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      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 the land. Villagers get caught in the mud and fall on their faces while attempting to escape. They 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 claws that are longer and sharper than swords. His tail is lined with spines that are taller than I am. His leathery wings stretch out among the streets and send peasants hurtling into the sky when he stretches them. His copper scales shimmer under the glare of the sun. When he opens his mouth, rolling his head back to scream a mighty roar, dagger-like teeth glint with blood and victory.

      Brave young men grab axes, spears, and bows, charging 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 his 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 ambling 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 dirt on it. I must save the dress for my princess, I think, just as the dragon roars again.

      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. I pound on the doors of the fortress 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 into my sheepskin bag, sling it over my back, and start climbing. Other villagers go to follow my lead, but many of them aren’t strong enough to climb, and they go sliding back down into the mud. 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 his 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 his tail as the dragon flies past me.

      When the dragon circles back around, his 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 wood 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, 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.

      Child, 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, aware of the toppling tower ahead.

      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.

      I’m one of the few poor souls that’s left out in the open, locked out of the inside of the fortress and trapped within the courtyard. 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 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 prowls 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 me,” I whimper, but nobody hears.

      I’m the only one left in the square with a large, terrifying, and very hungry dragon.
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      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 handle 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 a 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 he’s about to breath out a jet of flame.

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

      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. While he’s blindfolded, I lunge the poker forward. I know that piercing his 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 his paw and baring his fangs.

      Well, 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— perhaps it’s because I’m so skinny. I hardly doubt I’ll be a very good meal.

      I’m very quick, and it’s making him mad. When the dragon draws near once again, I use all my strength to whip the poker against the right side of his head.

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

      “Oh, I’m so 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 claws. I can no longer breathe.

      I’m surprised to feel relief as the dragon’s sharp talons 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 his 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, covered in the dragon’s blood. Disgusting.

      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 armor over his leather tunic. His bearskin cloak 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,” King Krakus 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.

      It’s 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 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 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, and asks, “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 to protect you.” She giggles.

      “I know,” I sigh. King Krakus, legendary leader 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 daresay 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— the legendary beasts that lives in the giant hill beneath the town. 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 dragon we killed today, or the blue dragon, 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.

      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 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 must 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 on 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 entrance 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 it 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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      We went to steal some scales from the dragon, but to Wanda’s disappointment, it had already been moved when 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 out 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 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 another monster 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 falls down upon 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 again 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 can’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 seaxs that the free men and women of the village carry around. The seaxs 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…”

      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 surly 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 have a chance to wear a nice gown, 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.

      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, but it’s a shortcut back home.

      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.

      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 the cloak, 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 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 coin left over from the dress shop. Knowing Wanda won’t mind, I hand it to one of the beggars.

      The hooded man notices. His mouth remains a passive line.

      “Do you do this every day?” I ask him. I dare to come near him, 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 in a run.

      “Wait!” I call after him. “I just want to 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 come jumbling 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, and look around. 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. The curiosity is eating away at me.

      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 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 is always kind to me, but I’m certain this would 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 sneaking 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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      My feet take tiny, crunching footsteps into the cave. The sunlight is swallowed 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. Do I want to brag to Wanda that I was bold enough to walk into a dragon’s lair? Why do I have such a longing need to see the dragon curled up within his sanctuary, surrounded by his piles of gold and treasure?

      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 perished due to the reaction of a scared animal, or if they were murdered by an intelligent creature with malicious intent.

      Krakus said the Wawel dragon was more intelligent than we are. Is that true?

      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 snarling 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. 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, but I have no problem hauling up the side of the hill back 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 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 he follow? Did he simply mean to scare me off?

      Maybe he’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. 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, knocking 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 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 calm her. 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. “Oh, Fliss, it’s so pretty. You must put it on right away.”

      I slip on the garment and twist my hair 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. 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 drinking. What’s just one dance?

      “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. In my heart, I know it is the voice of the Wawel dragon.
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      This is my fault. I should’ve known that my adventure into the cave would come 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 happy with his piles of gold. But what more 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 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, and my wings bring a storm you cannot weather.”

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

      “One hour, Krakus,” the voice repeats. “I shall be waiting.”

      Then, quick as it came, it is gone. I can no longer hear the beating of wings. The dragon must’ve left.

      The ball erupts into chaos. Though the dragon is no longer among us, you wouldn’t think it with all the bloodcurdling screaming. 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 onto her knees in front of her father. “Don’t offer Fliss. 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 was the one who entered his cave today I need to pay the price.

      Besides. What worth is a slave, anyhow?

      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 am so sorry, 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 slave 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. He needs a maid. 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 on him?” 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 over.”

      “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. He doesn’t wish to devour you, Fliss, but to use you.”

      And for what purpose? I think.

      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.

      “Wanda, I’ll be all right.” Even though I’m the one being delivered to a dragon as a sacrifice, I feel I have to comfort her. I hold her tightly and try not to think that this is probably the last time I’ll ever embrace her. It’s hard not to break down in tears myself.

      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’ll 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 before me. 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 a black gown. 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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      Nervousness and 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 glitter like rubies in the night. 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.”

      I frown. “And what would that be?”

      The dragon snorts, giving no answer. “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 ignite. Light glints off the piles of gold that are stacked 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 pitiful.

      I nearly choke when I see the dragon. He’s easily three times bigger than the copper dragon I witnessed yesterday. In fact, he’s the largest dragon I’ve ever seen. His scales, each one as big around as my hand, are blood-red in color. Silver spikes line 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 four horns lining his reptilian face. Two fans splay out behind his cheeks, and sharp, jagged fangs poke out of his mouth, even though it is closed. I can see his fire glowing within 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… it can’t be,” he whispers.

      Then 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 more questions.

      “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 whirls around my head. “Begging your pardon, Smok, but if you don’t intend to eat me or ravage 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. “Very well. 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 the tryst 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 of a pleasurable nature 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. 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 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 eventually.”

      “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 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 do 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, and caused sparks to fly. The dragon shudders at my touch.

      “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 I can do that a dragon can’t?

      Something pops into my head. “Actually, yes,” I say. “I can sing.”

      “Sing?”

      “Yes. The king often asked me to sing for him, at balls and parties.”

      I’d be singing at the ball, if I wasn’t down here entertaining a dragon. You can never get out of work no matter where you go, can you?

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

      I don’t know what use music is to a dragon, but I guess monsters enjoy songs 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 would 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 within me 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 gown 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN
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      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, fire-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 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 person?”

      My boldness surprises 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 why you’re going to help me.”

      “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 Smok 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 once like you. 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 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 wish 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 a just punishment. 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 maid 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.”

      “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 with me 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 a 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 here in this cave, warm and comfortable?

      “You’re a slave. 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 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,” Smok 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 whatever 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.

      “Rest, dear girl. You will need your sleep for the journey tomorrow.”

      It’s absolutely insane that I’m sleeping within the cave of a dragon, but I am quite tired, and I’m a bit evil if I don’t get a full night’s rest. I suppose it’s in the dragon’s best interest if I don’t wake up wanting to bite his head off. I have nothing to fear. He promised he wouldn’t harm me, anyway. I curl up on the rug, to go to sleep.
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