissolves deeper into pain with each word.

      “That’s when Zirnitra came. The village my girl lived in worshipped him. That year they hadn’t offered him proper tribute, and he came to the town seeking vengeance. He destroyed everything. My girl, my Oleska, tried to get away, but Zirnitra wanted her. He chased her through the lowlands, and—”

      “—Into the Baltic Sea.” I finish for him. My voice has become little more than a whisper; my mind has almost dissolved into a trance.

      Smok is gaping. “How did you know?”

      I close my eyes. I can taste the sea on my tongue, smell the ocean waves as they crash upon the shore… feel the water as it fills my mouth… my nose… my lungs. “Zirnitra forced her into the ocean. She tried to swim to get away from him, but she was too weak, wasn’t she? And… and she cried for Lech to save her.”

      I open my eyes. Zirnitra’s laughs are still ringing in my ears. “She screamed for him as she was swept under the waves.”

      “That… that’s right,” Smok says. His body is quivering. “But that doesn’t explain how you knew.”

      “I don’t know,” I reply quietly. “But it’s not like I knew. Rather, it’s like… I remembered.”

      Smok’s face has gone pale white. His hand clutches at his heart.

      “Finish the story, Smok,” I say. “What happened next?”

      Smok crumples. “Here is the part of which I am most ashamed. I was out hunting the day Zirnitra came. I rode to defend the village, but at the sight of Zirnitra I lost heart to fight. He was a dragon, and I was a man. What chance had I? Fighting him would mean certain death. I stood on the shore and listened as Oleska called for me, watched as Zirnitra laughed as she drowned. But instead of risking my own life to save my true love, I turned my horse and rode away as fast as I could.”

      Smok turns away. The tears have started to fall down his face again. “I had a chance to save her, could’ve saved her, but I was too cowardly.” Smok’s voice drips with self-hatred. “Her cries of my name have echoed in my ears every night for years.”

      Smok looks toward the sea. “It wasn’t long before the Queen of the Baltic found me. She had heard Oleska’s unanswered pleas, and felt her lifeless body rolling on the waves of her domain. She sought me out, to make me pay for what I had done. She cursed me to become the very thing I hated, that which killed my love. She only promised to remove the curse if I sacrificed another woman to her. It was a cruel thing to do; I could never sacrifice another innocent girl like my Oleska, and the queen knew it. She believed I’d be stuck as a monster forever.”

      Smok drops his head.

      “And so, the thing that I desired most to preserve became my biggest curse… my life. She cursed me to live forever, to linger on into eternity with the thought of what I had done haunting my every waking moment. If my own existence was so precious to me, she said, she would make it permanent.”

      Smok opens up his shirt. He exposes the markings I saw earlier, the scars laced across his middle and chest.

      “I’ve tried so many times.” Smok’s voice is thick with agony. “But nothing will end me. I’ve fought Zirnitra for vengeance, hoping he would end my suffering, but he’s beaten me every time and refuses to take my life, as my torment pleasures him so. I’ve attempted to give myself up to humans, but somehow, I always get scared and save myself at the last second, coward that I am. Despite everything, I’m still afraid of death.”

      “Smok…” I whisper. I step forward and place my fingers across the bumpy scars on his chest, tracing them. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      A wave of anger wells up in my gut. “I hate this,” I spit. “I hate that you despise yourself so much.”

      “That’s all you can say?” Smok gapes. “After everything I’ve told you?”

      “Yes.” My voice is harsh, and stubborn. “If you really couldn’t bring a girl to sacrifice before, then why’d you take me now?” My eyes are sharp when I look up at him.

      Smok steps away… he doesn’t want me touching his scars anymore. “I tried, but they were half-hearted attempts. I never became desperate until rumors of Krakus taking my life swept around the village,” he says. “Then I met you. I tried to give you to the queen. I tried not to become close to you, but I failed even at that.”

      He shakes his head. “She’ll never remove the curse now. Not after I backed out of the bargain. I’m stuck as a monster forever.”

      “You’re not a monster to me, Smok,” I say painfully. “I only wish you could view yourself through my eyes.”

      “And how is that?” he asks. “If not a killer and a coward, then how do I appear to you?”

      “You have the ability to love, Smok. My dreams are full of hopes for what could be between us, if only you believed.”

      Smok’s expression softens. His hand cups the side of my face gently, lovingly. “You look exactly like my Oleska. Same mannerisms, same voice. You even tell the same terrible jokes.”

      He laughs, but it’s a hollow, void laugh. It’s not a laugh I like… I want his laughs to be loud, and full of joy.

      “There’s something I wanted to give you.” He pulls his hand away… an awful, cruel thing… and rummages through his bag. From within he pulls out a small, sharpened blade with a wooden handle. The wooden handle is carved in the shape of a fire-breathing dragon, a collection of intricate runes written upon it.

      “What are these runes?” I ask. I run my hand over the carvings.

      “It’s your name. I’ve engraved it on this seax,” he says. He presses the seax firmly into my hands. “I grant you your freedom. You’re no longer a slave.”

      “I’m… I’m free.” The groundbreaking reality hits me. As if invisible chains have been lifted from my shoulders, I stand taller, feeling light and airy. My heart, once constricted by rules and laws that are not my own, opens up and is free to beat again. I can go anywhere I want, do anything I please. I am my own woman now. A freewoman.

      “Is this true?” I ask, breathless. “You’re doing this for me?”

      “It was our promise. You upheld your end of the deal.” Smok’s eyes, for the first time that night, are free of suffering. They shimmer in the starlight.

      “So this is what you were hiding from me. It took you a long time to sharpen and carve.” I look up. “You didn’t want to give me to the queen at all.”

      “No. I didn’t.” He closes my fingers over the handle. “I wanted to make you a seax if I happened to change my mind. And I’m glad I did.”

      Smok’s eyes change. The happiness within them leaves, becomes dark and tinged with grief.

      Without warning, Smok grabs my wrist. I’m still holding the blade. He meanuevers it so the point of the knife is placed directly over his heart.

      “End me, Fliss,” he pleads. “End me, here and now. Stab the seax into my heart, and cease its beating, I beg you.”

      “I thought you said you couldn’t die,” I say. My hands are shaking. The tip of the seax quivers against his breast and draws a bit of blood. It trickles down his middle and into his navel.

      “Not by my own hand, but if you do it, I’ll finally be at peace. A human is capable of taking my life, and no matter how much I fear death I would rather die than hurt you again.”

      He spreads his arms wide, waiting. “I promise it won’t hurt me. It’ll be very quick.”

      I swallow. Is this what he wants, truly? Does Smok want me to kill him? I look into his dark eyes and see that they’re sincere.

      …Maybe this is the right thing to do. Perhaps it would be wise to end his pain. Bring a stop to all the suffering and self-loathing he experiences. He has freed me. Is it now my obligation to free him?

      Then reason hits me, and I realize the truth. Taking Smok’s life won’t free him. It will only seal forever the cage he has placed around himself, and by the gods, I want to be the woman who breaks that cage.

      “No.” I step away. I bring the seax down, and clutch it tightly in my palm. “I won’t.”

      “Fliss, please,” he begs. I turn my back to him. “I wouldn’t ask if there was another way.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t do it.”

      “Please,” Smok pleads. His voice cracks, and it hurts. “Give me one reason why you can’t kill a dragon!”

      “I can’t because I am in love,” I say quickly. “I am in love with smoke. With fire. With thunder. Smok, I am in love with you.”

      My eyes flash with lightening as I turn back toward him. “I won’t take your life because it would be equal to ending my own.”

      I toss the seax on the ground. Smok picks it up, offering it once again to me.

      “If you really are Oleska, this is vengeance for what I did to you,” he says. “Rid the world of me, of the monster I am. I’m begging you to.”

      “I refuse!” I slap the blade out of his hand; it causes a cut across my palm. “Don’t ask me again!”

      “Why?” His eyes well. “Why wouldn’t you do this? Why wouldn’t you take the life of a monster?”

      “Because I have forgiven you,” I insist. “Whether I am Oleska or whether I am not, it doesn’t matter. I forgive you, and I know she would’ve too, because she loved you. That is the right thing to do.”

      “How can you forgive me after what I’ve done, after everything I’ve done?” Smok grabs my shoulders. “It’s impossible.”

      I stare up at him. “I can’t do anything but love you, Smok,” I say. “I’m not capable of anything else.”

      Before he can reply, I lean forward to kiss him. The moment our lips touch, it’s relief. It’s home. The taste of smoke is fresh on his lips, sparks of flame leaping between him and I. This kiss is different from the others… it’s passionate. Loving. And it’s open to the future.

      It’s him finally letting me in.

      I pull away. He puts his forehead on mine, and I say, “Do not speak of ending your life ever again. I cannot bear it.” I close my eyes and let out a breath.

      “I am sorry for asking,” he says quietly. “If anyone the power to love, Fliss, it’s you.”

      He gives me another soft kiss on the lips. After he pulls away, I touch his lips with my fingertips, then lean against his chest.

      When his strong arms encompass me, I feel lost within them. He’s a world that I could sink forever into and never want to come out of.

      “What should we do now?” Smok’s voice vibrates like the roar within him. “I’m still a dragon, and am probably now stuck as one forever. I don’t foresee going back to Krakow as an option. Krakus still wants to challenge me.”

      “I’m unsure.” I pull out of his arms and put a hand to my head, brushing back the tangles. “I… I need time alone. To think,” I clarify as I see his horror-struck face. “Will you let me go for a walk? I promise I won’t stray far.”

      “I can only agree, since I forced you into the same situation last night. Which I’m also sorry for, by the way,” he says. “My feelings got the better of me.”

      I nod. I pick up the seax on the ground and hide it within my dress.

      I look to my left. There’s a small forest nearby, quiet and still. It could be the perfect place to wander. “I won’t be long. Only a few minutes.”

      “If you get into trouble you need only scream, and I’ll be there,” Smok says. He starts pulling things out of his bag, to set up camp. While he’s working, I head toward the woods in silence.

      I need to clear my head. Ever since Smok mentioned Oleska voices have been running rampant in my head. I hear the sea, and voices of people I don’t remember, and Zirnitra laughing and laughing. It’s driving me insane.

      The woods are calm and steady. The voices start to clear out until Zirnitra’s laugh is a chuckle, then nothing at all.

      My footsteps crunch through the terrain as I think. I love Smok. I’m certain he loves me. I believe we could have a happy life together. But I miss Wanda, and I want to go home.

      Yet Smok cannot return to Wawel hill. If Krakow, the only place I’ve ever known, is no longer safe, then where will Smok and I go? Will I ever see Wanda again?

      I stop to take a breath. I suppose it doesn’t matter. The gods will determine the path that I walk. The only obligation I have is to follow it.

      There’s a crack in the woods that’s not made by me. I turn around. My stomach drops when I see a group of unknown men behind me. The sight of their coat of arms, emblazoned on their banners and on the chests of knights in suits of armor, tells me who they are.

      Germans.

      I open my mouth to scream for Smok, but it’s too late. Two knights grab me, pinning me to their sides. A German gags my mouth and ties a blindfold over my eyes, blinding me to the world.

      I attempt to fight back, but a small girl is nothing against the strength of two very large knights. I drag my feet behind me, to leave a trail and to make it more difficult for them to take me.

      The kinghts speak to each other in rough voices. Through their complicated tongue, I catch something familiar. A name. Reinhold.

      My body sags in defeat. I’ve been kidnapped by Prince Reinhold, the leader of the German people. I’m being dragged to my doom.
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Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After an hour of being towed forcefully away by knights, the blindfold is ripped off of me and the gag is removed from my mouth. I’m pushed onto the ground, where dirt scuffs my cheek.

      Gingerly, I sit up on my knees. I’m surrounded by Germans. There’s a man larger than the rest, who stands before me. He’s as old as Krakus is, and even more intimidating.

      That’s got to be Reinhold.

      An old man in a robe steps forward. He extends his hands to me. “I speak your language,” he says. His accent is clipped and thick. He can barely maneuver his lips around Polish words. “We mean you no harm, that is, if you cooperate.”

      “I’m not going to cooperate.” I snarl.  “I won’t let you use me against her!”

      “Whatever are you talking about?” the man asks, confused.

      “Don’t play games. I’m the princess’s maidservant!” I snap. “And I’ll die before I tell you how to get your filthy hands on her!”

      The man looks at me. He then looks at Reinhold, and utters something. Reinhold leans back in surprise. The men begin whispering around me.

      “We didn’t know you were Princess Wanda’s maidservant,” he says. “We merely believed you a Polish farm girl who could help us infiltrate Krakow.”

      When I was captured, my mind immediately went to protecting Wanda. I assumed they targeted me directly as her maidservant, without realizing there’s no possible way they could’ve known.

      Now I’ve told them everything. Me and my big mouth. Am I as clumsy with my words as I am with my feet?

      “I still won’t help you!” I say.

      “It doesn’t matter. You will aid us, one way or another.” The man flicks his fingers to me, and the knights pick me up underneath my arms. “Your usefulness will come when we march on the village.”

      I kick and scream, but the knights pay no mind. The knights throw me in an iron cage attached to the back of a wagon within the confines of the camp.

      They lock me inside, and walk away. No one even bothers to watch me. Obviously they believe a small girl can do nothing to get out of a locked cage.

      I put my hands around the bars and gaze out. There are lines and lines of tents surrounding me, housing thousands of soldiers. Krakow can’t stand up to such a force. The city doesn’t even have half these numbers. Even worse, I’ve just given them a way in… myself.

      “Absolutely wonderful, Fliss,” I mumble to myself. “Look what a mess you’ve gotten yourself into this time.”

      Eventually, the candlelight in the tents dims down until the camp has gone dark. All the soldiers have gone to bed, except for a few who stand guard and speak in quiet, ragged voices.

      I don’t know how I’m going to get out of here, but sitting around isn’t an option. I jiggle the door and try to wrench it open, hoping the lock will break, but it only results in a few angry yells from the soldiers in the tents nearby. Defeated, I kick the door and sit on the bare floor of the cage.

      I lean against the bars. The Germans didn’t find my seax… the blade is still hidden within my dress, but a knife can’t cut through metal. It’s useless right now.

      Does Smok think that I’ve abandoned him? That would be the worst possible thing that could happen. My chances of being rescued would become minimal, and even if I did escape I don’t know if I’d be able to find Smok again.

      “It’s hopeless.” I put my head between my knees and try not to cry. “I’ve failed everyone.”

      A strange, glowing light attracts my attention. I look up. I am astounded to see a mystical creature standing outside the door of my cage.

      She has a thin, lithe body that glitters and glows underneath the pale moonlight. Her skin is a rich red, decorated with twisting veins of orange that curl up her legs, around her torso and over her breasts. They twist around to settle on her neck. She wears nothing.

      Atop her head are two curling horns. Her eyes have no pupils or whites. They are a rich black, and sit atop her small nose and peaked mouth. She’s the strangest, yet the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      I know without having to be told that she’s a siren.

      For some reason, the siren’s light doesn’t disturb the soldiers in the tents. Maybe she’s only someone I can see.

      “Why are you here?” I press my face against the bars of the cage.

      “We can sense when one of our own is in danger,” the siren says. When she speaks, her voice is like a song… beautiful, haunting, and light. “Your fear called to me, and I had to answer. There are few of us left in the world now.”

      “I’m not a siren,” I say. “I’m just a regular girl.”

      “Siren blood runs strong through your veins. I can feel it.” The siren tilts her head, and breathes strongly. “Our race is purely female. Your mother was one of us.”

      “My mother didn’t look like you.”

      “We can disguise our appearance to fit in among the humans,” the siren coos. “Your voice is magical, sister. I can hear the enchantment within you when you speak.”

      I draw back in surprise. The townspeople were right. So it is true. I do have siren blood.

      A thought hits me, one of my parents. “Then… then was my parents’ marriage a lie?” I wonder aloud. “Did my father truly love my mother, or did she merely enchant him with a song? Did he know she was a siren?”

      “I do not know.” The siren shakes her head slowly. “I only knew of your mother. I never met her personally. She was famous, among the sirens. Her voice had a magic that could carry for great distances over the mountains, farther than the rest of us.”

      I think. From what I remember of my parents, their relationship seemed real. Father never appeared spellbound or enchanted from my memory, but perhaps he was.

      Yet Mother was so kind, so real. I know she adored me, and cared for Father. I doubt she cast a spell on Father to make him love her.

      Even if she kept this great secret from me.

      “If my mother was a siren, then why did a dragon kill her?” My throat gets thick with emotion; I clear it, to try and recover myself.

      “Dragons slaughter as they will, child. They do not care if you are magical or human.” The siren blinks. “They are the gods of this world. They rule over all with little concern for those who are not their kind. Even among themselves they fight and kill. Dragons do as they please. Your mother was simply in the path of a dragon’s rampage, and wasn’t fast enough to escape it. You must accept this.”

      I bite my tongue, to avoid asking more questions. I don’t have time to wonder about my parents right now. Both of them are already gone. Wanda’s still alive, and in danger.

      “What can I do to escape?” I ask. “I’m not strong enough to break the door.”

      “You have the power to escape the cage, sister,” the siren whispers. “I am here to teach you how.”

      The siren looks at the lock. “Focus your voice on the mechanism. It will open for you if you sing the right song. Nearly anything is within your power, if the song is the right one to sing at that moment.”

      “What do you mean? I’m not magical,” I insist. “My voice has never done anything except make people listen.”

      The siren smiles. “You have much to learn about your gift,” she says. “Merely trust me. I promise you have the ability to do extraordinary things, if you make the attempt.”

      I sit back and think. Very well. If she thinks I can do it, might as well try. I only have to choose the right melody.

      There’s a song I know about a lock maker. Perhaps that’s the one.

      The siren stares on. I drop my voice to a low note. Softly, so the guards don’t hear, I begin to sing.

      
        “Lock maker, lock maker, make me a key,

        That will open all doors,

        And provide me to see.

        

        Lock maker, lock maker, show me the way,

        To sneak into houses,

        In the bright of clear day.

        

        Lock maker, lock maker, won’t you break the locks,

        That will open the cages,

        And release all the stocks.

        

        Lock maker, lock maker, make me a key,

        That will open all doors,

        And provide me to see.”

      

      At the end of the song, the lock clicks. My mouth drops open. I push the door and find that it swings open. I did it! I unlocked the gate!

      When the door opens, the siren nods to me.

      “I shall be nearby, should you need help,” the siren says. “I’ll take refuge within the trees. My eyes won’t leave you until you have escaped the camp.”

      “Come with me,” I say. “We can make the journey together.”

      The siren shakes her head. “I cannot follow. My magic binds me to these woods, and thus prevents my leaving them.”

      “Thank you, then,” I whisper. “For helping me.”

      The siren floats away. She drifts like a ghost upon the wind, through the tents of the soldiers and toward the forest.

      Quietly, I attempt to climb out of the cage. My leg smacks against the door, making a loud sound. I wince, but nobody wakes up. Relieved, I climb out of the cage and jump to the ground.

      I start running throughout the camp silently. I need a horse.

      I find a few of them gathered on the outside of the camp. One of them is still hitched up to a wagon. Knowing that there’s no hope in me riding, I grab the bridle of the horse hitched to the wagon and start leading him away.

      Abruptly, I pause. I look to my left, then to my right. Where exactly am I going? The area is somewhat familiar… this is the land where I grew up. Krakow lies directly to the south. The Baltic Sea is behind me, to the north.

      I look both ways. Do I head to Krakow to warn Krakus and Wanda, or do I head back to the Baltic Sea to look for Smok?

      An uneasiness settles within my gut. I don’t know where Smok is. No doubt he’s probably flying around, looking for me. He could be anywhere by now.

      I do know how to get back to Krakow, however. If I follow the path, it’ll lead me straight there.

      Yet going there means I abandon any hope of seeing Smok ever again. He won’t return to Wawel hill. I don’t stand a chance of being with him if I go to Krakow from here.

      The choice is obvious, yet it’s the most difficult one I’ve ever had to make. Yet there’s no time to make it. If I don’t leave soon, I’ll be caught.

      Quickly, I get in the back of the cart. Without trying to think about what I’m doing, I head toward Krakow.
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Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m pretty slow, but I figure that one girl traveling alone is faster than an entire army. I push the horse as hard as I can, and only rest when the mare can’t pull the cart anymore. There’s food in the cart, so I’m able to eat, but I find my nights plagued without sleep.

      I’m afraid of bandits and being out here alone, but worse than that is the waking nightmare that I’ve left Smok behind me forever. I made a decision to save my village and preserve lives rather than be with him. A selfless decision, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less.

      I merely hope he thinks I haven’t abandoned him, and that he’s looking for me. Every morning when I wake up I look around to see if he’s found me. All I ever receive is the whispering of the wind.

      The trip takes eight days. No one bothered me on the road, but I found it surprisingly empty. Has word spread this far that the Germans are on their way?

      Finally, the walls of Krakow are within sight. I heave a sigh of relief. Quickly, I trot the horse up the hill and through its gates. I attempt to keep my watering eyes off the sight of the empty cave below the village. By the gods, I miss Smok. I wish he was here right now.

      The townspeople start whispering frantically to each other as the horse pulls me through town. I was the girl everyone thought was dead. Now, I’ve come back to life.

      “Is it really that much of a surprise that I survived?” I mutter under my breath. Merchants and servants part the way for me down the winding streets, stumbling over each other for a look at the girl the dragon claimed.

      When I reach the fortress, I hand the cart off to a flabbergasted stable boy before I pick up my skirts and hurry to the throne room. There isn’t any time to waste.

      When I throw open the doors of the throne room people turn pale white, like they’re seeing a ghost. It’s packed with dozens of servants, lords and ladies, as well as knights and soldiers.

      King Krakus is sitting on his throne. He seems somewhat surprised, though his eyes gleam with triumph. He believed I could defeat the Wawel dragon.

      I supposed I did. But in an entirely different way than he expected.

      “Fliss.” Krakus rises off the throne, and raises a hand to me in greeting. “I knew you could do it.”

      “Fliss!” Wanda’s shrieking voice screams my name. She slams into me from the side and knocks me over. I blush, and clumsily climb back onto my feet.

      Her hug’s about enough to crush bones. After all this time, my heart aches with how much I’ve missed her. I wrap my arms around her and whisper, “It’s good to see you, Wanda.”

      “Fliss.” Wanda’s lip is wobbling. “How did you survive? How did you escape?”

      “I’d think we’d all like to know.” Pawel is standing nearby with his arms crossed. He’s skeptical that it’s really me… that I’m not some specter, or spell meant to trick them.

      I clear my throat. “The dragon’s motives were different than what we thought.” My mind rushes to quickly make up some explanation “He wished for a travelling companion. He wanted to venture throughout Poland, but did not want to go alone.”

      “Why ever not?” Pawel asks incredulously. “A dragon has no need for company.”

      “He was… he was lonely,” I say lamely. It’s not a lie.

      “A dragon cannot be lonely. They don’t have feelings!” Pawel protests. “All they care for is ruin and destruction!”

      “No! You’re wrong!” I shout, and Pawel stumbles back. “You don’t understand. He’s good. And kind.”

      “A dragon, good and kind?” Krakus’ brows raise. “Fliss, be reasonable.”

      I tell myself to calm down. Wanda grabs my hand; her face is full of confusion, but she’s willing to back me up despite me talking what must be nonsense to them. “Fliss, where did he take you?”

      “We… we went to the Baltic Sea.” My mouth is dry. I have to force the words out of my choked throat. “When we arrived there, he let me go. He decided to leave Wawel hill. He promised me he would not return.”

      All true things, devoid of context. At the news that Smok is gone from Krakow permanently, the room cheers. Krakus nods in approval. “A bit of good news, then.”

      “That’s not what you need to worry about,” I say. I have to work very quickly. I reorganize events in my mind to explain things to the king.  “After the dragon released me, I started on the way back to Krakow, but I was captured by Germans. Prince Reinhold is on his way!”

      “What?” Krakus whispers. The rest of the room starts to scream. Wanda’s rosy cheeks become green.

      “He’s on his way to capture Princess Wanda. If we don’t stop him, he’s going to destroy the village,” I say. “He and his forces will be here in a matter of days.”

      “How did you manage to escape?” Pawel asks, astounded.

      “The soldiers left the cage I was in unlocked. I slipped away, and stole a cart and horse before they awakened,” I say. So many lies. So many, many untruths.

      “Did you see how many soldiers he has?” Krakus asks.

      “Thousands,” I say. At the word, a few ladies start to scream. “More than Krakow has by half.”

      Men and women alike begin jostling each other for the doorway. I have to hold tightly onto Wanda to avoid getting trampled in the mess.

      “ENOUGH!” Krakus roars. The room quiets, and Krakus booms, “This is no time to panic! No one is to leave this fortress! We will gather our forces and fortify our walls! Krzysztof!”

      The knight pushes people out of the way to come forward. “Yes, sire?”

      “Bring all the villagers inside the fortress. Every man and boy child over the age of twelve is to fight!” he demands.

      “But your majesty, we don’t have enough weapons to arm such a force,” Krzysztof argues.

      “Give them farm tools, then! Sticks, stones, whatever is on hand!” Krakus bellows. “We will beat back these barbarians with the sheer might of our people!”

      “Pardon me, my lord, but wouldn’t it be wiser to give the prince what he wants?” Pawel asks. “One mere princess isn’t worth the existence of our entire village.”

      Wanda clings to me. I consider taking out my seax and cutting Pawel open, but Krakus apparently has it handled.

      With a mighty roar, the king unsheathes his sword from its scabbard. He swings it at Pawel before he has time to react. The blade cuts cleanly through Pawel’s neck, and his head goes flying off. It rolls along the floor before coming at a stop at the hearthfire.

      Several people cry out; others try not to vomit. I look away and squeeze Wanda’s hand.

      “I will not offer my daughter up as a sacrifice to a filthy German!” Krakus yells. “Anyone who suggests such a thing again will be executed immediately by my own hand!”

      No one dares to make a sound. Krakus slams his hand against the arm of his throne and shouts, “Well, what are you all waiting for? Men, arm yourselves and report to your commanding officer! The women and children are to be escorted into the fortress immediately! No one gets through our gates!”

      Poles are ramming their shoulders against each other to get through. I hold onto Wanda’s hand as tightly as I can and force my way through the crowd, yanking her up to her room. She runs behind me obediently, though her body flips and flops like a rag doll. She’s absolutely terrified.

      I won’t let Wanda be taken by the Germans. Not on my life. But Prince Reinhold’s army is large and powerful. All of Krakow’s forces aren’t enough to hold him back, let alone defeat him.

      If we’re going to win this war, we need a dragon.

      “You need to stay in here, Wanda,” I say. I shut the door to her room behind her. “Your father will post guards. You’ll be safe in here.”

      “Where are you going?” Wanda asks. Her voice is peaked and little.

      “There might be someone who can help,” I explain. “I have to find him.”

      “What single man could stand up to an entire army?” Wanda asks mournfully. “There is no one!”

      “I wouldn’t believe it true, either, but he is not a man.” He is so, so much more.

      Wanda’s eyes widen. “You’re thinking of the dragon, aren’t you? Fliss, please don’t go. Even if you find him, he’ll eat you, or something just as terrible.”

      “He won’t eat me, Wanda. He’ll help us,” I say. I grab her arms.

      “Why would a dragon want to help us?” Wanda asks. “You’re not making any sense.”

      “He would fight if I asked him to,” I insist. “I know it.”

      Wanda pauses. She squints her eyes and tilts her head. “Something’s changed in you, Fliss. I can see it.”

      I swallow. “Yes. Everything has changed.”

      “How though? Have you changed your mind about the monster?” Her little mouth makes an O.

      “Not my mind. Just how I feel,” I say. I wish I could make her understand, but it’s so hard to tell her what I’m experiencing. I fear I’ll be judged for it.

      “How can you feel anything for a dragon besides hatred? They’re very scaly and large. They’re nothing like us.” She makes a face. “You have some weird tastes, Fliss.”

      “He can transform into a man, Wanda,” I say flatly. “If that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Oh.” A mischievous smirk lights up her face. “Is he handsome?”

      “He’s… he’s the most handsome man alive.” I can’t help the smile that graces my lips. “But his face cannot compare to his good heart.”

      “Oh, Fliss! You’re in love!” Wanda flings her arms around my shoulders and hugs me, as if this is the greatest news she could ever hear and there’s not thousands of Germans about to come knocking. “This is so exciting! Oh!”

      Wanda slaps her hands on the sides of her cheeks. “That’s why he demanded a virgin! He must’ve took you for himself! Did you make love on the road? In the wild, in the dirt with all the nasty plants and little animals running about? Oh, what a scandal! You must tell me everything!”

      Wanda flops on the bed eagerly, crossing her legs and looking at me with doe eyes.

      I blush at the thought. “You’re letting your imagination run off with you. And there’s no time, Wanda. We have to stop Prince Reinhold.”

      I grab a cloak of mine that’s lying around in her room and swing it over my shoulders, casting the hood over my face. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can. Please, stay safe.”

      “Oh, I will, Fliss.” Wanda nods eagerly. “Find your dragon. If Reinhold gets to me first, I’ll kill myself before he can put a hand on me, don’t you worry.”

      Great. Exactly what I wanted to hear. Why is everyone I know so obsessed with ending themselves? I proceed down the steps of the tower and squeeze my way through the peasants being stuffed inside the fortress. No one is allowed to leave the fortress, but as a former slave… the words sound so sweet to me… I know the ins and outs. I’m able to slip out a back door in the kitchen that no one has managed to board up yet before I’m spotted sneaking away.

      I run down the back end of the hill, where there are fewer houses. There’s really no need for secrecy; most of the peasants have already been cleared out. The town is empty as I proceed to the bottom of the hill.

      My stomach churns as I enter the cave. My spirit shatters into pieces when I sweep the dark cave and don’t find Smok there.

      I search the area for clues, but find none. Smok hasn’t been here since we left for the Baltic Sea.

      I knew he wouldn’t be here. Why was I so foolish as to hope? I smack a cave wall angrily with the side of my fist, but only end up getting a shock of pain vibrating through my arm for it.

      All seems hopeless. Then I remember the siren, and get an idea. I can call him with my voice.

      I run to the edge of the cave. I have no idea if this is going to work, but I have to try. I start to think, running through a list of songs in my head I can use to reach Smok.

      But before I can decide, words begin floating out of my mouth out of their own accord. I decide to play along, and follow the tune as it drifts on its own melody.

      
        “Smok, cursed dragon,

        The fire in my soul,

        Please listen to my song

        Hear your lover’s cry.

        

        I long to be joined with you,

        I’m desperate for your warmth,

        I’m seeking your sweet voice,

        And the love of your kind face.

        

        Smok, return to me,

        Let us be as one,

        I have need of you,

        I cannot face the night.

        

        Smok, please hear me,

        Fly quickly to my side,

        I must feel your skin against mine,

        The passion of a dragon.

        

        Cursed dragon, I long for comfort,

        For safety, and your heart.

        For if you don’t return to me,

        I shall surely die.”

      

      I wait. I wait for a very, very long time. I wait so long that the sun begins to set. Purple and orange hues radiate through the sky. The more time that passes, the heavier my heart becomes.

      Tears well up in my eyes, but this time, I decide not to oppose them. I let them drip down my nose and to the edge of my chin, where they fall to the dirt floor.

      So that’s it. Either my magic didn’t work, and Smok didn’t hear my song… or worse, he heard it and decided to ignore it.

      I wipe my face with the back of my sleeve and face reality. Regardless of whatever Smok’s feelings are, Wanda and Krakow are still in danger. If Smok can’t (or won’t) return, I must make a bargain with another dragon.

      There’s only one other I know of. Every part of me turns dark with the thought of summoning him. What could I offer a dragon god that would make him want to fight against a force he has no care to deal with?

      There is one thing. Myself. But would Zirnitra consider that an appropriate exchange?

      The sound of the ocean and screams of Lech’s name drift once again throughout my ears before fading away with the sounds of twilight. Zirnitra chased me once before, to the very edge of the ocean. He’ll be willing to set up an agreement to have me within his claws again.

      I take a deep breath. It must be the right song, otherwise, it won’t work, but there’s no song about Zirnitra that I know of. I’ll have to make something up again.

      My voice is much smaller this time as I begin the song. The melody is soft… so quiet, I can barely hear it myself.

      
        “Zirnitra, god of dragons,

        Lord of death and fire,

        Listen to your servant’s prayer

        Fulfill my heart’s desire.

        

        I beg for your assistance,

        Listen to my humble plea,

        Zirnitra, come to me

        Zirnitra, come to me.”

      

      It’s a tiny bit obnoxious, but I figure Zirnitra likes groveling, so I try to exaggerate. I lean against the wall and hold my breath, feeling like I’m about to fall off the precipice of a cliff.

      I wait a half hour. I figure I must give him time to arrive, but it’s a much shorter time than I gave Smok.

      Just when I’m about to give up and consider us all playthings for the Germans, a dark mass blocks the entrance to the cave. I look up; the black dragon god has landed outside. His dark wings spread wide, preventing an exit, while his gleaming sword teeth make a fiendish smile.

      Zirnitra has arrived, and he seems entirely too pleased to see me.
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Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I remain steady. Zirnitra towers over me, but this isn’t the time to lose my head.

      “Thank you for coming,” I say. “I didn’t know if you heard the song.”

      “I heard it loud and clear,” he says. “Your voice carried to me over many mountains. The siren blood is strong within you.”

      My spirit becomes crippled and weak. That means my magic does work, and Smok just didn’t care to respond. How utterly heartbreaking. Did he mean anything he said to me?

      “What is the urgency? If you have need of something, ask,” he demands. “A god cannot be kept waiting.”

      “Of course. Could you change for me, please?” I ask, in as polite a way I can. “The villagers would die from fright if they saw you outside the cave just now, with the Germans already on their way.”

      “Let the humans tremble in terror, as they should under the shadow of a god,” Zirnitra responds. “I have no care for how they see me.”

      “But I want to see you,” I say. “As a person… like…” I swallow down a bit of bile. “Like me.”

      Zirnitra draws back in surprise. “Very well. You shall look upon me in the form you wish to.”

      In a whirling column of black smoke, Zirnitra changes from dragon, to man.

      Zirnitra isn’t young. He’s old— ancient even. Wrinkles mass in a collection of dotted skin that pulls on his cheeks, causing drooping eyes. His ears are large and his hair is thin, growing in patches on his bald head. He wears a thick black robe that falls to the ground and covers his feet. To call him grotesque would be generous. He’s hideous.

      Zirnitra takes a few steps forward. “Tell me, child. Why have you summoned me here today?”

      I pause, thinking over what I’m going to say before plunging in. “You know who I am,” I say, and his eyes spark. “You chased me into the sea long ago. You drove Smok and I… or as we were at the time, Lech and Oleska… apart.”

      He grins. Even in his human form, his teeth are sharp and pointed. “You remember.”

      “At last.” I stare at him. “I call you because my village is in danger. German forces seek to steal my princess away and flatten the town.”

      “That’s none of my concern.” Zirnitra puts his hands inside the sleeves of his robe. “Human affairs are dull to me.”

      “I’m willing to offer you something in exchange for your help,” I say quickly. He’s probably just disappointed this deal involves something as simple as killing a horde of humans.

      Zirnitra makes a sarcastic noise. “Please, girl. What could you offer that could tempt me to devour the Germans?”

      “My hand.”

      His eyes widen. Zirnitra licks his lips eagerly. “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” I say, even though my insides are curling up on each other and my heart is screaming in protest. “If you agree to save Krakow and kill the Germans, I will marry you. I know that’s what you want. It’s the reason you chased me into the sea. You desire to obtain what Smok cannot have.”

      “Hm.” Zirnitra taps his chin with a long finger, topped with a filthy fingernail. “I did regret taking your life the first time around, as you were such a beautiful girl. This seems a fair deal. You are very powerful now, and could be useful to me.”

      Zirnitra’s eyes brighten. “Very well. I accept your offer.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper. Part of me was hoping he’d say no.

      But it’s okay. I’ve saved Wanda.

      Zirnitra steps back. “I will come for you when the Germans arrive,” he says. “After I’ve slaughtered the horde and saved your precious city from destruction, we will leave Krakow together. Until then, my bride.”

      Zirnitra transforms back into a dragon. He spreads his wings and takes flight. I watch him as he soars off into the distance and takes refuge over the hillside, to lie in wait for Prince Reinhold and his men.

      The moment he has flown out of sight, I fall to my knees. A sob breaks through my chest, bubbles up my throat and rises through my mouth. A wail of grief and despair wrenches itself from my tongue. I put my head within my hands and bawl. Pure devastation rattles my bones right to the very core of me. I don’t believe I have a soul anymore. I let it go for a price.

      I’ve sold myself into slavery again. A few precious days of freedom was all I was able to experience of my new life before I bound myself in chains once more.

      Zirnitra is a god. He will not let me go. He will extend my life using magic, prevent me from dying so that I will serve him and be his slave forever. I have no hope of escape, not even through death.

      I take out the seax. I look at it, then with a curse, throw it aside. I continue to weep until the night is dark and all seems lost.

      When the dawn rises and I have no more tears left to cry, I stand and pick up my seax. I have a few more hours of precious freedom yet. I want to spend them with Wanda, before Zirnitra takes me from her. I put myself back together and begin the walk up the hill back to the fortress.

      I merely hope my sacrifice is worth it.

      I knock on the kitchen trap door. The cook answers.

      “Fliss, what are you doing? We were about to close it up!” he hisses.

      “Sorry,” I reply dully. “I was confused. I didn’t know where to go.” An excuse most would believe.

      “Now isn’t the time for your foolishness,” he snaps as he lets me in. He puts a boar across the door, and starts hammering nails into it before he pauses. “What is that on your face, girl?”

      “Nothing.” I smear my cheek against my sleeve. I push past him so I can get to the stairs and rejoin Wanda.

      However, as I’m proceeding up them, I pause. I hear something. Something calling out in the distance.

      Horns.

      What time I have as a free woman is over. The Germans have arrived.

      I scamper up the stairs. The guards placed at Wanda’s door move aside as I burst in.

      “Fliss!” Wanda embraces me. Her eyes dart around from this way to that as the sound of the horns grows closer. “Oh, Fliss, I don’t like this.”

      “It’s going to be all right, Wanda. They won’t get through.” Even as I say the words, I tremble.

      “How do you know?” she asks. “Did your dragon agree to stop them?”

      I almost tear up again at the thought of Smok. “Yes,” I lie. “He’ll be here soon. Don’t worry.”

      Wanda and I sit on the bed and curl up against the back of the headboard. We sit in silence as hours pass, holding onto each other. The sounds of swords clashing and men dying permeate the thick wooden walls. Though I’m listening intently, I don’t hear a dragon’s roar, nor the telling sounds of his bulk upon the earth. Where is Zirnitra to protect us? He promised!

      “They’ve broken through the gates!” someone downstairs yells.

      His voice is cut off by silence. There’s the sound of heavy boots clomping up the steps, and a clashing of steel on the other side of the door.

      Wanda looks at me. “This is the end.”

      I can’t believe it. After everything I gave up, I wasn’t able to save her or Krakow. We’ve lost.

      I clutch her fingers so tightly within mine, they go white. “Whatever happens, I’m going with you,” I say.

      Wanda nods. It is then the door bursts open. The guards slump against the ground, dead. Larger men, one with the German symbol on their breastplates, step over their bodies and into the room. Leading the way is Prince Reinhold.

      Wanda screams, and the Germans reach for her. I plant myself in their path, but they push me out of the way and onto the floor. Prince Reinhold grabs her forearm and pulls her forward. He slings her over his shoulder and turns to leave. Wanda pounds on him with her fists, but her puny hits are nothing against the brute force of the German prince.

      “No!” I leap to my feet and pull the seax free. I go to stab Reinhold, but one of his soldiers punches me across the face.

      I go spinning to the floor. My body slumps, and all feeling fades from consciousness as the world around me goes black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I finally come to, the battle outside hasn’t stopped, but the Germans who took Wanda are gone.

      “Wanda!” I cry. I grab my seax, which is lying discarded on the floor, and leap over the dead bodies of the guards in the hallway to give chase.

      All around me, men are fighting. They stab each other with spears and swords. When I reach the courtyard, I have to keep my head down as arrows are fired all around me. Some of them barely miss my head. They instead land in the chests of soldiers and knights beside me.

      The corpses of the dead lie everywhere. My bare feet become soaked in blood as I weave around the skirmishes, looking for Wanda.

      Finally, I spot her mane of long hair. Wanda is still on Prince Reinhold’s shoulder. She screams loudly as he carries her out of the gates of the fortress.

      “Wanda, I’m coming!” I scream. I prepare to spring, but before I can a dark shadow looms overhead.

      There are screams of terror unrelated to the battle, and the knights and soldiers stop fighting. Before I can see what’s going on, a large, scaly foot encloses around me.

      Zirnitra has grabbed me. The dragon laughs. He uses his fiery breath to set several soldiers on fire. However, not all are Germans… some are our own soldiers. Zirnitra’s chuckles grow louder with the cries of the dying men around him.

      “What are you doing?” I scream. “Put me down!”

      “You are mine, child!” the dragon shouts. “It is my will to do with you as I please!”

      “We had a deal!” I screech. “I would give myself to you if you defeated the German army!”

      “I don’t make deals with humans,” Zirnitra cries. “And it just so happened I changed my mind. I am a god… I will take what I desire by force!”

      I scream as loudly as I can, but it’s a foolish action. Zirnitra stomps throughout the square, killing as many people as he can for fun with me in his grasp. No one can help me now. Wanda has been captured by Reinhold, and I have been captured by Zirnitra. There’s no way for either of us to break free. We’ll be prisoners of foreign men, cut off from those who are our true loves, forever.

      …No. Not without a fight. I’m not going this way. I’m still a freewoman. With a bit of wriggling I manage to slip an arm free… the one that’s holding tightly onto the seax.

      I plunge the knife down deep into Zirnitra’s paw. He gives a roar of pain, and drops me. I make sure to keep a good grip on the blade and wrench it out from between his scales as I fall.

      When I hit the ground, air whooshes out from me. I moan as I feel my body expand from the tight hold Zirnitra had on me.

      Smoke funnels from Zirnitra’s nostrils. He growls. The rumble is enough to shake the ground beneath me.

      “Someone needs to teach you manners,” he rumbles angrily. Digging his claws into the ground, Zirnitra lunges for me.

      Yet something sails over my head, a blast of flame that devours Zirnitra’s face completely. Zirnitra groans. He stumbles backward, shaking the sparks out of his eyes. He flattens several soldiers behind him as he does so.

      I’m not stupid enough to sit here and get crushed by Zirnitra’s giant feet. I clumsily get to my feet and run, so I’m at least out of the dragon’s reach. After I’m a good distance away on the other side of the square, behind Zirnitra, I look over my shoulder to see what stopped the dragon god. Complete and utter shock freezes me on the spot.

      My hero is beneath the ruined gates of the fortress. His hand is filled with flame, an intense fire burning brightly in his eyes.

      Smok.
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Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Smok’s teeth are bared. From around him emits a dark smoke. It filters around his form, casting him in shadow. He’s still a man, but you can clearly see the dragon inside of him… the beast tormented, ready to attack.

      All of the people in the square have parted the way, to stand back in awe at the appearance of this dragon prince.

      Zirnitra pauses. He takes a few steps backward, then says, “I didn’t think you were foolish enough to return.”

      Smok smiles, but it’s not a gesture of friendliness… it’s more of a smirk, cocky and dangerous.

      And by the gods, how it sets me on fire.

      “I had to come back for my dear girl,” Smok says. He casts his eyes at me. This time, he smiles genuinely. “Though you knew that, didn’t you? You heard her sing my song.”

      My girl? Is that… me? I can’t believe it! It is me! I want to do a happy little dance on the spot, before Zirnitra roasts me alive and ruins my good mood.

      Then I comprehend what Smok said. He did hear me call to him. He heard my song.

      “Why didn’t you come sooner, dimwit?” I shriek. I stomp my foot on the ground. “It seriously took you this long to get here?”

      “I’m sorry, Fliss, but I spent days looking for you,” Smok says firmly. “By the time I heard your song I was very far away. It took me some time to fly here, even at full speed. I promise I won’t dawdle next time.”

      “Don’t let there be a next time!” I wave my arms up and down. “Do you realize what I had to do?”

      “Listen, it wasn’t my fault you decided to walk off and—”

      “Enough of this!” Zirnitra bellows. “This ridiculousness ends now!”

      Zirnitra starts forward. He stampedes toward Smok, but Smok brings up his arms and a wall of fire rises around him. Zirnitra tries to bash through the fire shield, but he cannot; his brute strength isn’t a match for Smok’s magic.

      Zirnitra recoils backward and sneers. Sparks fly out from the corners of his mouth.

      “Oh, is it a magician’s fight you want, boy?” Zirnitra hisses, flashing out a forked tongue. “Then a magician’s fight you will receive.”

      In a column of swirling smoke, Zirnitra changes. He transforms into a man and throws out his hands. From within them comes a stream of dark purple magic, tinged with smoke and lightning. It races quickly toward Smok’s heart.

      “Smok, look out!” I cry.

      Smok rolls out of the way. The magic column hits the wall behind him, which crumples. People scream and push each other to get out of the way as the wall crumbles. I cringe when it hits the ground.

      Smok springs back onto his feet and holds out a hand. Red fire laces up his arm and then spirals toward Zirnitra. Zirnitra holds out his hand and Smok’s fire billows around him, as if the dragon god is encased within a shield that Smok cannot penetrate.

      Zirnitra swings his arms around. From above comes a massive circle of smoke and ash. Zirnitra brings it downward, surrounding Smok completely. The circle closes in on Smok, closer and closer. It becomes smaller and smaller until he’s trapped within it, his arms tied to his sides like he’s bound by ropes made of embers. The smoke surrounds his face, concealing it from view.

      “No!” I shout. I have to give him a fighting chance! Summoning a bout of courage (or insanity, depending on how you look at it) I charge at Zirnitra and launch myself on his back, pounding the side of his head with my fist.

      “Agh!” Zirnitra yells. The spell breaks… Smok takes a needed gasp of breath. “Get off me, you infernal woman!”

      Zirnitra throws me off violently. I tumble to the ground. My head smacks harshly against the stone. Dizzily, I force myself to sit up and refocus. My head hurts, but I must know what’s going on with the fight.

      My attack gave Smok just enough time to get free. Smok blasts spell after spell at Zirnitra, but the dragon god can keep up. His purple lightning magic can easily resist Smok’s jets of fire.

      Yet Smok hasn’t given up yet. There’s a fire in his eyes, a determination that I’ve never seen in him before. For the first time, he seems sure of what he’s doing. Confident. And dead set on winning.

      Zirnitra casts yet another lightning bolt at Smok, but he waves it away. At that point, Smok changes. He morphs into a dragon and circles Zirnitra, braying a challenge.

      Zirnitra changes again, and both dragons charge. The sound they make as the behemoths collide together hurts my ears. They rise up in the air and paw at each other. Zirnitra attempts to claw out Smok’s innards through his soft underbelly scales, but Smok uses his tail to bat the hits away.

      Smok bites down on Zirnitra’s shoulders. Although the dragon god cries out in pain, he doesn’t give in.

      There’s hardly any room for both of them in this tiny square. I take after the soldiers and run for cover against the walls of the fortress. The two warring dragons pay no mind to those who are foolish enough to be caught in their path. Quite a few people who dare to stand too close are squished or impaled by a wayward spike.

      Men have no business in the affairs of dragons.

      Zirnitra rises up on his hind legs to deliver a devastating blow, but Smok has a plan. While Zirnitra is balancing, Smok lunges forward. He clamps his jaws down on Zirnitra’s neck, his claws digging into the god’s stomach.

      Using brute force, Smok throws Zirnitra across the courtyard and into the main building. It crushes to little more than a collection of broken wood underneath Zirnitra’s weight.

      Stunned, Zirnitra has no time to react. Smok strides forward and snaps Zirnitra’s neck up in his jaws. He bites down as hard as he can, and blood begins to stream out from the puncture wounds in Zirnitra’s neck. Zirnitra screams, but Smok doesn’t let go. Only digs his teeth in harder.

      “What are you going to do?” Zirnitra chuckles, but the sound is mired with pain. “You cannot kill a god.”

      Smok twists his head, until Zirnitra’s neck is forced into a complicated position. Zirnitra moans. With the god’s head still in his mouth, Smok mumbles, “No. But I can cause you unimaginable pain until you wish you were dead.”

      The god’s eyes widen. Zirnitra uses his tail to bash Smok’s head, and by shock, my dragon stumbles backward. A coward, Zirnitra slithers out of his reach. Shrieking, Zirnitra gambles away, spreading his wings and taking to the sky. Shouts of rage and defeat follow him all the way, until he disappears into the red skyline.

      Smok stands tall as he watches him go. He gives a satisfied hmph before spreading his wings and roaring once more, a victory cry.

      The dragon stops roaring, and turns back to look at me. His eyes are surprisingly human. Not beastly.

      A soft veil of smoke rises around the dragon. Then he changes, from monster to man. The same Smok I know and love is here. He came back for me.

      He opens his arms wide and I run into them. My head falls naturally against his chest as he holds me tight. By the gods, how I missed him.

      “Oh, Smok,” I say. “I was so worried you were gone forever.”

      “I could never leave you,” he says quietly. “I had been searching for you for days. I believed you left, or were captured. I feared the worst.”

      “I was captured by Germans, but I escaped,” I tell him. “A siren helped me. It’s true, Smok. I do have siren blood.”

      “I figured as much when I heard your song from so far away. It caused me to rush to you as soon as I could.”

      He bends down to whisper in my ear. “Although I have to say that it betrayed your true intentions. The danger wasn’t the only reason I hurried back.”

      I blush. Quickly, I try to change the subject. “You did it, Smok. You finally defeated Zirnitra,” I stutter. “How did you do it?”

      “I was fighting for all the wrong reasons before,” Smok says. “This time, I fought for you.”

      Smok leans down to kiss me. I kiss him back, enjoying the tender, passionate sensation that flows between us. So this is what happy endings feel like. Every part of this journey was worth it.

      We break apart when a scream interrupts our kiss. I whirl around. Typical of me, to think we’ve won when it’s not over yet. Though the fighting hasn’t resumed, Prince Reinhold has still got his hands on Wanda. She’s trying to get away, but he won’t let her.

      “Fliss!” Wanda screams. She digs her heels in the ground as Prince Reinhold yanks on her arms, dragging her toward a horse. “Help me!”

      “Hold on, Wanda!” I grab my seax, but Smok takes hold of my wrist.

      “No, Fliss. Allow me,” he says. He takes a deep breath. Smok strides forward, and transforms into a dragon. The footsteps he takes are loud and crushing.

      When Smok stands before Reinhold, the German prince pauses. He slowly looks up at the dragon. He lets go of Wanda.

      Then he screams.

      Smok snarls. Before Prince Reinhold has a chance to get his sword out Smok bites down, hard.

      Smok flings Reinhold (or rather, what is left of his limbs) to the center of the courtyard, and takes a deep breath. With a quick jet of flame, Smok sets Reinhold on fire. But it doesn’t matter anyway… Reinhold is already dead.

      “Wanda!” I rush forward. I grab her arms, squeezing them tightly. “Are you all right?”

      “I am well.” She attempts to fix her hair, which is a complete mess, and ignores the carnage that was her captor sizzling in the middle of the square like it’s no fuss. “What an absolute brute! He had no idea how to treat a lady.”

      “He was kidnapping you, Wanda,” I remind her.

      “Yes, but was he such a barbarian he couldn’t even do it the right way? There are kidnappers who treat their women so well they end up falling in love, you know. There are stories about it.”

      “Wanda—”

      “No wonder no woman wanted to marry him. If I was him I’d believe I’d have to steal a princess, too.” She finally finishes, her face pink and flustered.

      She looks up at Smok towering above her. “Oh. Hello there, dragon. You must be the one Fliss is always talking about.”

      “I do not always talk about him! I’ve mentioned him to you once!” I shriek as Smok grins.

      With the massacre of their prince, the German army completely falls into disarray. The soldiers fall back and begin to retreat. The Krakow forces follow them, slaying those who are foolish enough to stay.

      “I think I can take care of this,” Smok says cheerfully. “Do you mind?”

      “Oh no, not at all,” I say, gesturing to the retreating army. “Go right on ahead.”

      Smok takes off. From the ruins of the fortress, Wanda and I watch as Smok and the rest of the Pole forces push the German army back, out of Krakow and into the plains beyond.

      The Polish forces that were left behind cheer. Myself, I’m standing around dumbfounded. I honestly can’t believe we pulled this off.

      Wanda throws her arms up in the air with the rest of her people. “Hooray! We won!”

      “Yes, Wanda.” I laugh. “We won.”

      A little time later, Smok comes flying back. He lands beside us and changes back into a man.

      “I doubt they’ll be returning anytime soon,” he informs me. “You needn’t worry, Fliss. Your home is safe.”

      “Thank you, Smok.” I reach out to give his hand a loving squeeze. “We wouldn’t have claimed victory today if it wasn’t for you.”

      “You gave me the courage to become the man I always wanted to be,” Smok replies honestly. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m still in your debt.”

      Wanda eyes Smok. “You weren’t lying, Fliss. He’s certainly dashing.”

      Wanda saunters up to Smok, fluttering her eyelashes and extending her hand. “I’m Princess Wanda, daughter of King Krakus. And you are?”

      “I am called Smok, my lady.” Smok kisses her hand. Wanda giggles as she pulls it away.

      “All right, that’s enough,” I say, getting between the two of them. “Wanda, you have your knight. Let me have my dragon.”

      Wanda squeals. “Fliss! It is true, you are in love! And can’t you see, you two are meant for each other! You must be married at once! Oh!” She claps her hands. “What about a duel wedding? We can both be brides together!”

      “Well…” I say, looking up at Smok. The only answer he gives me is a coy gleam in his dark gaze. “We’ll see.”

      Our little moment between the three of us is broken as the people of Krakow close in. They’re silent; most of them are looking at us like they can’t believe their eyes. Some are fearful. Others, malicious… eyes betraying evil intent. Smok might have saved Krakow. But to some here, he’s still nothing more than a dragon.

      A very, very dangerous dragon.

      I entwine Smok’s arm in my own and hold it tightly, for his comfort.

      “Don’t worry,” I whisper. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Smok swallows, and nods. From within the crowd emerges a stern man, covered in blood and standing tall above the others. His gaze still burns with distrust and hatred.

      King Krakus.
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Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      He can’t still hate Smok after all my dragon’s done, can he? Maybe he can. I take hold of Smok’s arm and hold it tightly. Whatever Krakus rules, I’m still standing by Smok’s side.

      Krakus takes a step forward. “Why did you do this, dragon? After all these years, why do you now show love for Krakow and our home? Why save us after your years spent in solitude, with no mind toward the lives of our people?”

      I want to shout at the king that Smok has always cared about the people of Krakow, but I know if I say something now I ruin Smok’s chance to defend himself.

      Smok swallows. He rubs the bottom of his face and says, “Things have changed. I had no reason to leave my cave or to involve myself in the affairs of humans.”

      Smok looks at me. “But then I asked for a woman to accompany me on my journey across the world. I met Fliss, and everything changed. I have fallen in love with her, your majesty. If this is her home, it is also mine. As such, I am obligated to protect and defend it.”

      Krakus’ gaze changes, from distrustful to something else. I cannot describe it… though if I had to use a word, I would say satisfied.

      Krakus turns to look at me, a gaze of pride written upon his kingly face. He doesn’t express approval, or congratulate us on our love. Rather, it’s as if he thinks I purposefully manipulated Smok’s feelings to my own advantage.

      It makes me uneasy.

      “Very well!” The king claps his hands. “We should host a feast in the dragon’s honor! Let us celebrate this victory for Krakow’s triumph over the Germans!”

      Some of the surrounding knights cheer, but most of the crowd is pretty cowed. I’m with them; a feast, now, when half the village has been destroyed?

      “Father, is now really the right time?” Wanda asks softly, putting a hand on the king’s shoulder. “Many of our people have been killed, and it will take time to clean the mess left behind by the battle. Some of our buildings have been burnt or smashed to the ground. Can’t the feast wait?”

      “Nonsense!” the king booms. “The great hall is still standing. We should remember our dead through a celebration that acknowledges their sacrifice. Tonight it is!”

      Murmers sweep throughout the village. Krakus orders the soldiers to start burying the bodies and the peasants to begin rebuilding the fortress before he leaves, probably to cobble together the remaining cooks to tell them to whip up a banquet.

      Wanda jogs over to me. “I’m going after Father. I don’t believe he’s feeling well.” She bites her lip. “I’ll see you at the feast?”

      “Of course.” I nod. When she runs away, I glance at Smok. “Strange that Krakus would want to celebrate now. Half the fortress has been crushed.”

      “It is rather odd to celebrate when so many are in mourning.” Smok’s brow furrows, but then he shakes his head. “It is no matter. We’ll go. Perhaps this is the king’s sign of making peace.”

      Smok grabs my hand. “Fliss, would it be quite possible to speak with you, alone? I know this is rather abrupt, but I’ve been thinking of what to say to you for days, and my heart feels this can no longer wait.”

      “Alone?” My heart skips a beat. “Why… yes. Where shall we go?”

      “I know a place.” Smok pulls me through the rubble. We maneuver over fallen stones and broken wood on our way out of the village. He leads me around the opposite side, down the giant hill only to climb another.

      This hill is taller than the one Krakow sits upon, and has a collection of trees along with a long, flat rock perfect for sitting at the top. It overlooks everything… the sun casts down an orange glow upon the earth as the day lengthens.

      Smok sits down on the rock, and I follow his lead. He cups my hands in his large ones. “Fliss. What are your plans going forward? You are a freewoman now. What would you like to do?”

      “Plans?” I lean backward. “I suppose I have none.” I think. “I would like to stay here in Krakow, with Wanda. Yet I’ve seen the world now, but only a little part of it. I believe I would like to see more.”

      “There’s a place I’d like to take you,” Smok says. He’s a little nervous. His hands shake slightly. “I think you would love it there.”

      “Where is it?” I ask curiously.

      “It’s a surprise.” He smiles coyly. “I don’t want to ruin it, but I also don’t want to make you feel you’re being forced into going somewhere you don’t wish to. If you want to stay in Krakow, you’re more than welcome to, and if you want to travel the world, then do it.”

      He hesitates. “My only request is no matter where you are, let me be there with you.”

      “I always want you here with me, Smok,” I say. “I’m not quite sure what I want to do yet. But just know that wherever I am, you will be there as well. Always.”

      He smiles. “Your song spoke to my heart. I wasn’t completely certain if you loved me before, even if you said so, because I didn’t believe anyone could love a monster. It drove me to get back to you.”

      “All of it was honest and true,” I say. “I meant each word.”

      Smok puts his forehead against mine. “I didn’t believe I deserved a second chance,” he whispers.

      “It doesn’t matter whether you deserved it or not, only that it happened.” I kiss his temple. “It was too much for us to be separated forever. Fate intervened, and the gods decided to return me to you. And I will be forever grateful they did.”

      Smok and I sit upon the hill for a long time. We talk about our future, and all the adventures we want to have together. He doesn’t mention marriage… yet. I find it inconceivable that only a few weeks ago I was totally alone in the world, and now I’ve found the love of my life. Why have the gods decided to be so fortunate and smile upon me? I suppose I will never know.

      After the sun sets I can hear the tell-tale signs of lutes and harps being played within Krakow. The feast has started.

      “Come on,” I say, rising to my feet. “The banquet’s begun. We don’t want to insult the king by not attending.”

      Smok stands, though he appears anxious. “Do you really think they’ll accept me, a dragon?”

      “All will be well.” I lean against him, for his comfort. “You saved Krakow. They will be grateful. They must be. Without you, all of them would be dead today.” I hesitate. “And I would be Zirnitra’s prisoner.”

      Smok lifts my chin with his gentle hand. “I would die before I let you be his slave.” His eyes are burning, passionate. They’re impossible to look away from as he creates a powerful connection between the two of us. “If he ever bothers you again, I will kill him. I know the legends say that you cannot kill a god, but I will find a way.”

      “You won’t have to do that.” I kiss him tenderly. “You defeated Zirnitra. He knows never to come back. From now on, nothing on earth will separate you and me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Before we arrive, I change into another one of my dresses, as this one is old and covered in mud. I really should’ve taken a bath earlier, but I can’t help it now. I was too immersed in my conversation with Smok.

      It’s not like Smok looks like a lord, anyhow. His tunic is still stained with blood from the battle. Ah, well. You can’t say he doesn’t fit the part of a dragon.

      Smok’s body gets more and more rigid the closer we venture to the feast. I cling tightly to his arm. Smok has faced mermaids, Norsemen, fae, and other perils on our adventure, but he seems more scared now than any of those times before. Can he really be so terrified of humans? Or is he more frightened of how he will appear to them?

      The village is still torn to bits, but at least the bodies have been removed. We maneuver around the trails of blood drying on the ground and head toward the great hall, one of the few pieces of the fortress still left standing.

      When we enter we’re greeted by applause and cheer. The Poles pound their feet into the floor, creating a stampede effect. I smile, but Smok is more frightened than ever. He doesn’t trust them.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I whisper. I notice that there’s two seats left open next to the king. Those must be where we’re supposed to sit. “Come on.”

      I drag Smok to the table. He pulls out the chair for me, and I sit, keeping an eye on the king. Krakus doesn’t wince or sneer when Smok sits beside him. Instead, the king claps a hand on the dragon’s back.

      “I’m glad to see you here. We’ve been at odds too long, dragon. It is about time we’ve made peace,” the king says.

      Smok’s mouth is thin. “I agree. It’s a good thing to have us come together.”

      “And all to Fliss!” Krakus roars, giving a boastful laugh. He rises to his feet and lifts his mug. “A toast! To the dragon of Wawel hill, and the maiden who befriended him!”

      “Sto lat!” The crowd raises its drinks once before downing them in one gulp. I’m put more at ease. Krakus wouldn’t be this hospitable to an enemy. He’s accepted Smok as one of us.

      The band plays cheerful tunes while couples twirl to the music on the floor. Smok gets up, and offers me a hand. “Would you like to dance, my lady?”

      Me? Dance? I get up, and nearly trip over my own feet. The chair goes sprawling to the side. As Smok picks it up, I blush. “Uh… yes, sure. I would love to.”

      Smok takes my hand. He leads me to the center of the room, where we begin twirling. I have a feeling he merely wants to dance to get away from the king. Doesn’t bother me. At least I’m finally dancing with a man, even the one of my dreams.

      I notice that people give us more room than necessary on the floor. Smok doesn’t seem to mind. When dancing with me, Smok’s face is alight.

      “We used to dance often. Do you remember?” Smok askes as he spins me around.

      “I don’t remember much of anything.” I giggle. I’m getting dizzy. I come to a stop and end up crashing against his chest. He holds me upright as I say, “You are a very good dancer. I can barely keep my feet.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You look beautiful all the same.” His lips crush against my hair. A fluttery feeling enters my stomach. I force myself to stay upright to avoid embarrassing myself further.

      Krakus’ eyes follow us around the room as we spin. I try to ignore them and focus on the fact that Smok’s finally smiling instead of scowling. He’s having a good time. He’s happy. It’s all I ever wanted.

      The smell of food causes the dancing to come to a stop. Servants carrying large trays exit the kitchens. Smok guides us back to our seats. My dragon is somewhat terse as he takes his spot again next to Krakus, but the king doesn’t say much. Merely sips his ale and smiles.

      Wanda and her knight have joined us. It’s a bit of a relief. At least conversation now won’t be so awkward and tense.

      “You looked like a one-legged chicken out there on the dance floor, Fliss!” Wanda cries. She pounds the table with her fist as she laughs. “I’ve never seen such ungainly movement in all my life!”

      “I like her clumsiness,” Smok says, wrapping an arm around me as a happy warmth spreads throughout my core. “In fact, I believe it quite cute.”

      “Oh, how very sweet,” Wanda coos. “They’re so perfect together, aren’t they, Krzysztof?”

      Krzysztof doesn’t say anything, merely gives a grunt. He’s the strong, silent kind of man, which is just as well if he’s to be married to the princess. You can’t get much of a word in when talking to Wanda.

      The servants distribute plates of mutton piled high with bread and potato pancakes. After Krakus takes the first bite, the rest of us dig in. I find the mutton juicy, and full of flavor. Krzysztof’s nearly finished half his plate before Wanda stops chattering long enough to begin.

      “I’d like to thank you again, dragon, for saving Krakow,” Krakus says as he eats. “Your sacrifice for our village will forever be remembered in our people’s history.”

      “As I said before, it was nothing. I would do anything to save that which Fliss holds dear,” Smok says, taking a bite of mutton. That familiar joyful feeling radiates throughout my chest again. Smok swallows, then smiles at me.

      But then…

      Smok’s smile falters. His skin turns pale white, and his face crumples into a visage of pain. He grips the table tightly. The wood cracks underneath the strength of his fingers.

      “Smok.” I grab his wrist. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

      Smok opens his mouth to tell me, but only ends up gasping for air. Thick foam begins pouring from the corners of his mouth, dribbling down his chin.

      Smok collapses out of his chair. He begins convulsing on the floor, legs and arms twitching. I fall to my knees beside him and cradle his head in my lap. The convulsions get worse. Smok heaves to take a breath. His veins pop out underneath his skin, black and dark. His eyes seek out mine.

      Help me, they say.

      “What’s going on? Who did this to you?” I wail. Tears start pouring from my eyes. They fall upon his chest. I go to wipe them away, but pull back when I can feel his heartbeat beating rapidly and violently against his ribcage. I look around in an attempt to figure out what’s going on before my eyes land on his plate.

      The food. He’s been poisoned.

      My dragon is dying.

      “Your majesty, please do something!” I scream. I look to King Krakus, but my body turns stiff and cold when I realize that he’s standing over us, a triumphant smile written upon his cruel face.
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Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why?” I don’t sound like myself as I scream the word at Krakus. “Why did you do this to him? WHY?”

      “A dragon cannot be trusted,” Krakus says coldly. “I asked you to be cunning, to get the dragon to your side, and you followed my orders beautifully. Never again will we worry about our village being plagued by a dragon.”

      “I didn’t ask for this! I love him!” I screech.

      “Dragons are beasts. They cannot love!” Krakus bellows.

      His face is red with rage. Krakus’ hatred is more powerful than compassion or understanding. He used Smok to defeat the Germans, and will now dispose of him since he is no longer of worth. I played right into the king’s hands.

      I did this to Smok. I am the reason he’s going to die. By the gods, I wish I had never met him. I wish I had never been foolish enough to venture into his cave. I could’ve spared him from this terrible fate.

      “Father, how can you do this?” Wanda gets up from the table. She throws her chair to the side and it slams against the wall. A leg shatters off. “How could you be so cruel?”

      “You are a demon!” I shout at Krakus. “Only a monster could do something like this to a creature so kind!”

      “Be quiet, slave!” Krakus roars. “Don’t speak to me of things you don’t understand!”

      “I am not a slave!” I relinquish the seax from its sheath. I wave it in the air with tears in my eyes, displaying it to the room, reveling in the precous gift Smok gave me... the gift of my own life. “I am a freewoman! I can think as I like, do as I like! You no longer own me, Krakus! I belong to no one but this dragon!”

      “I will do what I must to protect Krakow from current and future enemies!” Krakus yells. “Both of you will come to your senses after the dragon is dead.”

      “If he dies, I will kill you myself and burn this entire village to the ground!” I scream.

      The room gasps. The king’s eyes widen. I go to attack, but a hand grabs my wrist. It’s Smok. His eyes are pleading and desperate.

      “Fliss…” Smok manages to wrestle out a few, choked words. “Let… me… go.”

      “Never!” I cling to him. “I will never let you go!”

      “Not… meant… to be.” A small breath whooshes out between the dragon’s lips. The fire within his chest starts to fade. His body runs cold instead of hot. The fingers wrapped around my wrist slacken, and his hand falls to the floor.

      Smok’s eyes close in an infinite finality, and with them, my soul dies.

      “No!” I fling myself upon Smok’s chest and begin to weep. “No, Smok! No! You cannot leave me here, alone in the world! Please, come back!”

      Smok does not stir. A sob wrenches itself from my throat. I give a shuddering gasp. The room is utterly silent, besides the sound of my tears.

      I lift my head off of Smok’s chest, which is now soaked. His face is frozen in time. Unbidden, a song begins to rise out from within. With a voice choked with tears, I begin to sing.

      
        “Many years have passed,

        Between you and I, dearest love,

        They lay forgotten on the sands of time,

        Blown away by whisps of wind.

        

        Yet I have not forgotten you,

        And I never will,

        Your love is like the fiercest ocean,

        A powerful wave seeking to crash upon my shore.

        

        A heart forged in dragon’s fire,

        Your wings lead me home,

        They cover me with a veil of protection,

        They guide me to life once more.

        

        I will never be the same,

        And though the night is dark and long,

        Your strong arms will never let me go,

        They create the clouds and the heavens.

        

        What love has created, let death not separate,

        Forever our fates may be entwined,

        Please do not forget my song,

        A song of smoke and fire.”

      

      When I finish the song, I brush Smok’s hair back from his face. I kiss his forehead, then get up, sniffling. I wipe my face with the back of my sleeve and turn my back on Smok’s lifeless body. It’s not a sight that I can bear.

      There’s no point in crying anymore. Smok is dead. I’m dead. I don’t know what I’m going to do now.

      “Fliss…” Wanda says. Her voice ripples with astonishment.

      “What is it?” I ask. I turn back around. My mouth falls open as I observe the miracle before me.

      Smok has been lifted into the air. A swirling column of smoke and fire circles his body, wrapping itself around his legs, his arms and torso. The darkened veins fade away when magic caresses his skin. Color comes back into his cheeks, and Smok’s eyes open as his feet touch the ground. He looks down at himself in astonishment as the spell releases its hold, dissolving away into nothing but thin air.

      There are tears in his eyes when he extends his arms to me.

      “Fliss,” he whispers. “Your song.”

      I run to him. He picks me up and twirls me around twice before embracing me tightly, kissing me fiercely on the mouth. Fresh tears run down my face.

      Smok cups a hand to my face, and I say, “Smok. You’re alive.”

      “The power of your magic is strong enough to even put a stop to death,” he says. “You were right. Nothing can separate us now, or ever again.”

      Smok kisses me again. Yet we’re forced apart by the sound of dishes being swept off the table and smashed onto the floor.

      “No!” Krakus cries. You can hear the knuckles in his hands crack as he binds them into fists. “This cannot be! Guards, kill him! Kill the dragon!”

      Soldiers and knights unsheathe their swords and venture our way. Smok and I hold tightly to one another.

      “Should I change?” he asks, looking around.

      “No,” I say. “Let them.” There are too many knights for Smok to fight off all by himself while protecting me. If this is how Krakus wants it to end, then so be it. I’m not going into life or death without my dragon.

      Smok and I press against each other as the knights venture closer. Yet there’s soft footsteps, and someone plants herself rebelliously in front of us both. It’s Wanda.

      “Daughter, get out of the way!” Krakus snarls. “This is no concern of yours!”

      “It most certainly is!” Wanda shouts. Her hair whips around her face as she whirls around to stare down her father. “Fliss is my best friend!”

      “Fliss is hardly more than a slave!” Krakus bellows. “Her life isn’t worth the opportunity to potentially slay the Wawel dragon!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Wanda hisses. “Fliss has more courage than any of us. She was brave enough to venture into the dragon’s cave. She won his heart. She saved Krakow. She’s done everything.”

      Wanda turns. Under her breath, she whispers to me. “We’ll be together again soon, Fliss.” Silently, she mouths the word go.

      I understand. I understand all the sacrifices Wanda is making to help us escape. Wanda is giving us this chance. We must take it.

      “Smok, do it now,” I whisper.

      Smok doesn’t hesitate. He changes into a dragon, knocking over tables, chairs and people as his body expands.

      I don’t waste any time. I swing around Smok’s leg and hoist myself up on his shoulders, taking the usual spot. Smok growls and hisses to keep the knights away, lashing out with his claws.

      Smok crouches down. Over the noise of the panic, I cry out, “I’ll miss you, Wanda!”

      Wanda’s got tears in her eyes. “Anything for you, Fliss.”

      Smok spreads his wings, and takes off. I duck down behind his spikes, and people scream as he bursts through the roof. Arrows follow us, but Smok avoids them easily as we head into the cover of clouds.

      “Where are you taking us?” I ask. The wind is rather cold up here; I hold tightly to Smok’s body, which has once again become fiery and warm.

      “To a place far away, where Krakus and his men won’t be able to find us,” he replies.

      “What about Zirnitra?” I ask. “Will he try to stop us?”

      “He’s still off licking his wounds. He won’t bother us now.” Smok’s wingbeats are up to pace, but leisurely. He truly doesn’t believe anyone will give chase.

      There’s a pause. Then Smok says, “It was a very noble thing your friend did for us back there.”

      Wanda. My throat ceases up thinking about it. “The king will punish her. I don’t know how, but he’ll make sure it’s painful for standing up for us and helping us escape.”

      “Do you think he’ll torture her?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe so. The worst thing he could do is not allow her to marry her knight.” I look down upon the city of Krakow. It used to be my world, but seems so small now, now that I’ve seen other places. “That would destroy her.”

      “Yes, but it is a sacrifice she made for us,” Smok says firmly. “We should honor her wishes and get away from here.”

      My eyes water. “I know.”

      “You and Wanda will meet again. I am sure of it,” Smok says gently. “The king won’t be able to keep you two apart forever. There is no force on earth that can separate good friends.”

      “I… I hope so.” The village of Krakow slowly fades from sight. I must have hope in what Smok says. Wanda and I will meet again.

      And one day, I will repay her for what she’s done for me.

      The flight is very long. Smok obviously intends on taking us somewhere I haven’t been before. My heart clenches in pain that I’m getting farther away from Wanda, but also sings with joy that Smok and I will be together, wherever we’re going.

      Just as the sun begins to rise, Smok starts trailing downward. As we leave the clouds I notice the familiar shimmer of the Baltic Sea below.

      He spirals downward and lands on the shoreline. On a hill overlooking the beach is a small stone cottage with a thatch roof.

      “Smok?” I ask. I slide off his back, and walk up the hill to look at the cottage. It seems abandoned. Smok changes into a man and puts his hands on my shoulders, bending down to whisper in my ear.

      “I built this house for us to live in many years ago,” he says. “It was supposed to be a surprise for our wedding day, but you died before you could see it. I vowed I would never live in it unless I was with you. I haven’t returned in a very long time. I hoped you’d find it an appropriate place for us to live together.”

      My heart is thumping loudly against my chest. “It’s perfect.” I turn to him. “Is this the place you wanted to show me?”

      “Yes.” He nods. “I thought we could spend most of our time here, then the rest traveling to wherever we felt like going. If that is what you want.”

      “It is what I want.” I step forward, and Smok slides his hands down to my hips. “But how did you know?”

      “Because I know you.” His face becomes plagued with worry. “Though I do have some concerns. Are you certain that you want to spend your life with a dragon?”

      “Dragons have been around me all my life. I used to think that I was cursed, that the gods fated dragons to follow me.”

      I loop my arms around his neck. “Now I suppose dragons never followed me anywhere, but that I always followed dragons. I was meant from birth to be with one. Fated to be with you, forever.”

      Smok leans in to kiss me. The wind sweeps back my hair as the waves crash onto the shoreline. I return his affections, his fire and mine joining in an endless eternity. Despite the past, I know one thing; Smok and I are destined to be together. No matter what trials or joys may come, our lives are tied. Death, kings, magic and monsters were not enough to keep us apart. They never will be.

      Whatever happens, I am more than happy to love my dragon.
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* * *
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        Fliss and Smok’s journey will continue in Book #2 of Song of Dragonfire, Change of Wind and Storms.

        

        To be notified when this book releases, sign up for Megan’s VIP List here (and check out the blurb and cover on the next page!)

        

        If you liked this book, you might also like The Shifter Prophecy, The Kingdom Saga, The Rhodi Saga, or the Creatures of the Lands series.

        

        Megan Linski can be found on www.meganlinski.com, her Facebook page, her Twitter Page, and on Goodreads.

        

        If you liked this book, please leave a review on Goodreads,  or your online eBook retailer.

        

        Check out Gryfyn Publishing on their website, Facebook, and Twitter.
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        CHANGE OF WIND AND STORMS

        Song of Dragonfire #2

        

        Smoke. Fire. Air.

        All three are required to make me whole.

        I need the love that burns within them all.

        I need my dragons.

        

        Fliss thought war ended when she saved Krakau; yet war hasn’t even begun. Her dragon, Smok, has vowed to protect her, but not even he can stop the threat that looms over Poland.

        

        Then Fliss discovers a shocking secret— Smok’s brothers are still alive.

        

        A journey across fae kingdoms and siren realms reveals the truth. Both of Smok’s brothers have loved her in the past, and plan to love her again. With three dragons at her side Fliss must reassemble the events of her past lives, and piece together who has been hunting her across centuries.

        

        Yet Fliss has roused the wrath of gods... and there will be no mercy.

        

        War has come once again. Will Fliss’ dragons be able to save her from a dark fate? Or do the gods have other plans?

        

        A sweet and clean reverse harem novel, Change of Wind and Storms is an epic fantasy young adult romance that’s funny, magical, and full of friendship. This fairy tale retelling of Slavic folklore and Polish tradition features a clumsy, lovable, and strong heroine on a coming-of-age quest with three hot dragons who are devoted to her.

        

        Sign up for Megan’s VIP List to be notified when it releases!
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      I would like to thank my friend, Kenya Cooper, for challenging me to write a dragon novel in thirty days or less. Her challenge was the basis for Song of Smoke and Fire after I was inspired by her release of Half-Blood Dragon. She has been an avid supporter of me, and is someone whose career as an author I look up to. She was the person who helped me take the first steps to quit my day job and begin writing from home, which has changed everything (plus her name is really, really badass). Thank you for everything, Kenya.

      As always, thank you to Thalia for her mad editing skills, and Connie for her friendship.
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        THE WITCH’S CURSE

        

        "The scream of a dying girl was the singular sound that changed my life, forever."

        

        When Briar enters the Eldermere Woods alone, she never could've imagined the danger that awaited her there. As a young witch, she's sought by hunters who desire her blood, a group of radicals who wish to eliminate all magical creatures. When Briar discovers a fellow witch slaughtered in the forest, her boring afternoon is changed into a fight for her life.

        

        With the help of her dragon shifter love, Thomas, Briar must find a way to stop the witch hunters from destroying her town of Thorny Brook. But is her magic strong enough to defeat her most dangerous enemies? Full of danger, fantasy, and fun, THE WITCH'S CURSE is another thrilling installment by bestselling author Megan Linski.

        

        Now FREE by signing up for Megan Linski’s VIP list!
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        Megan Linski is the owner of Gryfyn Publishing and has had a passion for writing ever since she completed her first (short) novel at the age of 6. Her specializations are romance, fantasy, and contemporary fiction for young and new adults. When not writing she enjoys ice skating, horse riding, theatre, archery, fishing, and being outdoors. She is a passionate advocate for mental health awareness and suicide prevention, and is an active fighter against common variable immune deficiency disorder. She lives in Michigan.
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