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      Death is messy. Especially when it involves dragons.

      My spirit hovers outside of my body, looking downward. The battle on the top of the fortress has come to a dead halt.

      My dragons can’t see me. All they can fathom is the sight of my mangled body, singed by Natska’s vengeful lightning strike.

      Zirnitra, Tytus, and Brajan— Natska’s spiteful pets— hesitate.

      They’re waiting to see if I’m really dead.

      My sister, Natska, the goddess of chaos, stares down at me. Her hand has finally dropped from her mouth, and her face is set into a stone visage of acceptance. In her eyes, it had to be done. A few moments was all it took for her to get over my passing.

      Smok cradles me in his arms and cries. Fyer kneels beside him, thick tears pooling out of his eyes as he strokes my blonde hair, which was singed by the lightning strike.

      Aire stands above them both, ripping his hair out. “She can’t be gone,” he weeps, unwilling to accept it. “Not again.”

      Wanda is the only one who takes action.

      “Smok,” she whimpers. She crawls towards him. “There might still be a chance. Change.”

      There’s a flicker in Smok’s eyes, and he understands what she means. He hands my body off to Fyer before his body grows, morphing into the red dragon I have come to know and love.

      Fyer places my body carefully onto Smok’s back before he helps Wanda up. She balances my body between Smok’s spikes and holds onto me tightly so I don’t fall off. Fyer changes into his dragon form, his eyes burning with a hellish fury, smoke furling from between his lips as he utters a threatening, challenging growl at the other monsters.

      Natska figures out what they’re doing far too late. She orders her harem to charge, but Aire explodes on the spot, changing instantly into his wintery dragon form. He emits a billow of cold snow at the three charging monsters before they can follow. Zirnitra, Tytus and Brajan are all caught within a wall of ice, and Aire takes off.

      Natska wails with fury and raises her hands to summon the storms, but Smok dodges through the clouds. My essence follows, trailing like a ghost as the three dragons sail out of the city of dark fae and into the heart of Poland.

      The dragons don’t stop flying until the dark fae kingdom disappears over the edge of the earth. The storms follow, however. The black clouds blot out the sun, and the torrential rain increases until it looks like the Baltic Sea is pouring from the sky.

      “There!” Wanda says, and she points to a house on the hillside, situated on a plot of farmland that’s next to a lush forest. The dragons shoot down, and Smok lands heavily in the field.

      Aire has already transformed. He’s reaching for me, and Wanda hands me off to him. The remaining two dragons change into men, and the four of them hustle inside the house, Aire cradling my body in his arms.

      The house is cluttered, but signs of life are visible among the dust. There are washed dishes, a long wooden table with several chairs, pieces of farming equipment and a large bed in the corner next to the empty fireplace. Besides a white moth that’s perched on a wooden vessel flute, we’re the only living souls in here.

      Or… they are. My soul has already left its body. I’m nothing but a charred corpse, now.

      “They must’ve gone for the winter,” Wanda says breathlessly. She looks around, then points to the table. “Here. Put her here.”

      Wanda clears the assorted items off the wooden table and motions for Aire to put me down. Smok starts a fire. Fyer touches me, to dry me oﬀ using his dragon’s heat… though my clothes and hair dry, my skin doesn’t warm. It remains white, and cold.

      “Fliss,” Smok moans. He’s crying again. “Oh, Fliss.”

      “She’s not dead yet,” Wanda says, pressing her ear to my chest. “She’s still breathing.”

      The dragons hang on an edge of anticipation. They look at Wanda with hope. “Can… can you save her?” Aire asks.

      “I don’t know.” Wanda lifts up the tattered remains of my clothes, which have been fried from the lightning. “I’m not a healer. I only know one way.”

      Wanda takes a deep breath. “There are magical ferns that grow in Poland. I’ve heard of them, in stories my nursemaid used to tell. If you find one, we can use it to heal Fliss.”

      Silence. Then Fyer says, “The magic fern? It’s a legend.”

      Aire and Smok glance at each other. They’re skeptical, but they won’t rule it out. Not when it’s my life on the line.

      “We don’t have much time. Her heartbeat’s already growing faint,” Wanda says. “You have to go.”

      “You want us to save our mate on account of a child’s fairy tale?!” Fyer screams. He’s grieving— his eyes are bloodshot, fingers bunched into fists so tight, I’m surprised he doesn’t break bones.

      “Dragons are the things of fairy tales, and yet you exist! Fairy tales are the only thing that’s going to save her! Nothing but magic can fix this!” Wanda shouts.

      The dragons go quiet. Wanda turns back to me. She uses the spout inside the house to pump water into a small bucket. “I’ll stay here with Fliss, try to clean her wounds. The three of you can travel much farther than I.”

      “What are we looking for?” Smok questions. His tears are gone. He’s not going to cry until it’s certain they can’t save me. “I’ve forgotten most of the old stories.”

      “It looks like a regular fern, but it glows, my nursemaid used to say. It can cure anything. You’ll be able to sense its magic,” Wanda explains.

      When the dragons don’t move, Wanda’s tone turns sharp and bitter. “It’s her only chance. You can either go look for the fern, or use what time she has left to say your last goodbyes. Make a decision.”

      Aire is the first to move. He scrunches up his face and prowls toward the door. “No,” he says roughly. “I vowed to never say goodbye again.”

      He wrenches the door open, and leaves it swinging on its hinges as he ventures out into the pouring rain. His brothers follow him. Smok closes the door gently on his way out.

      My essence drifts out of the house, to the outside world and into the sky. The three dragons fly everywhere, in all directions, and crawl throughout the forests. I watch from a distance as they call out to reach other, giving instructions, desperately searching for something that doesn’t exist.

      But it’s no use. They don’t find the fern anywhere.

      I leave them to return to Wanda. She’s cut oﬀ my burnt clothes and is washing my back, where the lightning struck. It’s covered in blood and mangled skin. I make small noises of pain, and she holds the cloth over my middle, chewing her lip. She’s unsure how to help.

      My breath falters and develops a thick rattle. My essence flickers— I’m here one minute, gone the next, and I don’t remember what happens in-between.

      What will happen if I die? I’m a goddess. I won’t go to the underworld. Will I cease to exist? Are these my last moments of being?

      Wanda puts her head on the table. “Fliss.” Her tone is high-pitched.

      She sent the dragons on a hopeless mission. She really believes I’m going to die.

      I think I’m going to die, too.

      The white moth that’s sitting on the flute takes flight. It flutters toward Wanda in a circular pattern, delicately weaving its way though the hair.

      There’s something unique about that moth. I can feel it.

      The white moth lands on Wanda’s hair. She lifts her head up, and the moth begins fluttering around her face rapidly, beating its wings on her nose and cheeks.

      “Go away, you stupid thing.”

      Wanda tries to bat the moth away, but it only flutters higher. It yanks at strands of her hair and lands on her lips, her eyelids. Wanda takes to grabbing a cooking pot. She tries to squish the moth, but it's too fast. She knocks over several items in the process, nearly crying with frustration and grief.

      When the moth isn’t bothered and Wanda is worn out, she takes a deep breath.

      “All right. Fine. What is it?”

      The moth makes a circle in the air. Wanda walks toward it, curious, still holding the cooking pot like it’s a weapon. The moth flutters against the door, and Wanda turns the handle, stepping outside.

      I leave my body behind and follow her. By this time, the rain has stopped. Wanda follows the moth to the back of the house, where a cart has been left abandoned by its owner.

      Here, against a broken wheel, a fern grows.

      The fern is beautiful. It’s emerald green, with round, circular dots on it that are gold in color. The fern glows with a beautiful white light, and is as big around as Wanda’s head. It emits sort of a call, a chiming sound you wouldn’t notice unless you were trying to hear it.

      Wanda’s eyes light up and her mouth drops open, like she can’t believe it. She stoops down and touches the leaf of the fern.

      “It’s so soft. Like a feather,” she whispers.

      The moth lands on the biggest leaf of the fern. Wanda remembers what she came for and gently rips the leaf oﬀ. It regrows instantly, replacing what was taken.

      “How did you…” Wanda looks at the moth, but it’s already fluttering away, toward the forest and into the sky.

      Wanda heads inside. My body chokes and withers on the table. A froth emits from my mouth, and I gasp for breath. My body shakes with tremors as my essence begins to fade.

      I can feel my soul slipping away and rejoining with the magic of the earth. Maybe Wanda is too late.

      Wanda runs to the table. She trips and smacks her head against it, but she pays no mind to the growing lump on her head. Quickly, she shreds the fern leaf into multiple tiny pieces.

      She forces my mouth open and wipes the froth away with her hand. She sprinkles the fern onto my tongue and closes my jaw, holding it still.

      “This is for your own good, Fliss,” she whispers. “Trust me.”

      My eyes shoot open at the taste of the fern. I struggle and kick against the taste of it in my mouth. I grab Wanda’s wrists to wrench them away from my mouth, but I’m too weak. She pins me down and holds me still.

      Eventually, I’m forced to swallow. My body slumps. Wanda slowly retracts her hands from my face and watches.

      The mottled skin and fried organs poking out from the gaping wound beneath my breasts start to repair. The organs regrow and sink inside my body, and skin starts to web over the exposed bones. The hole grows smaller and smaller as the pieces of my skin knit back together. When complete, the area is harsh and raw, and somewhat bruised.

      Yet they’re injuries I can survive.

      Wanda cautiously turns me over to look at my back. Before, my spine was poking out, and copious amounts of blood was oozing out from around the wound. Now the blood is dried and my back has several large stripes across it. They appear to be scars, but they look old, as if what happened was years ago, and not moments.

      The wounds are repaired, but my skin is heavily scarred, and my breaths still come shallow. Yet Wanda’s shoulders slump in relief. The fern saved my life.

      Wanda looks around for the moth, but it is gone. It curiously disappeared. “Thank you,” she whispers anyway.

      She cleans off the rest of the blood from my back before she lays me face-up again. Wanda pulls the blanket oﬀ the bed and drapes it over me. She brings up a chair beside the table and sits there, holding my hand. She watches the fire and waits for my dragons to come back.

      My essence starts to float toward the body. I try to pull away, to fly up, but I no longer have control of my actions. Without warning, my soul is forced back into my body with a gasp.

      I squeeze Wanda’s hand. Her gaze returns to me, face marred with concern.

      Everything hurts. But not like it did before. I’m just sore— like I’ve gotten in a fist fight and lost.

      “Wanda,” I croak out, and she blinks. “You saved my life.”

      Wanda stares at me. Then she wrenches her trembling hand out of mine.

      “Don’t ever do that to me again,” she snaps, before she breaks into tears. She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and glares at me. “I can’t believe— this was just— I hate you.”

      Mother was right when she told me don’t ever piss off a Pole. I’ll be lucky if Wanda talks to me for weeks.

      The door opens. All three brothers walk in, steam rising oﬀ of them as the rain dissolves at their heat. They appear devastated to come back empty handed, until they see that I’m alive and awake.

      “Fliss,” Smok utters, and the three dragons rush to me. Aire grabs my hand, while Fyer kneels down and puts his hand on my shoulder. Smok crouches down by my head, stroking my hair.

      “Oh, boys.” A few tears leak out of my eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
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      “It’s all right,” Aire says quietly. He strokes his fingers against my cheek to check for a fever, but my skin is cool.

      “No. It’s not. This was my fault. I should’ve listened to you, Smok.”

      I turn my eyes up to the eldest brother, but he doesn’t blame me. All guilt is gone. He’s just happy I’m alive.

      “I know you didn’t mean for things to turn out this way. Everything’s back to the way it was now,” Smok says.

      There’s a terrible lie in his words that hangs over all of us. Nothing is the way it was before, and it never will be again. It can’t be. Our lives can’t go back to normal. We’ve seen and know too much now.

      I almost died. Permanently this time.

      Wanda drags her chair over by the fire, turns her back to us, and sits.

      I don’t blame her. I’ve put her through enough.

      “How did you survive?” Fyer asks.

      “Wanda found the fern. Behind the house,” I choke out. It hurts to breathe.

      “I can’t believe the three of you are so incompetent you didn’t check around the area first,” Wanda grumbles. She curls up on the chair, cursing under her breath.

      Fyer, curious, goes outside. In a few moments, he returns with a handful of leaves from the fern. He displays them to his brothers, who glance at them briefly before they return their attention to me. Fyer takes a pouch from his pocket and places the leaves inside for safe keeping.

      It’s a harsh reminder we might need them later… that this isn’t over.

      “Your goddess blood was the only thing that bought us time,” Wanda says. “I wouldn’t have survived an injury like that. I’d have died on the spot.”

      “But Fliss didn’t die. She lived,” Aire says harshly. “That’s all that matters.”

      Wanda stands up violently. She knocks the chair back with the harsh movement.

      “That’s all that matters?” she hisses. “Natska is going to wage a war with all of Poland! She’s going to kill the gods and goddesses so she can conquer us all! She’s still after you.”

      Wanda looks to me, because she’s talking to me more than anyone else.

      “Save your words. She doesn’t need them right now,” Smok snaps. “This is over.”

      “No,” Wanda says harshly. “Natska doesn’t think it’s over. Which means it’s not over. It won’t be over until she’s dead.”

      I’m proud of her. She’s going to make a very good queen. A true Pole, Wanda is… telling people how things are, no matter how badly they don’t want to hear it.

      Smok’s face is hard, but he doesn’t object. He knows Wanda is right.

      “But we have the advantage,” Fyer suggests. “We have the fern now. Any injury she could deal us can be stopped with its magic. With the power of the fern, we’re invincible.”

      “But that’s not the issue.” Aire says. He keeps tethered to my hand. “Our biggest problem, strange as it may seem, isn’t dying. It’s ending this never-ending cycle that’s continued for thousands of years.”

      “What are you going on about?” Fyer grumbles.

      “We may be able to kill Natska and solve things once and for all. But she’s just as powerful as we are, even more so.” Aire shakes his head. “No. I don’t think this war will be solved with killing. I doubt we could even get close enough to do it.”

      “But how do you stop someone that can’t be killed?” Smok questions. “Natska’s problem is the same as ours.”

      I stay silent and stare at the ceiling. There isn’t a good answer for this. Just a circle that goes round and round.

      “What does Fliss think?” Fyer questions. The dragons look at me. I swallow, trying to put moisture back into my dry mouth.

      “Why are you asking me?” I say. “I’m the one who got us into this mess.”

      “One bad mistake doesn’t mean poor judgement,” Smok says softly.

      “It’s not just one bad mistake.” I try to sit up, and fail. Fyer reaches out his arms to catch me, and I fall into them. “I can’t remember what decisions I made when I was a goddess. But if Piorun and Zizila are right, I was a total failure. I was a coward. I ran when I had a chance to stop my sister. No matter what life I’m in, it seems like I can’t stop repeating the past. It’s like I really am cursed.”

      Aire leans in, so close that his nose is almost touching mine. “Fliss. You’re talking nonsense. Your past isn’t who you are. What just happened was frightening, but as recent as it was, now it’s behind you. You have to move forward. And we’re all counting on you to make a decision.”

      I take a deep breath. “This isn’t just about me. It’s about all of us. So I think that I should consider the ideas you all presented to me before.”

      “What do you mean?” Smok tilts his head, curious.

      I take a deep breath. “First, I believe we need to visit the Queen of the Baltic, like Smok suggested. We need answers as to why she turned all of you into dragons,” I say. “Second, I think we should try Aire’s idea, and search for the sirens, so they can teach me how to get my magic under control. That way, when we run into Natska again… which I know we will… I stand a chance of beating her. Last, I think we need to listen to Fyer, and start building up an army.”

      I clear my throat. “If Natska wants to conquer Poland, we’re going to need one to stop her.”

      The brothers look at each other. “That’s a very good plan,” Smok says. “Better than hiding, anyway. And we’ll always be on the move, so Natska will have a hard time finding us.”

      There’s no comment from Wanda. I don’t know where she stands. I don’t even know if she wants to come with us.

      “We should get some rest and leave in the morning,” I say. “Natska will be looking for us by then. I think she’ll be able to sense I’m still alive.”

      Fyer nods. He picks me up carefully and cradles me in his arms, moving me to the bed. The blanket slips off, but Smok covers me again, tucking me in.

      The three dragons stoop by the bedside. They kneel around me, looking to take care of anything I need.

      “I’ll be fine, boys,” I say, because I don’t want to put them through anything else today, even if it’s just getting a cup of water. “I just need some sleep.”

      “We’ll be here, Fliss,” Aire says quietly. He leans in to kiss my forehead. “Goodnight. I love you.”

      “As do I,” Smok says.

      “And I,” Fyer adds.

      “I love all of you, too,” I say, loudly, so Wanda knows it’s not just directed at the brothers.

      She doesn’t respond.

      I let my eyes close, and drift off to sleep. On the inside, I feel numb and hollow. Wanda saved my life. I’m still here. I should be jumping for joy and singing to the gods.

      The answer comes just before I lose consciousness.

      I think I’m in shock that my sister really does want to kill me.
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      It’s the early hour of morning when I awaken.

      Wanda is curled up beside me on the bed, while the three dragons are scattered about in various places on the floor.

      I don’t feel any better than I did when I went to sleep. But it can’t be helped.

      The minute I throw the blanket back, the eyes of the dragons snap open. Smok gets up and starts rummaging through a bag. He pulls out a loose garnet shirt, with leather breeches and brand-new boots.

      “We got these last night for you,” Smok says. “We can get more supplies on the way to the Baltic Sea.”

      “Thank you.” I realize that I’m naked in front of my dragons for what must be the first time ever, but I don’t really care. This isn’t how I imagined things to go.

      If the thought of tumbling around in bed with three dragons can’t cheer me up, I really must be depressed.

      The dragons act like this is nothing new. Aire helps me fasten the shirt. Fyer pulls on the breeches, and Smok yanks on my socks and boots.

      Unexpectedly, Smok pulls something out of one of the packs— my seax. I’d long forgotten about it, but it seems like when Fyer abducted me, Smok remembered to take it from the cottage with him. He knows I need it now. I fasten it around my waist and feel a little comforted.

      As the dragons dress me, I feel empty. I want Fyer to try to fondle something, or for Aire to act seductive and controlling, or for Smok to be coy and teasing— something, anything that indicates things are all right.

      It’s not all right.

      When I’m fully clothed, I sit on the chair and try to catch my breath. It took a lot of effort just to get dressed, and I had help. How am I going to defeat Natska like this? I’m more useless than I was before.

      I feel like a big failure.

      “Fliss, we wanted to talk to you about something,” Smok starts. He grabs a chair and puts it in front of me. The other dragons put chairs on either side, boxing me in so my back’s against the fireplace. “It’s… well, it’s important.”

      Oh gods, what now? More heavy conversation. Can’t someone make a joke every once in awhile, even if it’s responded to with a vacant laugh?

      I sit up in the chair. “What is it?”

      Smok glances at Aire. He opens his mouth to say something, but then shuts it, like it’s awkward.

      Fyer doesn’t speak. He doesn’t want to impose.

      But Aire isn’t the type to beat around the bush. “Wanda told us last night you don’t feel like you deserve us,” Aire says. “Is that true?”

      I glance at Wanda. She’s still fast asleep. She can’t hear anything we’re talking about.

      “I told her that in confidence,” I say. “I didn’t think she would tell you.”

      “Don’t be mad at her. She was very upset,” Smok says quickly. “It took us quite a long time to calm her down last night.”

      “She thought she lost you forever, as did the rest of us,” Fyer states. “It takes a lot out of a person when something like that happens.”

      I cross my arms and look away. It wouldn’t be fair to be angry at Wanda right now. Blowing a secret is nothing compared to nearly getting you and your friends killed.

      How did the dragons react when Wanda told them? They probably sat around in a circle last night for hours and debated on what to do while I slept on, blissfully unaware.

      Can I go back to sleep?

      The dragons are still staring at me. I know they aren’t going to let me go until I give an answer.

      I sigh. “The truth is, no. I don’t feel like I deserve you. I haven’t done enough to earn your affection.”

      “Everyone deserves love,” Fyer says. “Especially you.”

      “Love can’t be earned or bought. That’s what makes it love,” Aire says.

      “Yes, but why? Why would you love me?” I uncross my arms and bunch my hands into fists. “I can understand back in my previous lives, when I was a beautiful maiden, or a knowledgeable scholar, or a brave Viking warrior, but I’m none of those things now. I’m clumsy and plain, and even worse, I make stupid choices that lead to hideous consequences. I can’t fight. I wasn’t even a free woman, until Smok made me so.”

      “Love doesn’t need a reason, Fliss. You think I go around wondering why you love me?” Smok insists. “It’s craziness.”

      “But I could give a million reasons as to why I love you, why I love all of you,” I burst. “You’re all brave, and handsome, and strong. Fyer’s funny, and Aire’s smart, and Smok is kind. The best things about you could outnumber the stars.”

      “Those aren’t really the reasons why you love us. Not at all,” Fyer says roughly. “Those are just what you like about us.”

      “You’re thinking too much about it. Love isn’t based on who you are or what you do. It can’t be simplified that way,” Aire says. “Love is unexplainable. You could do a million terrible things, and I’d still love you. It’s not a game of points, where the good things are tallied up against the bad. You’re just… you. That’s why I love you. I give affection to you because I want to, and because you’re mine. I don’t need any other explanation.”

      Fyer and Smok nod, like they agree. Questions are swirling inside my head.

      “But… I want to be worthy of you,” I say. “I could never be your equal, but I can at least be something that’s close.”

      “We could slave away for a thousand years and never be worthy of each other, I think,” Fyer offers.

      “And you are our equal,” Aire says. “In more ways than one. In fact, we think you’re better than all of us.”

      “I know you do, but that’s not the point,” I argue. “It doesn’t matter what you think. What matters is what’s real.”

      “Who are you, to decide what is real and what isn’t?” Aire asks gently. “Not even gods and goddesses have that power.”

      “Besides, Fliss,” Smok says, “Love isn’t given to people who earn or deserve it. That’s not who it’s for.”

      Aire leans closer. “Do you understand what we’re trying to say now?”

      “I… I think so,” I say slowly. I don’t, really— not yet. Maybe I never will.

      Wanda stirs in bed. She’s waking up. Smok looks at her, and I stand up.

      “We need to get ready to go,” I say. I squeeze myself between the dragons. “It’s going to be a long day.”

      It hurts to walk, but I endure the pain and go outside. The sun is starting to come up. It awakens the frozen earth, and I can see my breath in the air.

      The dragons don’t follow me. They know I need some time to myself.

      I gaze at the curve over the earth and fiddle with the seax that’s belted to my side. That’s where we’re heading. We’re oﬀ to see the Queen of the Baltic once more.

      Recalling how Smok and I left things with her last time, I don’t think she’ll be happy to see me.
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presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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