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  Our Dragon doesnt eat the girls he takes, no matter what stories they tell
  outside our valley. We hear them sometimes, from travelers passing through. They talk as though we were doing human sacrifice, and he were a real dragon. Of course thats not true: he may be
  a wizard and immortal, but hes still a man, and our fathers would band together and kill him if he wanted to eat one of us every ten years. He protects us against the Wood, and were
  grateful, but not that grateful.


  He doesnt devour them really; it only feels that way. He takes a girl to his tower, and ten years later he lets her go, but by then shes someone different. Her clothes are too fine
  and she talks like a courtier and shes been living alone with a man for ten years, so of course shes ruined, even though the girls all say he never puts a hand on them. What else
  could they say? And thats not the worst of itafter all, the Dragon gives them a purse full of silver for their dowry when he lets them go, so anyone would be happy to marry them,
  ruined or not.


  But they dont want to marry anyone. They dont want to stay at all.


  They forget how to live here, my father said to me once, unexpectedly. I was riding next to him on the seat of the big empty wagon, on our way home after delivering the
  weeks firewood. We lived in Dvernik, which wasnt the biggest village in the valley or the smallest, or the one nearest the Wood: we were seven miles away. The road took us up over a
  big hill, though, and at the top on a clear day you could see along the river all the way to the pale grey strip of burned earth at the leading edge, and the solid dark wall of trees beyond. The
  Dragons tower was a long way in the other direction, a piece of white chalk stuck in the base of the western mountains.


  I was still very smallnot more than five, I think. But I already knew that we didnt talk about the Dragon, or the girls he took, so it stuck in my head when my father broke the
  rule.


  They remember to be afraid, my father said. That was all. Then he clucked to the horses and they pulled on, down the hill and back into the trees.


  It didnt make much sense to me. We were all afraid of the Wood. But our valley was home. How could you leave your home? And yet the girls never came back to stay. The Dragon let them out
  of the tower, and they came back to their families for a little whilefor a week, or sometimes a month, never much more. Then they took their dowry-silver and left. Mostly they would go to
  Kralia and go to the University. Often as not they married some city man, and otherwise they became scholars or shopkeepers, although some people did whisper about Jadwiga Bach, whod been
  taken sixty years ago, that she became a courtesan and the mistress of a baron and a duke. But by the time I was born, she was just a rich old woman who sent splendid presents to all her
  grandnieces and nephews, and never came for a visit.


  So thats hardly like handing your daughter over to be eaten, but its not a happy thing, either. There arent so many villages in the valley that the chances are very
  lowhe takes only a girl of seventeen, born between one October and the next. There were eleven girls to choose from in my year, and thats worse odds than dice. Everyone says you love
  a Dragon-born girl differently as she gets older; you cant help it, knowing you so easily might lose her. But it wasnt like that for me, for my parents. By the time I was old enough
  to understand that I might be taken, we all knew he would take Kasia.


  Only travelers passing through, who didnt know, ever complimented Kasias parents or told them how beautiful their daughter was, or how clever, or how nice. The Dragon didnt
  always take the prettiest girl, but he always took the most special one, somehow: if there was one girl who was far and away the prettiest, or the most bright, or the best dancer, or especially
  kind, somehow he always picked her out, even though he scarcely exchanged a word with the girls before he made his choice.


  And Kasia was all those things. She had thick wheat-golden hair that she kept in a braid to her waist, and her eyes were warm brown, and her laugh was like a song that made you want to sing it.
  She thought of all the best games, and could make up stories and new dances out of her head; she could cook fit for a feast, and when she spun the wool from her fathers sheep, the thread
  came off the wheel smooth and even without a single knot or snarl.


  I know Im making her sound like something out of a story. But it was the other way around. When my mother told me stories about the spinning princess or the brave goose-girl or the
  river-maiden, in my head I imagined them all a little like Kasia; that was how I thought of her. And I wasnt old enough to be wise, so I loved her more, not less, because I knew she would be
  taken from me soon.


  She didnt mind it, she said. She was fearless, too: her mother Wensa saw to that. Shell have to be brave, I remember hearing her say to my mother once, while she
  prodded Kasia to climb a tree shed hung back from, and my mother hugging her, with tears.


  We lived only three houses from one another, and I didnt have a sister of my own, only three brothers much older than me. Kasia was my dearest. We played together from our cradles, first
  in our mothers kitchens keeping out from underfoot and then in the streets before our houses, until we were old enough to go running wild in the woods. I never wanted to be anywhere inside
  when we could be running hand-in-hand beneath the branches. I imagined the trees bending their arms down to shelter us. I didnt know how I would bear it, when the Dragon took her.


  My parents wouldnt have feared for me, very much, even if there hadnt been Kasia. At seventeen I was still a too-skinny colt of a girl with big feet and tangled dirt-brown hair,
  and my only gift, if you could call it that, was I would tear or stain or lose anything put on me between the hours of one day. My mother despaired of me by the time I was twelve and let me run
  around in castoffs from my older brothers, except for feast days, when I was obliged to change only twenty minutes before we left the house, and then sit on the bench before our door until we
  walked to church. It was still even odds whether Id make it to the village green without catching on some branch, or spattering myself with mud.


  Youll have to marry a tailor, my little Agnieszka, my father would say, laughing, when he came home from the forest at night and I went running to meet him, grubby-faced,
  with at least one hole about me, and no kerchief. He swung me up anyway and kissed me; my mother only sighed a little: what parent could really be sorry, to have a few faults in a Dragon-born
  girl?


  Our last summer before the taking was long and warm and full of tears. Kasia didnt weep, but I did. Wed linger out late in the woods, stretching each golden day
  as long as it would go, and then I would come home hungry and tired and go straight to lie down in the dark. My mother would come in and stroke my head, singing softly while I cried myself to
  sleep, and leave a plate of food by my bed for when I woke up in the middle of the night with hunger. She didnt try to comfort me otherwise: how could she? We both knew that no matter how
  much she loved Kasia, and Kasias mother Wensa, she couldnt help but have a small glad knot in her bellynot my daughter, not my only one. And of course, I
  wouldnt really have wanted her to feel any other way.


  It was just me and Kasia together, nearly all that summer. It had been that way for a long time. Wed run with the crowd of village children when we were young, but as we got older, and
  Kasia more beautiful, her mother had said to her, Its best if you dont see much of the boys, for you and them. But I clung to her, and my mother did love Kasia and Wensa
  enough not to try and pry me loose, even though she knew that it would hurt me more in the end.


  On the last day, I found us a clearing in the woods where the trees still had their leaves, golden and flame-red rustling all above us, with ripe chestnuts all over the ground. We made a little
  fire out of twigs and dry leaves to roast a handful. Tomorrow was the first of October, and the great feast would be held to show honor to our patron and lord. Tomorrow, the Dragon would come.


  It would be nice to be a troubadour, Kasia said, lying on her back with her eyes closed. She hummed a little: a traveling singer had come for the festival, and hed been
  practicing his songs on the green that morning. The tribute wagons had been arriving all week. To go all over Polnya, and sing for the king.


  She said it thoughtfully, not like a child spinning clouds; she said it like someone really thinking about leaving the valley, going away forever. I put my hand out and gripped hers. And
  youd come home every Midwinter, I said, and sing us all the songs youd learned. We held on tight, and I didnt let myself remember that the girls the Dragon
  took never wanted to come back.


  Of course at that moment I only hated him ferociously. But he wasnt a bad lord. On the other side of the northern mountains, the Baron of the Yellow Marshes kept an army of five thousand
  men to take to Polnyas wars, and a castle with four towers, and a wife who wore jewels the color of blood and a white fox-fur cloak, all on a domain no richer than our valley. The men had to
  give one day a week of work to the barons fields, which were the best land, and hed take likely sons for his army, and with all the soldiers wandering around, girls had to stay
  indoors and in company once they got to be women. And even he wasnt a bad lord.


  The Dragon only had his one tower, and not a single man-at-arms, or even a servant, besides the one girl he took. He didnt have to keep an army: the service he owed the king was his own
  labor, his magic. He had to go to court sometimes, to renew his oath of loyalty, and I suppose the king could have called him to war, but for the most part his duty was to stay here and watch the
  Wood, and protect the kingdom from its malice.


  His only extravagance was books. We were well read by the standards of villagers, because he would pay gold for a single great tome, and so the book-peddlers came all this way, even though our
  valley was at the very edge of Polnya. And as long as they were coming, they filled up the saddlebags of their mules with whatever worn-out or cheaper stock of books they had and sold them to us
  for our pennies. It was a poor house in the valley that didnt have at least two or three books proudly displayed upon the walls.


  These might all seem like small and petty things, little enough cause to give up a daughter, to anyone who didnt live near enough the Wood to understand. But I had lived through the Green
  Summer, when a hot wind carried pollen from the Wood west a long way into the valley, into our fields and gardens. The crops grew furiously lush, but also strange and misshapen. Anyone who ate of
  them grew sick with anger, struck at their families, and in the end ran into the Wood and vanished, if they werent tied down.


  I was six years old at the time. My parents tried to shelter me as much as they could, but even so I remembered vividly the cold clammy sense of dread everywhere, everyone afraid, and the
  never-ending bite of hunger in my belly. We had eaten through all our last years stores by then, counting on the spring. One of our neighbors ate a few green beans, driven foolish by hunger.
  I remember the screams from his house that night, and peering out the window to see my father running to help, taking the pitchfork from where it leaned against our barn.


  One day that summer, too young to understand the danger properly, I escaped my tired, thin mothers watch and ran into the forest. I found a half-dead bramble, in a nook sheltered from the
  wind. I pushed through the hard dead branches to the protected heart and dug out a miraculous handful of blackberries, not misshapen at all, whole and juicy and perfect. Every one was a burst of
  joy in my mouth. I ate two handfuls and filled my skirt; I hurried home with them soaking purple stains through my dress and my mother wept with horror when she saw my smeared face. I didnt
  sicken: the bramble had somehow escaped the Woods curse, and the blackberries were good. But her tears frightened me badly; I shied from blackberries for years after.


  The Dragon had been called to court that year. He came back early and rode straight to the fields and called down magic fire to burn all that tainted harvest, every poisoned crop. That much was
  his duty, but afterwards he went to every house where anyone had sickened, and he gave them a taste of a magic cordial that cleared their minds. He gave orders that the villages farther west, which
  had escaped the blight, should share their harvest with us, and he even gave up his own tribute that year entirely so none of us would starve. The next spring, just before the planting season, he
  went through the fields again to burn out the few corrupted remnants before they could take fresh root.


  But for all hed saved us, we didnt love him. He never came out of his tower to stand a drink for the men at harvest-time the way the Baron of the Yellow Marshes would, or to buy
  some small trinket at the fair as the barons lady and her daughters so often did. There were plays sometimes put on by traveling shows, or singers would come through over the mountain pass
  from Rosya. He didnt come to hear them. When the carters brought him his tribute, the doors of the tower opened by themselves, and they left all the goods in the cellar without even seeing
  him. He never exchanged more than a handful of words with the headwoman of our village, or even the mayor of Olshanka, the largest town of the valley, very near his tower. He didnt try to
  win our love at all; none of us knew him.


  And of course he was also a master of dark sorcery. Lightning would flash around his tower on a clear night, even in the winter. Pale wisps that he set loose from his windows drifted along the
  roads and down the river at night, going to the Wood to keep watch for him. And sometimes when the Wood caught someonea shepherd girl who had drifted too close to its edge, following her
  flock; a hunter who had drunk from the wrong spring; an unlucky traveler who came over the mountain pass humming a snatch of music that sank claws into your headwell, the Dragon would come
  down from his tower for them, too; and the ones he took away never came back at all.


  He wasnt evil, but he was distant and terrible. And he was going to take Kasia away, so I hated him, and had hated him for years and years.


  My feelings didnt change on that last night. Kasia and I ate our chestnuts. The sun went down and our fire went out, but we lingered in the clearing as long as the embers lasted. We
  didnt have a long way to go in the morning. The harvest feast was usually held in Olshanka, but in a choosing year, it was always held in a village where at least one of the girls lived, to
  make the travel a little easier for their families. And our village had Kasia.


  I hated the Dragon even more the next day, putting on my new green overdress. My mothers hands were shaking as she braided up my hair. We knew it would be Kasia, but that didnt
  mean we werent still afraid. But I held my skirts up high off the ground and climbed into the wagon as carefully as I could, looking twice for splinters and letting my father help me. I was
  determined to make a special effort. I knew it was no use, but I wanted Kasia to know that I loved her enough to give her a fair chance. I wasnt going to make myself look a mess or
  squint-eyed or slouching, the way girls sometimes did.


  We gathered on the village green, all eleven of us girls in a line. The feasting-tables were set out in a square, loaded too heavily because they werent really big enough to hold the
  tribute of the entire valley. Everyone had gathered behind them. Sacks of wheat and oats were piled up on the grass at the corners in pyramids. We were the only ones standing on the grass, with our
  families and our headwoman Danka, who paced nervously back and forth in front of us, her mouth moving silently while she practiced her greeting.


  I didnt know the other girls much. They werent from Dvernik. All of us were silent and stiff in our nice clothes and braided hair, watching the road. There was no sign of the
  Dragon yet. Wild fantasies ran in my head. I imagined flinging myself in front of Kasia when the Dragon came, and telling him to take me instead, or declaring to him that Kasia didnt want to
  go with him. But I knew I wasnt brave enough to do any of that.


  And then he came, horribly. He didnt come from the road at all, he just stepped straight out of the air. I was looking that way when he came out: fingers in midair and then an arm and a
  leg and then half a man, so impossible and wrong that I couldnt look away even though my stomach was folding itself over in half. The others were luckier. They didnt even notice him
  until he took his first step towards us, and everyone around me tried not to flinch in surprise.


  The Dragon wasnt like any man of our village. He should have been old and stooped and grey; he had been living in his tower a hundred years, but he was tall, straight, beardless, his skin
  taut. At a quick glance in the street I might have thought him a young man, only a little older than me: someone I might have smiled at across the feast-tables, and who might have asked me to
  dance. But there was something unnatural in his face: a crows-nest of lines by his eyes, as though years couldnt touch him, but use did. It wasnt an ugly face, even so, but
  coldness made it unpleasant: everything about him said, I am not one of you, and dont want to be, either.


  His clothes were rich, of course; the brocade of his zupan would have fed a family for a year, even without the golden buttons. But he was as lean as a man whose harvest had gone wrong three
  years out of four. He held himself stiff, with all the nervous energy of a hunting dog, as though he wanted nothing more than to be off quickly. It was the worst day of all our lives, but he had no
  patience for us; when our headwoman Danka bowed and said to him, My lord, let me present to you these he interrupted her and said, Yes, lets get on with
  it.


  My fathers hand was warm on my shoulder as he stood beside me and bowed; my mothers hand was clenched tight on mine on the other side. They reluctantly stepped back with the other
  parents. Instinctively the eleven of us all edged closer to one another. Kasia and I stood near the end of the line. I didnt dare take her hand, but I stood close enough that our arms
  brushed, and I watched the Dragon and hated him and hated him as he stepped down the line and tipped up each girls face, under the chin, to look at her.


  He didnt speak to all of us. He didnt say a word to the girl next to me, the one from Olshanka, even though her father, Borys, was the best horse-breeder in the valley, and she
  wore a wool dress dyed brilliant red, her black hair in two long beautiful plaits woven with red ribbons. When it was my turn, he glanced at me with a frowncold black eyes, pale mouth
  pursedand said, Your name, girl?


  Agnieszka, I said, or tried to say; I discovered my mouth was dry. I swallowed. Agnieszka, I said again, whispering. My lord. My face was hot. I dropped
  my eyes. I saw that for all the care Id taken, my skirt had three big mud stains creeping up from the hem.


  The Dragon moved on. And then he paused, looking at Kasia, the way he hadnt paused for any of the rest of us. He stayed there with his hand under her chin, a thin pleased smile curving
  his thin hard mouth, and Kasia looked at him bravely and didnt flinch. She didnt try to make her voice rough or squeaky or anything but steady and musical as she answered,
  Kasia, my lord.


  He smiled at her again, not pleasantly, but with a satisfied-cat look. He went on to the end of the line only perfunctorily, barely glancing at the two girls after her. I heard Wensa drag in a
  breath that was nearly a sob, behind us, as he turned and came back to look at Kasia, still with that pleased look on his face. And then he frowned again, and turned his head, and looked straight
  at me.


  Id forgotten myself and taken Kasias hand after all. I was squeezing the life out of it, and she was squeezing back. She quickly let go and I tucked my hands together in front of
  me instead, hot color in my cheeks, afraid. He only narrowed his eyes at me some more. And then he raised his hand, and in his fingers a tiny ball of blue-white flame took shape.


  She didnt mean anything, Kasia said, brave brave brave, the way I hadnt been for her. Her voice was trembling but audible, while I shook rabbit-terrified, staring at
  the ball. Please, my lord


  Silence, girl, the Dragon said, and held his hand out towards me. Take it.


  Iwhat? I said, more bewildered than if hed flung it into my face.


  Dont stand there like a cretin, he said. Take it.


  My hand was shaking so when I raised it that I couldnt help but brush against his fingers as I tried to pluck the ball from them, though I hated to; his skin felt feverish-hot. But the
  ball of flame was cool as a marble, and it didnt hurt me at all to touch. Startled with relief, I held it between my fingers, staring at it. He looked at me with an expression of
  annoyance.


  Well, he said ungraciously, you then, I suppose. He took the ball out of my hand and closed his fist on it a moment; it vanished as quickly as it had come. He turned
  and said to Danka, Send the tribute up when you can.


  I still hadnt understood. I dont think anyone had, even my parents; it was all too quick, and I was shocked by having drawn his attention at all. I didnt even have a chance
  to turn around and say a last good-bye before he turned back and took my arm by the wrist. Only Kasia moved; I looked back at her and saw her about to reach for me in protest, and then the Dragon
  jerked me impatiently and ungently stumbling after him, and dragged me with him back into thin air.


  I had my other hand pressed to my mouth, retching, when we stepped back out of the air. When he let go my arm, I sank to my knees and vomited without even seeing where I was. He made a muttered
  exclamation of disgustI had spattered the long elegant toe of his leather bootand said, Useless. Stop heaving, girl, and clean that filth up. He walked away from me, his
  heels echoing upon the flagstones, and was gone.


  I stayed there shakily until I was sure nothing more would come up, and then I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and lifted my head to stare. I was on a floor of stone, and not just any
  stone, but a pure white marble laced through with veins of brilliant green. It was a small round room with narrow slitted windows, too high to look out of, but above my head the ceiling bent inward
  sharply. I was at the very top of the tower.


  There was no furniture in the room at all, and nothing I could use to wipe up the floor. Finally I used the skirt of my dress: that was already dirty anyway. Then after a little time sitting
  there being terrified and more terrified, while nothing at all happened, I got up and crept timidly down the hallway. Id have taken any way out of the room but the one he had used, if there
  had been any other way. There wasnt.


  Hed already gone on, though. The short hallway was empty. It had the same cold hard marble underfoot, illuminated with an unfriendly pale white light from hanging lamps. They
  werent real lamps, just big chunks of clear polished stone that glowed from inside. There was only one door, and then an archway at the end that led to stairs.


  I pushed the door open and looked in, nervously, because that was better than going past it without knowing what was inside. But it only opened into a small bare room, with a narrow bed and a
  small table and a wash-basin. There was a large window across from me, and I could see the sky. I ran to it and leaned out over the sill.


  The Dragons tower stood in the foothills on the western border of his lands. All our long valley lay spread out to the east, with its villages and farms, and standing in the window I
  could trace the whole line of the Spindle, running silver-blue down the middle with the road dusty brown next to it. The road and the river ran together all the way to the other end of the
  Dragons lands, dipping into stands of forest and coming out again at villages, until the road tapered out to nothing just before the huge black tangle of the Wood. The river went on alone
  into its depths and vanished, never to come out again.


  There was Olshanka, the town nearest the tower, where the Grand Market was held on Sundays: my father had taken me there, twice. Beyond that Poniets, and Radomsko curled around the shores of its
  small lake, and there was my own Dvernik with its wide green square. I could even see the big white tables laid out for the feasting the Dragon hadnt wanted to stay for, and I slid to my
  knees and rested my forehead on the sill and cried like a child.


  But my mother didnt come to rest her hand on my head; my father didnt pull me up and laugh me out of my tears. I just sobbed myself out until I had too much of a headache to go on
  crying, and after that I was cold and stiff from being on that painfully hard floor, and I had a running nose and nothing to wipe it with.


  I used another part of my skirt for that and sat down on the bed, trying to think what to do. The room was empty, but aired-out and neat, as if it had just been left. It probably had. Some other
  girl had lived here for ten years, all alone, looking down at the valley. Now she had gone home to say good-bye to her family, and the room was mine.


  A single painting in a great gilt frame hung on the wall across from the bed. It made no sense, too grand for the little room and not really a picture at all, just a broad swath of pale green,
  grey-brown at the edges, with one shining blue-silver line that wove across the middle in gentle curves and narrower silver lines drawn in from the edges to meet it. I stared at it and wondered if
  it was magic, too. Id never seen such a thing.


  But there were circles painted at places along the silver line, at familiar distances, and after a moment I realized the painting was the valley, too, only flattened down the way a bird might
  have looked down upon it from far overhead. That silver line was the Spindle, running from the mountains into the Wood, and the circles were villages. The colors were brilliant, the paint glossy
  and raised in tiny peaks. I could almost see waves on the river, the glitter of sunlight on the water. It pulled the eye and made me want to look at it and look at it. But I didnt like it,
  at the same time. The painting was a box drawn around the living valley, closing it up, and looking at it made me feel closed up myself.


  I looked away. It didnt seem that I could stay in the room. I hadnt eaten a bite at breakfast, or at dinner the night before; it had all been ash in my mouth. I should have had
  less appetite now, when something worse than anything Id imagined had happened to me, but instead I was painfully hungry, and there were no servants in the tower, so no one was going to get
  my dinner. Then the worse thought occurred to me: what if the Dragon expected me to get his?


  And then the even worse thought than that: what about after dinner? Kasia had always said she believed the women who came back, that the Dragon didnt put a hand on them.
  Hes taken girls for a hundred years now, she always said firmly. One of them would have admitted it, and word would have got out.


  But a few weeks ago, shed asked my mother, privately, to tell her how it happened when a girl was marriedto tell her what her own mother would have, the night before she was wed.
  Id overheard them through the window, while I was coming back from the woods, and Id stood there next to the window and listened in with hot tears running down my face, angry, so
  angry for Kasias sake.


  Now that was going to be me. And I wasnt braveI didnt think that I could take deep breaths, and keep from clenching up tight, like my mother had told Kasia to do so
  it wouldnt hurt. I found myself imagining for one terrible moment the Dragons face so close to mine, even closer than when hed inspected me at the choosinghis black eyes
  cold and glittering like stone, those iron-hard fingers, so strangely warm, drawing my dress away from my skin, while he smiled that sleek satisfied smile down at me. What if all of him was
  fever-hot like that, so Id feel him almost glowing like an ember, all over my body, while he lay upon me and


  I shuddered away from my thoughts and stood up. I looked down at the bed, and around at that small close room with nowhere to hide, and then I hurried out and went back down the hall again.
  There was a staircase at the end, going down in a close spiral, so I couldnt see what was around the next turn. It sounds stupid to be afraid of going down a staircase, but I was terrified.
  I nearly went back to my room after all. At last I kept one hand on the smooth stone wall and went down slowly, putting both my feet on one step and stopping to listen before I went down a little
  more.


  After Id crept down one whole turn like that, and nothing had jumped out at me, I began to feel like an idiot and started to walk more quickly. But then I went around another turn, and
  still hadnt come to a landing; and another, and I started to be afraid again, this time that the stairs were magic and would just keep going forever, andwell. I started to go quicker
  and quicker, and then I skidded three steps down onto the next landing and ran headlong into the Dragon.


  I was skinny, but my father was the tallest man in the village and I came up to his shoulder, and the Dragon wasnt a big man. We nearly tumbled down the stairs together. He caught the
  railing with one hand, quick, and my arm with the other, and somehow managed to keep us from landing on the floor. I found myself leaning heavily on him, clutching at his coat and staring directly
  into his startled face. For one moment he was too surprised to be thinking, and he looked like an ordinary man startled by something jumping out at him, a little bit silly and a little bit soft,
  his mouth parted and his eyes wide.


  I was so surprised myself that I didnt move, just stayed there gawking at him helplessly, and he recovered quick; outrage swept over his face and he heaved me off him onto my feet. Then I
  realized what Id just done and blurted in a panic, before he could speak, Im looking for the kitchen!


  Are you, he said silkily. His face didnt look at all soft anymore, hard and furious, and he hadnt let go of my arm. His grip was clenching, painful; I could
  feel the heat of it through the sleeve of my shift. He jerked me towards him and bent towards meI think he would have liked to loom over me, and because he couldnt was even more
  angry. If Id had a moment to think about it, I would have bent back and made myself smaller, but I was too tired and scared. So instead his face was just before mine, so close his breath was
  on my lips and I felt as much as heard his cold, vicious whisper: Perhaps Id better show you there.


  I canI can I tried to say, trembling, trying to lean back from him. He spun away from me and dragged me after him down the stairs, around and around and around again,
  five turns this time before we came to the next landing, and then another three turns down, the light growing dimmer, before at last he dragged me out into the lowest floor of the tower, just a
  single large bare-walled dungeon chamber of carven stone, with a huge fireplace shaped like a downturned mouth, full of flames leaping hellishly.


  He dragged me towards it, and in a moment of blind terror I realized he meant to throw me in. He was so strong, much stronger than he ought to have been for his size, and hed pulled me
  easily stumbling down the stairs after him. But I wasnt going to let him put me in the fire. I wasnt a lady-like quiet girl; all my life Id spent running in the woods, climbing
  trees and tearing through brambles, and panic gave me real strength. I screamed as he pulled me close to it, and then I went into a fit of struggling and clawing and squirming, so this time I
  really did trip him to the floor.


  I went down with him. We banged our heads on the flagstones together, and dazed lay still for a moment with our limbs entwined. The fire was leaping and crackling beside us, and as my panic
  faded, abruptly I noticed that in the wall beside it were small iron oven doors, and before it a spit for roasting, and above it a huge wide shelf with cooking-pots on it. It was only the
  kitchen.


  After a moment, he said, in almost marveling tones, Are you deranged?


  I thought you were going to throw me in the oven, I said, still dazed, and then I started to laugh.


  It wasnt real laughterI was half-hysterical by then, wrung out six ways and hungry, my ankles and knees bruised from being dragged down the stairs and my head aching as though
  Id cracked my skull, and I just couldnt stop.


  But he didnt know that. All he knew was the stupid village girl hed picked was laughing at him, the Dragon, the greatest wizard of the kingdom and her lord and master. I
  dont think anyone had laughed at him in a hundred years, by then. He pushed himself up, kicking his legs free from mine, and getting to his feet stared down at me, outraged as a cat. I only
  laughed harder, and then he turned abruptly and left me there laughing on the floor, as though he couldnt think what else to do with me.


  After he left, my giggles tapered off, and I felt somehow a little less hollow and afraid. He hadnt thrown me into the oven, after all, or even slapped me. I got myself up and looked
  around the room: it was hard to see, because the fireplace was so bright and there were no other lights lit, but when I kept my back to the flames I could start to make out the huge room: divided
  after all, into alcoves and with low walls, with racks full of shining glass bottleswine, I realized. My uncle had brought a bottle once to my grandmothers house, for Midwinter.


  There were stores all over: barrels of apples packed in straw, potatoes and carrots and parsnips in sacks, long ropes of onions braided. On a table in the middle of the room I found a book
  standing with an unlit candle and an inkstand and a quill, and when I opened it I found a ledger with records of all the stores, written in a strong hand. At the bottom of the first page there was
  a note written very small; when I lit the candle and bent down to squint I could just make it out:


  Breakfast at eight, dinner at one, supper at seven. Leave the meal laid in the library, five minutes before, and you need not see himno need to say whoall the day.
  Courage!


  Priceless advice, and that Courage! was like the touch of a friends hand. I hugged the book against me, feeling less alone than I had all day. It seemed near midday, and the
  Dragon hadnt eaten at our village, so I set about dinner. I was no great cook, but my mother had kept me at it until I could put together a meal, and I did do all the gathering for my
  family, so I knew how to tell the fresh from the rotten, and when a piece of fruit would be sweet. Id never had so many stores to work with: there were even drawers of spices that smelled
  like Midwinter cake, and a whole barrel full of fresh soft grey salt.


  At the end of the room there was a strangely cold place, where I found meat hanging up: a whole venison and two great hares; there was a box of straw full of eggs. There was a fresh loaf of
  bread already baked wrapped in a woven cloth on the hearth, and next to it I discovered a whole pot of rabbit and buckwheat and small peas all together. I tasted it: like something for a feast day,
  so salty and a little sweet, and meltingly tender; another gift from the anonymous hand in the book.


  I didnt know how to make food like that at all, and I quailed thinking that the Dragon would expect it. But I was desperately grateful to have the pot ready nonetheless. I put it back on
  the shelf above the fire to warmI splashed my dress a little as I didand I put two eggs in a dish in the oven to bake, and found a tray and a bowl and a plate and a spoon. When the
  rabbit was ready, I set it out on the tray and cut the breadI had to cut it, because I had torn off the end of the loaf and eaten it myself while I waited for the rabbit to heat upand
  put out butter. I even baked an apple, with the spices: my mother had taught me to do that for our Sunday supper in winter, and there were so many ovens I could do that at the same time as
  everything else cooked. I even felt a little proud of myself, when everything was assembled on the tray together: it looked like a holiday, though a strange one, with just enough for one man.


  I took it up the stairs carefully, but too late I realized I didnt know where the library was. If Id thought about it a little, I might have reasoned out that it wouldnt be
  on the lowest floor, and indeed it wasnt, but I didnt find that out until Id wandered around carrying the tray through an enormous circular hall, the windows draped with
  curtains and a heavy throne-like chair at the end. There was another door at the far end, but when I opened that I found only the entry hall and the huge doors of the tower, three times the height
  of my head and barred with a thick slab of wood in iron brackets.


  I turned and went back through the hall to the stairs, and up another landing, and here found the marble floor covered in soft furry cloth. Id never seen a carpet before. That was why I
  hadnt heard the Dragons footsteps. I crept anxiously down the hall, and peered through the first door. I backed out hastily: the room was full of long tables, strange bottles and
  bubbling potions and unnatural sparks in colors that came from no fireplace; I didnt want to spend another moment inside there. But I managed to catch my dress in the door and tear it, even
  so.


  Finally the next door, across the hall, opened on a room full of books: wooden shelves up and up from floor to ceiling crammed with them. It smelled of dust, and there were only a few narrow
  windows throwing light in. I was so glad to find the library that I didnt notice at first that the Dragon was there: sitting in a heavy chair with a book laid out on a small table across his
  thighs, so large each page was the length of my forearm, and a great golden lock hanging from the open cover.


  I froze staring at him, feeling betrayed by the advice in the book. Id somehow assumed that the Dragon would conveniently keep out of the way until Id had a chance to put down his
  meal. He hadnt raised his head to look at me, but instead of just going quietly with the tray to the table in the center of the room, laying it out, and scurrying away, I hung in the doorway
  and said, IveIve brought dinner, not wanting to go in unless he told me to.


  Really? he said, cuttingly. Without falling into a pit along the way? Im astonished. He only then looked up at me and frowned. Or did you fall
  into a pit?


  I looked down at myself. My skirt had one enormous ugly stain, from the vomitId wiped it off best as I could in the kitchen, but it hadnt really come outand another
  from where Id blown my nose. There were three or four dripping stains from the stew, and some more spatters from the dish-pan where Id wiped the pots. The hem was still muddy from
  this morning, and Id torn a few other holes in it without even noticing. My mother had braided and coiled my hair that morning and pinned it up, but the coils had slid mostly down off my
  head and were now a big snarled knot of hair hanging half off my neck.


  I hadnt noticed; it wasnt anything out of the usual for me, except that I was wearing a nice dress underneath the mess. I wasI cooked, and I cleaned I
  tried to explain.


  The dirtiest thing in this tower is you, he saidtrue, but unkind anyway. I flushed and with my head low went to the table. I laid everything out and looked it over,
  and then I realized sinkingly that with all the time Id taken wandering around, everything had gone cold, except the butter, which was a softened runny mess in its dish. Even my lovely baked
  apple was all congealed.


  I stared down at it in dismay, trying to decide what to do; should I take it all back down? Or maybe he wouldnt mind? I turned to look and nearly yelped: he was standing directly behind
  me peering over my shoulder at the food. I see why you were afraid I might roast you, he said, leaning over to lift up a spoonful of the stew, breaking the layer of cooling fat on its
  top and dumping it back in. You would make a better meal than this.


  Im not a splendid cook, but I started, meaning to explain that I wasnt quite so terrible at it, Id only not known my way, but he snorted, interrupting
  me.


  Is there anything you can do? he asked, mockingly.


  If only Id been better trained to serve, if only Id ever really thought I might be chosen and had been more ready for all of it; if only Id been a little less miserable and
  tired, and if only I hadnt felt a little proud of myself in the kitchen; if only he hadnt just twitted me for being a rag, the way everyone who loved me did, but with malice instead
  of affectionif any of those things, and if only I hadnt run into him on the stairs, and discovered that he wasnt going to fling me into a fire, I would probably have
  just gone red, and run away.


  Instead I flung the tray down on the table in a passion and cried, Why did you take me, then? Why didnt you take Kasia?


  I shut my mouth as soon as Id said it, ashamed of myself and horrified. I was about to open my mouth and take it back in a rush, to tell him I was sorry, I didnt mean it, I
  didnt mean he should go take Kasia instead; I would go and make him another tray


  He said impatiently, Who?


  I gaped at him. Kasia! I said. He only looked at me as though I was giving him more evidence of my idiocy, and I forgot my noble intentions in confusion. You were going to
  take her! Shesshes clever, and brave, and a splendid cook, and


  He was looking every moment more annoyed. Yes, he bit out, interrupting me, I do recall the girl: neither horse-faced nor a slovenly mess, and I imagine would not be
  yammering at me this very minute: enough. You village girls are all tedious at the beginning, more or less, but youre proving a truly remarkable paragon of incompetence.


  Then you neednt keep me! I flared, angry and woundedhorse-faced stung.


  Much to my regret, he said, thats where youre wrong.


  He seized my hand by the wrist and whipped me around: he stood close behind me and stretched my arm out over the food on the table. Lirintalem, he said, a strange word
  that ran liquidly off his tongue and rang sharply in my ears. Say it with me.


  What? I said; Id never heard the word before. But he pressed closer against my back, put his mouth against my ear, and whispered, terrible, Say
  it!


  I trembled, and wanting only for him to let me go said it with him, Lirintalem, while he held my hand out over the meal.


  The air rippled over the food, horrible to see, like the whole world was a pond that he could throw pebbles in. When it smoothed again, the food was all changed. Where the baked eggs had been, a
  roast chicken; instead of the bowl of rabbit stew, a heap of tiny new spring beans, though it was seven months past their season; instead of the baked apple, a tartlet full of apples sliced
  paper-thin, studded with fat raisins and glazed over with honey


  He let go of me. I staggered with the loss of his support, clutching at the edge of the table, my lungs emptied as if someone had sat on my chest; I felt like Id been squeezed for juice
  like a lemon. Stars prickled at the edge of my sight, and I leaned over half-fainting. I only distantly saw him looking down at the tray, an odd scowl on his face as though he was at once surprised
  and annoyed.


  What did you do to me? I whispered, when I could breathe again.


  Stop whining, he said dismissively. Its nothing more than a cantrip. Whatever surprise he might have felt had vanished; he flicked his hand at the door as he
  seated himself at the table before his dinner. All right, get out. I can see youll be wasting inordinate amounts of my time, but Ive had enough for the day.


  I was glad to obey that, at least. I didnt try to pick up the tray, only crept slowly out of the library, cradling my hand against my body. I was still stumbling-weak. It took me nearly
  half an hour to drag myself back up all the stairs to the top floor, and then I went into the little room and shut the door, dragged the dresser before it, and fell onto the bed. If the Dragon came
  to the door while I slept, I didnt hear a thing.
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  I didnt see the Dragon for another four days. I spent them in the kitchen
  morning until night: I had found a few cookbooks there and was working through every recipe in them one after another, frantically, trying to become the most splendid cook anyone had ever heard of.
  There was enough food in the larder that I didnt care what I wasted; if anything was bad, I ate it myself. I followed the advice and got his meals to the library exactly five minutes to the
  hour, and I covered the dishes and hurried. He was never there again when I came, so I was content, and I heard no complaints from him. There were some homespun clothes in a box in my room, which
  fit me more or lessmy legs were bare from the knee down, my arms from the elbow down, and I had to tie them around my waist, but I was as tidy as I had ever been.


  I didnt want to please him, but I did want to keep him from ever doing that to me again, whatever that spell had been. Id woken from dreams four times a night, feeling the word
  lirintalem on my lips and tasting it in my mouth as though it belonged there, and his hand burning hot on my arm.


  Fear and work werent all bad, as companions went. They were both better than loneliness, and the deeper fears, the worse ones that I knew would come true: that I wouldnt see my
  mother and my father for ten years, that Id never live again in my own home, never run wild in the woods again, that whatever strange alchemy acted on the Dragons girls would soon
  begin to take hold of me, and make me into someone I wouldnt recognize at the end of it. At least while I was chopping and sweltering away in front of the ovens, I didnt have to think
  about any of that.


  After a few days, when I realized that he wouldnt come and use that spell on me at every meal, I stopped my frenzy of cooking. But then I found I had nothing else to do, even when I went
  looking for work. As large as the tower was, it didnt need cleaning: no dust had gathered in the corners or the window-sills, not even on the tiny carved vines on the gilt frame.


  I still didnt like the map-painting in my room. Every night I imagined I heard a faint gurgle coming from it, like water running down a gutter, and every day it sat there on the wall in
  all its excessive glory, trying to make me look at it. After scowling at it, I went downstairs. I emptied out a sack of turnips in the cellar, ripped the seams, and used the cloth to cover it up.
  My room felt better at once with the gold and splendor of it hidden away.


  I spent the rest of that morning looking out the window across the valley again, lonely and sick with longing. It was an ordinary work-day, so there were men in the fields gathering in the
  harvest and women at the river doing their washing. Even the Wood looked almost comforting to me, in its great wild impenetrable blackness: an unchanged constant. The big herd of sheep that
  belonged to Radomsko was grazing on the lower slopes of the mountains at the northern end of the valley; they looked like a wandering white cloud. I watched them roam awhile, and had a small weep,
  but even grief had its limits. By dinner-time I was horribly bored.


  My family werent either poor or rich; we had seven books in our house. Id only ever read four of them; I had spent nearly every day of my life more out-of-doors than not, even in
  winter and rain. But I didnt have many other choices anymore, so when I brought the dinner tray to the library that afternoon, I looked over at the shelves. Surely there could be no harm in
  my taking one. The other girls must have taken books, since everyone always said how well read they were when they came out of service.


  So I boldly went to a shelf and picked out a book that nearly called out to be touched: it was beautifully bound in a burnished leather the color of wheat that glowed in the candle-light, rich
  and inviting. Once Id taken it out, I hesitated: it was bigger and heavier than any of my familys books, and besides that the cover was engraved with beautiful designs painted in
  gold. But there was no lock on it, so I carried it away with me up to my room, half-guilty and trying to convince myself I was being foolish for feeling that way


  Then I opened it and felt even more foolish, because I couldnt understand it at all. Not in the usual way, of not knowing the words, or not knowing what enough of them meantI
  did understand them all, and everything that I was reading, for the first three pages, and then I paused and wondered, what was the book about? And I couldnt tell; I had no idea
  what Id just read.


  I turned back and tried again, and once more I was sure that I was understanding, and all of it made perfect sensebetter than perfect sense, even; it had the feeling of truth, of
  something that Id always known and just hadnt ever put into words, or of explaining clearly and plainly something Id never understood. I was nodding with satisfaction, going
  along well, and this time I got to the fifth page before I realized again that I couldnt have told anyone what was on the first page, or for that matter the page before.


  I glared down at the book resentfully, and then I opened it to the first page again and started to read out loud, one word at a time. The words sang like birds out of my mouth, beautiful,
  melting like sugared fruit. I still couldnt keep the train of it in my head, but I kept reading, dreamily, until the door smashed open.


  Id stopped barring my door with furniture by then. I was sitting on my bed, which Id pushed under the window for the light, and the Dragon was directly across the room from me
  framed in the doorway. I froze in surprise and stopped reading, my mouth hanging open. He was furiously angry: his eyes were glittering and terrible, and he held out a hand and said,
  Tualidetal.


  The book tried to jump out of my hands, to fly across the room to him. I blindly clutched after it from some badly misguided instinct. It wriggled against me, trying to go, but stupidly
  obstinate I gave it a jerk and managed to yank it back into my arms. He gaped at me and grew even more wildly angry; he stormed across the tiny chamber, while I belatedly tried to scramble up and
  back, but there was nowhere for me to go. He was on me in an instant, thrusting me flat down against my pillows.


  So, he said, silkily, his hand pressed down upon my collarbone, pinning me easily to the bed. It felt as though my heart was thumping back and forth between my breastbone and my
  back, each beat shaking me. He plucked the book away with a handat least I wasnt stupid enough to keep trying to hold on to it anymoreand tossed it with an easy flip
  so it landed upon the small table. Agnieszka, was it? Agnieszka of Dvernik.


  He seemed to want an answer. Yes, I whispered.


  Agnieszka, he murmured, bending low towards me, and I realized he meant to kiss me. I was terrified, and yet half-wanting him to do it and have it over with, so I wouldnt
  have to be so afraid, and then he didnt at all. He said, bent so close I could see my eyes reflected in his, Tell me, dear Agnieszka, where are you really from? Did the Falcon send
  you? Or perhaps even the king himself?


  I stopped staring in terror at his mouth and darted my eyes towards his. Iwhat? I said.


  I will find out, he said. However skillful your masters spell, it will have holes in it. Yourfamily He sneered the word.
  may think they remember you, but they wont have all the things of a childs life. A pair of mittens or a worn-out cap, a collection of broken toysI wont
  find those things in your house, will I?


  All my toys were broken? I said helplessly, seizing on the only part of this I even understood at all. Theyreyes? All my clothes were always worn out, our
  rag-bag is all them


  He shoved me hard against the bed and bent low. Dont dare lie to me! he hissed. I will tear the truth out of your throat


  His fingers were resting on my neck; his leg was on the bed, between mine. In a great gulp of terror I put my hands on his chest and shoved with all my body against the bed, and heaved us both
  off it. We fell heavily together to the ground, him beneath me, and I was up like a rabbit scrambling off him and running for the door. I fled for the stairs. I dont know where I thought I
  was going: I couldnt have gotten out the front door, and there was nowhere else to go. But I ran anyway: I scrambled down two flights, and as his steps pursuing me came on, I flung myself
  into the dim laboratory, with all its hissing fumes and smoke. I crawled away desperately under the tables into a dark corner behind a high cabinet, and pulled my legs in towards me.


  Id closed the door behind me, but that didnt seem to keep him from knowing where Id gone. He opened it and looked into the room, and I saw him over the edge of one table,
  his cold and angry eye between two beakers of glass, his face painted in shades of green by the fires. He came with a steady unhurried step around the table, and as he rounded the end I darted
  forward scrambling the other way, trying for the doorI had some thought of locking him in. But I jarred the narrow shelf against the wall. One of the stoppered jars struck my back, rolled
  off, and smashed on the floor at my feet.


  Grey smoke billowed up around me and into my nose and mouth, choking me, stilling me. It stung in my eyes, and I couldnt blink, I couldnt reach up to rub them, my arms refusing to
  answer. The coughs caught in my throat and stopped; my whole body froze slowly into place, still in a crouch on the floor. But I didnt feel afraid anymore, and after a moment not even
  uncomfortable. I was somehow at once endlessly heavy and weightless, distant. I heard the Dragons footsteps very faintly and far-off as he came and stood over me, and I didnt care
  what he would do.


  He stood there looking down at me with cold impatience. I didnt try to guess what he would do; I could neither think nor wonder. The world was very grey and still.


  No, he said after a moment, no, you cant possibly be a spy.


  He turned and left me there, for some timeI couldnt have told you how long, it could have been an hour or a week or a year, though later I learned it had been only half a day. Then
  at last he returned, with a displeased set look to his mouth. He held up a small raggedy thing that had once been a piglet, knitted of wool and stuffed with straw, before I had dragged it behind me
  through the woods for the first seven years of my life. So, he said, no spy. Only a witling.


  Then he laid his hand on my head and said, Tezavon tahozh, tezavon tahozh kivi, kanzon lihush.


  He didnt so much recite the words as chant them, almost like a song, and as he spoke color and time and breath came back into the world; my head came free and I shied out from under his
  hand. The stone was slowly fading out of my flesh. My arms came loose, flailing for a grip on anything while my still-stone legs held me locked in place. He caught my wrists, so when I finally came
  loose all the way I was held by his hand, with no chance of flight.


  I didnt try to run, though. My suddenly free thoughts ran around in a dozen directions, as though they were catching up with lost time, but it seemed to me he might have just left me
  stone, if hed wanted to do something terrible to me, and at least he had stopped thinking me some sort of spy. I didnt understand why he thought anyone would have wanted to spy on
  him, much less the king; he was the kings wizard, wasnt he?


  And now youll tell me: what were you doing? he said. His eyes were still suspicious and cold and glittering.


  I only wanted a book to read, I said. I didntI didnt think there was any harm


  And you happened to take Luthes Summoning off the shelf for a little reading, he said, cuttingly sarcastic, and merely by chance until perhaps
  my alarmed and blank look convinced him, and he halted and looked at me with unconcealed irritation. What an unequaled gift for disaster you have.


  Then he scowled down, and I followed his look to the shards of the glass jar around our feet: he hissed his breath out between his teeth and said abruptly, Clean that up, and then come to
  the library. And dont touch anything else.


  He stalked away, leaving me to go hunt out some rags from the kitchens to pick up the glass with, and a bucket: I washed the floor as well, though there wasnt a trace of anything spilled,
  as though the magic had burned off like the liquor on a pudding. I kept stopping and lifting my hand up from the stone floor to turn it over front and back, making sure the stone wasnt
  creeping back up my fingertips. I couldnt help but wonder why he had a jar of that on his shelf, and whether hed ever used it on someone elsesomeone who had become a statue
  somewhere, standing with fixed eyes, time eddying past them; I shuddered.


  I was very, very careful not to touch anything else in the room.


  The book Id taken was back upon the shelf when at last I girded myself and went into the library. He was pacing, his own book on its small table thrust aside and neglected, and when I
  came in he scowled at me again. I looked down: my skirt was marked with wet tracks from the mopping, and it had been too short to begin with, barely covering my knees. The sleeves of my shift were
  worse: Id got some egg on the ends that morning, making his breakfast, and had singed the elbow a little getting the toast off before it burned.


  Well begin with that, then, the Dragon said. I neednt be offended every time I have to look at you.


  I shut my mouth on apologies: if I began to apologize for being untidy, Id be apologizing the rest of my life. I could tell from only a few days in the tower that he loved beautiful
  things. Even his legions of books were none of them exactly alike: their leather bindings in different colors, their clasps and hinges of gold and sometimes even dotted with small chips of jewels.
  Anything that anyone might rest their eyes on, whether a small blown-glass cup upon the window-sill here in the library, or the painting in my room, was beautiful, and set aside in its own place
  where it might shine without distractions. I was a glaring blot on the perfection. But I didnt care: I didnt feel I owed him beauty


  He beckoned me over, impatiently, and I took a wary step towards him; he took my hands and crossed them over my chest, fingertips on each opposite shoulder, and said, Now:
  vanastalem.


  I stared at him in mute rebellion. The word when he said it rang in my ears just like the other spell hed used me for. I could feel it wanting to come into my mouth, to drain away my
  strength.


  He caught me by the shoulder, his fingers gripping painfully hard; I felt the heat of each one penetrating through my shirt. I may have to put up with incompetence; I wont tolerate
  spinelessness, he said. Say it.


  I remembered being stone; what else could he do to me? I trembled and said, very soft, as if whispering could keep it from taking hold of me, Vanastalem.


  My strength welled up through my body and fountained out of my mouth, and where it left me, a trembling in the air began and went curling down around my body in a spiraling path. I sank to the
  ground gasping in strangely vast skirts of rustling silk, green and russet brown. They pooled around my waist and swamped my legs, endless. My head bowed forward on my neck under the weight of a
  curved headdress, a veil spilling down my back, lace picked out with flowers in gold thread. I stared dully at the Dragons boots, the tooled leather of them: there were curling vines
  embossed upon them.


  Look at you, and over a nothing of a spell again, he said over me, sounding exasperated with his own handiwork. At least your appearance is improved. See if you can keep
  yourself in a decent state from now on. Tomorrow, well try another.


  The boots turned and walked away from me. He sat down in his chair, I think, and went back to his reading; I dont know for certain. After a while I crawled out of the library on my hands
  and knees, in that beautiful dress, without ever lifting my head.


  The next few weeks blurred into one another. Every morning I woke a little before dawn and lay in my bed while my window brightened, trying to think of some way to escape. Every morning, having
  failed, I carried his breakfast tray to the library, and he cast another spell with me. If I hadnt been able to keep myself neat enoughusually I hadnthe used
  vanastalem upon me first, and then a second spell, too. All my homespun dresses were vanishing one after another, and the unwieldy elaborate dresses dotted my bedroom like small mountains,
  so heavy with brocade and embroidery that they half stood up without me inside them. I could barely writhe my way out from under the skirts at bedtime, and the awful boned stays beneath them
  squeezed in my breath.


  The aching fog never left me. After each morning, I crept shattered back to my chamber. I suppose the Dragon got his own dinner, because I certainly did nothing for him. I lay on my bed until
  supper-time, when usually I was able to
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