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      I swear to the gods, dragons are going to be the death of me.

      One particular dragon, to be exact. He’s muscular, handsome, and very, very charming.

      My Smok… my dragon song.

      And since today’s his birthday, Smok’s proving that he can be even sweeter than my wildest dreams imagined. For some reason, he wants to give gifts to me on his birthday, which doesn’t make much sense at all… but whatever makes him happy, I suppose.

      “Can you take your hands off my face?” I mumble underneath his fingers. “They’re so big that you’re suffocating me.”

      “I don’t want you to see the surprise,” Smok responds. He’s covering up my eyes, but since he has these gigantic man hands, he’s more or less smothering my need to breathe, too. “Just a few more steps.”

      What have you got planned? I wonder. I feel the soft autumn breeze brush against my cheeks, autumn promising to turn into a brisk winter soon. Snow will be here in a few days, if it doesn’t fall tonight. The clouds have created a gloomy cover over the area, and most of the plants have turned dull and lost their foliage.

      Smok guides me up to the top of a large hill. I’m huffing and puffing trying to climb it blind.

      “You… know… I don’t like… climbing upwards,” I gasp. “Or… stairs.”

      “It’s worth it, I promise.” He stops, which I’m guessing means we’re at the top of the hill. “All right. Look down.”

      He uncovers my eyes. In the water below, tied to a large tree, is a boat. It’s made of wood, with a white and red sail and a set of oars on each side. The hull is carved to resemble a snarling dragon’s head, while the bow of the boat is shaped like a spiked tail. It’s enough to hold up to six people, but can be sailed with one or two.

      “That’s incredible, Smok,” I say. I run down the hill and to the beach. The water soaks my dress as I climb inside and look around the boat. Each detail is intricately designed, like a master made it.

      I don’t fail to notice that Smok made it a point to scatter a collection of pillows and blankets around the deck. They’re circled with an array of yet-to-be-lit candles and wildflowers. Doesn’t get anymore romantic for a dragon.

      Smok swings himself into the boat and starts pointing out all the features. “There’s plenty of room for food and supplies, and more than enough room to sleep, too.”

      And do more than sleep, obviously. This much is very apparent.

      “Where’d you get it?” I ask. Smok and I live out in the middle of nowhere. Unless a boat just fell out of the sky…

      “I built it,” Smok says proudly, and he puffs out his chest.

      “You… built it,” I say skeptically. I put my hands on my hips. “Do you even know how to build a boat?”

      “Well…” he looks down at the deck and kicks it. “I stole it from a group of Norsemen, actually. Terrorized them as a dragon, then picked the boat up and flew away.”

      I laugh loudly, imagining a bunch of bewildered Norsemen floating in the water, watching as a giant red lizard snatched their boat and flew away. “I love it, but why do we need a boat?” I ask. “We can fly anywhere we want to go.”

      “I don’t always want to be a dragon.” Smok makes a disgruntled face. “I want to be as human as possible. Plus, I think it’d be more fun to take our time. Really get to explore things, instead of being afraid someone will spot me and we’ll have to fly off.”

      Smok thinks his being a dragon is a curse, but I think it’s a blessing. He’s been changing into one as infrequently as possible… something that makes me very, very sad. He wants to suppress that part of him, but for me, I miss my dragon. I want Smok to accept himself as he is.

      And to take me on a flight every once in awhile. I haven’t gone for a ride in weeks.

      “Plus, the boat will be a home away from home, of sorts,” Smok offers. “We can take everything we need and store it in the boat, and collect treasures along the way, instead of storing it all away in a pack.”

      “I thought you were going to show me something else and were just leading up to the big reveal.” I snicker.

      Smok stares blankly at me. “Is that what you wanted?”

      I start laughing. “It was a joke,” I say. “Stop being so serious.”

      “Oh!” Smok’s mouth spreads into a wide smile. “A joke! I get it now! Ha!”

      “Goes right over your head, doesn’t it?” I snicker.

      Smok blinks. “But… I’m much taller than you.”

      “Oh, never mind.” I step up to him and give him a kiss on the cheek. “It’s a thoughtful gift. Thank you.”

      “You act like you haven’t gotten a present in years,” Smok tells me, and he wraps his arms around my waist.

      “I didn’t get presents as a slave,” I tell him. “Holidays for me were rarely acknowledged.”

      I scrunch up my face, thinking. “In fact, I believe the last time I got a present was when my parents were still alive. It was a straw doll.”

      “That makes me… unhappy.” Smok frowns. “Not even Wanda got you a present?”

      “I never asked. I didn’t want to bother her,” I say. A pang enters my chest at the thought of my old friend. I miss her so much. I don’t want to think of her now, on a day that’s supposed to be happy.

      “You’re not a bother, dear girl.” Smok nestles his head in my hair. The movement reminds me something a lizard would do.

      “You’re here now. That part of my life is over,” I tell him. I nuzzle my nose against his. “I have you to make it better, now.”

      “I could really make you feel better, if you’d like,” Smok says. His eyes coyly dart to the blankets.

      “Yes! By the way, what’s all this?” I ask, pointing to the blankets.

      “The second part of your gift.” Smok picks me up by my waist. His toss sends me flying through the air, into the collection of pillows on the deck. I try to tumble erotically upon them, but only end up flopping ungracefully on top of the lot like a gutted fish. Graceful as always.

      “Don’t take me by surprise like that!” I gasp, a little winded. “You know I scare easily!”

      “I’m going to take something,” Smok mumbles. He gets down on all fours and prowls toward me like a ravenous beast until he’s straddling my hips.

      “Like my maidenhood, I’m guessing,” I bite back lamely. Gods, I’m horrible with the seductive talk. I’m about as lustful as a molding onion.

      “You decide.”

      “Um…” I bite my lip as Smok starts kissing my neck… his lips leave small love marks over my collarbone and the edge of my cheek.

      Though it feels good, and I really, really would like to continue this, something tells me to hold off. To wait.

      Smok and I have been living together in our little stone cottage by the sea for nearly three months now, but we haven’t been together. We discussed getting married, and have also talked about forgoing marriage altogether. Slavic tradition doesn’t demand us to be wed before we make love. Our culture actually encourages women to be promiscuous before marriage in order to determine fertility, but I thought it might be nice to be married to Smok before we came together.

      However, as great as it would be to be Smok’s bride… I haven’t been able to figure out what I want, and he can sense it. Though my life with Smok is wonderful, I feel like something’s missing. I can’t place a finger on what. Smok fills up all the holes in my heart, but since he arrived in my life, it’s like two more empty spaces have suddenly appeared. I can’t name or understand them. I keep hoping that something will pop up to give me an explanation on why I feel this way, but so far, nothing.

      I’ve told Smok about the missing pieces. He doesn’t understand what it means, but he worries that I’ll leave him.

      As if I would ever. My destiny is bound to his, always.

      Smok senses my hesitation and holds off. He takes one arm and flips me so I’m on top of him instead and moves his mouth from my shoulders to my lips.

      Gods, this feels so good. His tense muscles rippling underneath my fingers feel like something out of paradise. My body’s practically quivering with want and desire. Smok takes his hand and brushes back my hair, curling upward and deepening the kiss.

      How could I ever want more than this, more than him? I feel guilty.

      The beautiful moment is ended when my stomach gives a loud and inglorious growl. Smok pulls away from the kiss and looks at me. “You’re hungry. I’ll go get something.”

      “Forget breakfast. I want you,” I whine. I run my hands over his abdomen, but Smoke catches my wrists.

      “You haven’t even eaten yet, and it’s nearly lunch. Let me hunt.” Smok brushes his thumb across my chin, before he grabs it and turns my head to the side.

      “Surveying your work?” I ask. My neck is probably covered in bruises. Thank the gods we live far away from people. Wanda wouldn’t stop teasing me if she saw.

      “I like marking you like this.” Smok trails his fingers over the tiny dark blotches. “It makes me think of you as mine.”

      “There goes your dragon, marking his territory,” I reply.

      Smok stiffens. “That’s not me. I’m not him.”

      “You are him. Someday you’ll have to accept it,” I say quietly. “I fell in love with the dragon just as much as I did the man.”

      Smok gently lifts me off of him, and stands. He doesn’t acknowledge what I said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “Don’t feel the need to hurry. I want to enjoy the boat,” I say, gesturing to it.

      He nods. I can tell what I said about his dragon self has bothered him. He climbs off the boat, and once he is on the beach, he transforms into a dragon and spreads his wings to climb into the air.

      Beneath him, the boat looks like nothing but a toy. His red scales catch the sun, and his leathery wings sing against the wind. The sight of him flying upon the sky is wonderful. An ache inside of me grows at the sight of it. I didn’t realize how much I missed the dragon of Wawel Hill.

      My stomach growls again, and I pat it. One of the things I love about Smok. He can hunt the food, and with his dragon breath, he can cook the food. I don’t have to do anything.

      I love food— and I love him. He even does the dishes every now and then. What a man, right? This is the kind of life a girl could get used to. Everything is just about perfect.

      Except for the stupid, gaping absence in my spirit loudly declaring that something— someone— else is missing.

      I wish it would go away.

      Once Smok is gone, I hear little scratching noises behind me on the deck of the boat. I freeze. There must be mice on this boat— I hate mice. I instantly jump to my feet and whirl around, looking to see where they are.

      My gaze pauses when I see that the scratching sound isn’t rodents, but a pair of feet that look like tree roots.

      My gaze slowly spans upward. The tree roots turn to twisting branches and bark for skin, resembling a trunk that has been formed into the shape of a body. Little autumn leaves poke out from each of the branches. Wooden arms end with long and sharp claws, resembling the teeth of wolves. The creature has a head that’s a twisted combination of a deer’s face and a tree hollow. Out from the top of its skull sprout two large pairs of antlers, six points on each side. There are four eyes, all of them pitch-black. The monster towers over me, easily twice my size.

      I know what it is from the stories my mother used to tell. It is a lesoyck— a forest fae. The lesoyck hovers a few inches off the ground, the tips of its claws dragging along the edge of the boat.

      “Luscia,” the fae echoes, and it raises its clawed hand. “My master demands your arrival.”

      Who in the world is Luscia? This fae has the wrong girl.

      But before I can tell it so, the lesoyck launches itself at me. Before I have time to open my mouth and scream for Smok, the fae has me wrapped up in its claws.
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      The lesoyck’s claws bind my arms to my body, preventing escape. The fae lifts me off the ground, and my legs are left kicking.

      “Let me go!” I cry. I take a deep breath and give the loudest scream I possibly can, but the lesoyck squeezes me tighter, and the shout dies early.

      Oh well. At least it’s not a mouse.

      I’m actually relieved that it’s not a rodent. I berate myself for acting so stupid. I’m being kidnapped!

      The lesoyck turns, and as it does so, large wings made of gigantic tree leaves sprout from behind its back. The lesoyck crouches down, spreads its arms wide, and takes to the air.

      “Smok!” I cry again, but I doubt he can hear me over the wind. The lesoyck ascends quickly, until the boat is far beneath us and we’re sailing away from the sea, toward the forests. It’s freezing up here— a bit of snow begins to fall as the beach fades behind us and the woodland is all I can see. I manage to wiggle my arms out of the monster’s claws, though I’m so far above, fighting back is useless. The fae will just drop me and I’ll fall to my death.

      I’m going to die a virgin. The thought is absolutely horrifying. I should’ve said yes to Smok earlier. I’m such a fool.

      “Wait!” I scream, and I pound against the giant claws that have me enclosed. “Take me back, just for a little bit! I swear you can capture me again in an hour! Twenty minutes, even! I’ve heard that’s all it takes!”

      “Be quiet,” the fae demands. Its leafy wings pick up speed, but I’m not giving up.

      “Who is your master! What could he possibly want with me?” I argue. I don’t know anyone so powerful they could command fae, and even so, what could someone so strong want with me?

      When the lesoyck doesn’t answer, I get even louder. “Oy! Leafy! I asked you a question!”

      “It does not concern me,” the fae replies. “All will become known to you, once I deliver you to my master.”

      He’s certainly not going to give me any information. I’m not so sure I want to meet Sir Mysterious, lord of forest fae and absolute jackass for ruining my chance at losing my maidenhood.

      … My siren powers. They’re the only thing that can save me now. My mother gifted me with the magic of song. I can use it to escape, and get back to Smok.

      I tap my fingers against the claws holding me, thinking. What could I sing to get the lesoyck to take me back?

      When the song comes to me, I give a devious smile and let out a test note.

      “What are you doing?” the fae replies. It sounds intrigued.

      I give it no answer, instead breaking into song.

      
        
        “Lesoyck, creature of the forest,

        Dweller of emerald realms,

        Turn from your master’s orders,

        Fall beneath my spell.”

      

      

      “Your powers won’t work against me, siren,” the fae protests, but I can tell its lying. Already, its wooden eyes are lulling under the strength of my song, and I continue the ballad, louder than ever.

      
        
        “Disobey your master,

        Listen instead to me,

        Take me safely to the ground,

        And where I’m meant to be.”

      

      

      The lesoyck loses all self-control. He careens toward the ground, descending into a patch of forest that I’ve never seen before, and have certainly never been to.

      “No! Not this way!” I insist, and I pound on his claws. I point in the way we came. “Turn around you big, stupid idiot!”

      The lesoyck isn’t listening. It’s too wrapped up in my spell. The fae drifts down to the forest, smashing into trees as it goes, as if it doesn’t realize what it’s doing. Branches scratch at my face and tangle in my air.

      When we land, the lesoyck tosses me down. I tumble through the air and go rolling into the mud.

      The lesoyck blinks, turns, then spreads its wings again and takes off through the giant hole it just made in the canopy.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” I shout as the lesoyck flies away. “This isn’t where I meant to be! Take me home!”

      I try singing again, but the lesoyck doesn’t turn around. It becomes a dot in the gray clouds until it disappears completely, and I realize that I’m alone.

      “I obviously need to work on my siren song,” I mumble to myself as I brush off a collection of leaves. My magic is powerful, but it’s not perfect. Obviously.

      I turn in a circle, taking in my surroundings. The fae flew fast. Although it only captured me for a short time, the fae was able to cover a large distance in the moments it had me. I’m completely lost.

      I pull my woolen cloak around me and shiver against the cold. I’ll freeze to death tonight if I don’t get back.

      I try to sing to Smok in order to contact him from afar, but when the words echo out of my mouth, they don’t feel magical.

      “Looks like siren magic isn’t unlimited,” I whisper to myself. “Perfect time to find out.”

      I must’ve used up what magic I had on the forest fae. For some reason, my voice has almost grown… weaker in the past few months. It used to be strong, but now, I can hardly influence the breeze.

      It’s like my voice doesn’t work without those mysterious missing pieces inside of me.

      Since I saved Smok with my voice, I’ve been trying to learn more and more about siren magic. I can manipulate small things, make objects move, and sometimes make animals do what I want, but my voice hasn’t been able to cast magic like it did during the battle in Krakow.

      Whenever Smok was out hunting, I snuck out to look for sirens myself, to ask them about my powers in secret. It soon became obvious there weren’t any in our area. I thought that the siren who helped me escape from the Germans would be around, but no luck.

      I wish I had someone to train me in these things. Someone like my mother. It feels like I’m wandering around blind, trying to learn something about myself that’s been locked away and kept secret.

      I put my hands on my hips and sigh. I have two options. I can make my way back home, or build a fire and hope to the gods Smok manages to find me.

      Seeing as how he took his sweet old time the last instance we were separated, I decide making my way back toward the beach is my only option. At least then I won’t be an icicle by the time he reaches me.

      The snowfall picks up, turning from tiny specks to full flakes. As I keep walking, darkness settles in. I’m starting to regret I didn’t stop to build a fire. Maybe my dragon would’ve seen the smoke from a distance and realized it was me. He must be worried sick.

      I realize that I see lights in the distance, through the shadows of the trees. A town— no, a city. At least, that’s what it looks like. I can’t tell with all this foliage and the thick snowfall. It’s not far away. I can reach it. Once I warm up at an inn, I’ll ask someone with a cart to take me back home.

      As I draw closer, the lights get brighter. By the gods, it is a city. I’m fantastically lucky. I increase my pace, but I’m brought to a screeching halt when my foot slips upon ice.

      I look down. A wide river, one that’s the span of several trees, sits between me and the city. Judging by the murky darkness of the water, it must be deep.

      The top of the river is frozen over. But I don’t know if the ice is thick enough to walk across safely. I could go around the river, but who knows where it ends, or how far it’ll take me out of my way before I find a bridge.

      I swallow and summon a bit of courage. The city is right in front of me. I just have to cross.

      “Easy, Fliss,” I tell myself as I start inching my way across the river. Immediately, I begin slipping and sliding. I have no balance on hard ground, so on ice, it’s even worse. I look ridiculous. I flounder and wave my arms around as I continue forward, praying to the gods for a touch of grace.

      When I get to the middle of the river, the ice starts cracking underneath my feet, but I tell myself not to be a coward and push on. The bank is in sight.

      “Almost—”

      My words are torn from me breathlessly as I fall through the ice.

      Sharp, piercing cold shoves needles into my skin. The water burns. My clothes are soaked instantly, becoming weights, and a brittle chill like I’ve never felt before enters my bones. There isn’t anything like this cold. It sucks the life right out of you, cuts into you like daggers.

      I flounder for the surface, but I still can’t swim very well. As I slowly ascend to the top, my hand reaches upward, and the tips of my fingers touch air.

      My stomach clenches. I’m wrenched backwards by the touch of a hand on my ankle. I glance down. Terror sucks the life out of me as I catch a glimpse of a blue, webbed hand wrapped around my leg.

      There’s a monster in the water. Some type of water fae, for which I have no name. My mother’s stories never spoke of it. Its skin is scaly and blue, its feet and hands webbed, tipped with tiny silver talons. It has a fin on its back, and a tail resembling a fish’s. The head is human-like, with two small fins that sprout on either side for ears. Its eyes are even worse than the lesoyck’s… they nearly take up all the space on its head, as wide around as my hand and endless in darkness.

      The monster opens its mouth. Hundreds of tiny, sharp little teeth are exposed. It lunges in for a bite.

      I kick. My foot connects with the monster’s nose and sends it spiraling. I swim upward, but the monster latches onto me from behind and doesn’t let go. We twist and turn in the water as my lungs burn for air.

      I’m drowning. The water fae is drowning me.

      The fight is leaving my body. I’m fading. Dying.

      … You know, for all the times I’ve nearly died, this has to be the worst one. Not because it’s terrible (which, no doubt, it is) but because it’s not as good of a story. There won’t be any songs written about this struggle. Nearly being cooked and eaten by a dragon is a far better tale.

      Gods, why am I rambling when I’m about to pass out…

      A shadow flies overhead— or maybe it’s my imagination. From above, a great light spans. Fire… a raging inferno.

      The water goes from freezing cold to boiling hot in seconds. The water fae squeals and lets go, swimming away into the blackness of the river. The ice around me melts, raising the water level.

      The dramatic temperature change and the loss of air is enough to send my body into shock. I go limp, unable to move, my heart pounding as it tries to keep up. My heart’s going to give out.

      Something drags me out of the water and lays me onto the riverbank. My breath struggles, and things start to go black.

      As my awareness fades, I catch a glimpse of leathery wings… and a flash of golden scales.
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