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Prologue
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The egg should not have survived the fire.

Dragonguard Commander Voss stood at the edge of the scorched clearing, watching his men sift through ash and bone. Three adult dragons lay dead, their scales already dulling from emerald to gray, their fire-glands punctured by sorcerer lances before they could draw breath to burn. The nest had held seven eggs. His soldiers had smashed six with iron hammers, the shells cracking like pottery, the half-formed creatures inside dying before they could know they had ever lived. Standard protocol. Clean. Efficient. The Crown's law was absolute on this matter: no dragon could exist without a registered bond to a licensed handler, and wild clutches were exterminated on sight. Voss had performed this duty forty-three times in his twenty years of service. He felt nothing but the cold satisfaction of order maintained.

But the seventh egg was gone.

The nest's depression in the frozen earth showed the outline clearly—seven hollows where eggs had rested against their mother's dying warmth. Six hollows filled with shell fragments and viscous fluid already crystallizing in the winter air. One hollow empty, the snow around it disturbed by something small and desperate and alive. Voss crouched, removing his gauntlet to press bare fingers against the frozen ground. The residual heat was faint but unmistakable. The egg had hatched during the assault, and something had carried the newborn away while his men were occupied with the adults.

He stood, scanning the tree line where the Thornmere Forest began its dark march toward the northern mountains. The tracks were already filling with fresh snowfall, but he could see where small boots had broken through the crust, where a body had stumbled and risen and stumbled again under a burden too precious to drop. A poacher, perhaps. A desperate farmer hoping to sell dragon-blood on the black market. Or something worse—a hedge-witch with enough wild magic to sense the hatching and enough foolishness to intervene.

It did not matter. The creature would die within days without a proper imprinting, and whoever had taken it would die shortly after when the Dragonguard tracked them down. Voss pulled his gauntlet back on and turned to his second. The hunt would begin at dawn. No wild dragon had escaped Crown jurisdiction in over a century, and Commander Voss had no intention of allowing his perfect record to be broken by some frozen peasant with more sentiment than sense. He would find the egg. He would find whoever took it. And he would make an example that the kingdom would not soon forget.

In the Thornmere, the snow continued to fall, covering the tracks of a woman running for her life with a dying thing pressed against her heart.
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Chapter 1: The Dying Thing
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The creature in her arms had stopped breathing three times since she pulled it from the snow, and each time Maren Ashwood had pressed her mouth over its strange muzzle and forced her own breath into lungs that did not want to live. She did not know what it was. In the darkness of the winter forest, with her hands too numb to feel and her eyes too blurred with cold to see, she had found only a shape—something small, something wet, something making a sound like a kettle left too long over dead coals. The sound had called to her across two miles of frozen woodland, cutting through the howl of the storm with the precision of a knife through silk. She had followed it without thinking, the way she followed the pull of feverfew when someone nearby needed healing, the way she followed the hum of disturbed earth when the dead were restless. Her magic was not sorcery. It was older and stranger and less obedient, and when it told her something was dying, she did not have the luxury of refusal.

Now she was in her cottage with the fire built high and every warming charm she knew layered over the bundled thing on her worktable, and still it would not stop shivering. Its skin was the gray-green of new copper exposed to rain, slick with a membrane that smelled of sulfur and something sweeter underneath, like honey left in the sun. Its limbs were folded against its body in a way that seemed wrong for any creature she knew—too many joints, too much articulation, a tail curled three times around legs that ended in claws rather than paws. When she had wiped the birth-film from its face, she had found eyes that were closed and a mouth that was open, gasping, and rows of teeth like sewing needles set into gums the color of blood oranges. It was the ugliest thing she had ever seen. It was the most helpless thing she had ever held. And some part of her that existed below thought and above instinct had known from the moment she touched it that she would die before she let it die first.

The membrane was the problem. Maren worked by firelight and by the glow of the witchlight she had kindled in a jar above her head, peeling the slick covering away from the creature's body with hands that had finally stopped shaking. Normal newborns came into the world clean or cleaned themselves within minutes, licking or scraping or simply drying in the open air. This creature's membrane clung like a second skin, sealing its nostrils half-shut, gumming its eyes closed, wrapping its tiny wings—wings, dear gods, it had wings—so tightly against its back that it could not expand its chest to breathe. She had seen something similar once in a foal born too early, the caul wrapped wrong, the mother too exhausted to tear it free. That foal had died despite everything Maren tried. She had been sixteen years old, apprenticed to the village midwife, and she had cried for a week afterward. She was thirty-four now and had not cried in years, but she could feel the old grief building behind her eyes as she worked, that specific helplessness of watching something struggle toward life and knowing that struggle might not be enough.

She heated water in her smallest pot, the one she used for delicate decoctions, and soaked a cloth until it steamed. The creature flinched when she pressed the warm fabric against its face, a full-body tremor that seemed too strong for something so small. She held it steady with one hand on its chest—she could feel its heartbeat, rapid and thready, a desperate flutter against her palm—and worked the cloth over its muzzle with the other, softening the membrane, lifting it away in translucent strips. Its nostrils flared. Its chest expanded. It sucked in a breath that wheezed and rattled but did not stop, and Maren allowed herself the smallest exhale of relief before moving to its eyes.

The membrane over its eyelids was thicker, more stubborn. She worked in tiny movements, terrified of tearing the delicate skin beneath, terrified of causing damage that could not be healed. The fire crackled. Outside, the storm hammered against her shutters with fists of wind and ice. She had lived alone in this cottage for eleven years, since the day the village council had decided that a hedge-witch without a husband or children was more threat than asset and had suggested, with the particular gentleness of people who are prepared to escalate to violence, that she might be happier somewhere else. She had been happier. The forest gave her everything she needed—herbs for healing, silence for thinking, solitude for the practice of a magic that made ordinary people uneasy. She had not missed the village. She had not missed human company at all, she told herself, and if the winters were long and the nights were quiet, that was the price of freedom. Now she sat in her cottage with a dying creature on her table and felt, for the first time in over a decade, that she was not alone.

The membrane came away from its left eye first. The eye beneath was closed, the lid paper-thin and veined with purple, but as she watched, it twitched. Then it opened. The iris was gold, shot through with threads of darker amber, and the pupil was a vertical slit that contracted sharply in the firelight before fixing on her face with an intensity that made her stomach drop. The creature was looking at her. Not just seeing her—looking at her, the way a person looks at something they are trying to understand. There was intelligence in that gaze. There was recognition. And there was something else, something that reached past her skin and her skull and her sternum to wrap around something deeper, something she had not known could be touched.

The second eye opened. The creature blinked twice, its gaze never leaving her face, and then it made a sound. Not the dying-kettle wheeze she had heard in the forest, but something softer—a chirp, almost, a query, the first syllable of a question it did not yet have words to ask. Maren felt her magic respond before she could stop it, rising up from wherever it lived in her body and reaching toward the creature the way a plant reaches toward light. She tried to pull it back. She had spent her entire adult life learning to control her gift, to portion it out in careful doses, to never give more than was strictly necessary. But her magic was not listening. It was pouring out of her in a rush, a river breaking through a dam, and it was pouring into the creature on her table, and the creature was drinking it in with a hunger that felt like drowning.

The world went white.

When she could see again, she was on the floor. Her head ached as though someone had driven a spike through her temple, and her hands were trembling with exhaustion, the kind of bone-deep fatigue she associated with the worst healing she had ever done—the time she had pulled a farmer back from sepsis, the time she had convinced a child's heart to keep beating for six more hours until the better healer could arrive from the city. She had slept for three days after that child. She did not have three days now. She dragged herself upright using the edge of the table and looked at the creature, expecting to find it dead, expecting to find that her magic had overwhelmed it or that its weakness had overwhelmed her gift or that the connection she had felt had been nothing but a dying hallucination.

The creature was sitting up. Its wings were spread, drying in the heat of the fire, membranes stretched between delicate bones that caught the light like stained glass. Its scales had shifted from gray-green to something richer, a deep forest emerald traced with veins of gold. It was still small enough to fit in her two cupped hands, but it no longer looked like a dying thing. It looked like a living thing, bright-eyed and alert and watching her with an expression that was unmistakably expectant.

It chirped again. The sound landed in her chest like a key turning in a lock.

Dragon, she thought, and the word felt like falling.

She had never seen a dragon in person. Few people had—the Crown kept them closely controlled, bred and bonded only to licensed handlers who served the throne's interests. Wild dragons had been hunted to extinction generations ago, the stories said. The great serpents of the mountains, the fire-weavers of the southern deserts, the storm-dancers of the coastal cliffs—all gone, replaced by smaller, more manageable breeds that the sorcerers could control. It was illegal to possess a dragon without a royal license. It was illegal to bond with one outside the Crown's approved rituals. The penalty for either offense was death, not because the Crown was cruel but because the Crown understood what hedge-witches like Maren had always known: that a dragon bond was not a leash. It was a marriage. It was a merger. It was two souls becoming one thing, and that thing answered to no law but its own.

She had bonded with a dragon. She could feel it now, the connection that had formed when her magic poured into the creature and the creature's essence poured back. It was not like anything she had experienced before—not like the sympathetic links she made with patients during healing, not like the temporary threads she wove with herbs and stones and running water. This was permanent. This was structural. She could feel the dragon's hunger as a hollow ache in her own stomach, could feel its curiosity as a tingle at the back of her own skull, could feel its contentment as a warmth spreading through her own chest. When she thought about running, about abandoning the creature and fleeing to somewhere the Crown would never find her, she felt the dragon's confusion and hurt as sharply as if the emotions were her own. They were her own. They were both of theirs now. The bond could not be broken except by death, and she was not certain anymore whose death would be required.

The dragon—her dragon, gods help her—stretched its wings experimentally and then folded them against its back with a satisfied little trill. It was beautiful. She had not let herself think that before, too focused on survival, but now she could not avoid it. The creature was beautiful in the way that dangerous things were beautiful, in the way that fire was beautiful, in the way that a storm seen from a great distance was beautiful. Its scales caught the light and threw it back in fragments of green and gold. Its eyes tracked her every movement with an attention that felt like devotion. When she reached out her hand, it pressed its head against her palm and made a sound like a cat's purr filtered through a forge's bellows, and the bond between them hummed with something that felt terrifyingly like love.

She needed to think. She needed to plan. The Dragonguard would be searching for the missing egg by now—they never left a clutch incomplete, never risked a wild dragon growing to maturity outside their control. They would track her footprints to her cottage. They would find the shell fragments she had discarded by the door. They would find the membrane she had peeled away, the blood and fluid that had stained her clothes and her table and her floor. There was no hiding what she had done. There was only running, and she was not certain she could run far enough or fast enough with a newborn dragon who needed constant warmth and frequent feeding and who broadcast its presence through her magic like a beacon fire on a hilltop.

She needed supplies. Food, water, blankets, the dried herbs she could not replace once she left the cottage. She began to move around the room, pulling items from shelves and stuffing them into her traveling pack, the one she had not used since the last time she had visited the village to trade. The dragon watched her from the table, its head turning to follow her movements, its golden eyes wide with fascination. Through the bond, she felt its concern like a tightness in her chest—it did not understand what she was doing, only that she was agitated, and her agitation frightened it. She paused in her packing long enough to return to the table and stroke its head, murmuring nonsense words, letting her touch communicate what her thoughts could not. It calmed slightly. She felt its trust settle into her bones like an anchor.

How long since the hatching? She tried to reconstruct the timeline as she packed. She had left her cottage at dusk to gather bark from the frost-willows by the stream, a task that could not be delayed if she wanted to have cough remedies ready before the deep winter set in. The storm had come faster than expected, and she had taken shelter in the hollow of an old oak, waiting for the worst of the wind to pass. That was when she had heard the sound—the dying-kettle wheeze that had called her through two miles of frozen forest to the edge of a clearing where the snow was stained with ash and blood. The dragon clutch. The destroyed eggs. The single survivor, half-buried in snow, its shell cracked open and its body already cooling toward death. She had not stopped to think about the implications. She had simply acted, the way she always acted when something needed saving.

It had been full dark when she found the dragon. It was still full dark now, but the quality of the darkness was different—less dense, less absolute. Dawn was coming. The storm was dying. And with the light would come the Dragonguard, following tracks that were probably already visible to anyone who knew how to look.

She had perhaps two hours. Maybe three, if the guards had camped overnight instead of pushing through the storm. She finished packing with movements that felt too slow, her exhausted body fighting her desperate mind. The dragon needed to be kept warm, which meant she could not carry it in her pack with the rest of her supplies. She found the sling she had made years ago for gathering herbs—a length of sturdy cloth that could be wrapped across her chest and tied at her hip—and adapted it for a different purpose. The dragon chirped as she lifted it from the table, chirped again as she settled it against her heart, chirped a third time when she wrapped the sling around them both and felt the creature's warmth seep through her clothing and into her skin. It was already asleep by the time she tied the final knot, exhausted by its traumatic birth, trusting her completely to keep it safe.

The trust felt heavier than the creature itself.

She pulled on her heaviest cloak, the one lined with rabbit fur that she had traded three months of healing work to obtain. She stamped her feet into boots that had seen better years but would hold together for a few more miles. She took a last look around her cottage—the herbs hanging from the rafters, the books stacked on every flat surface, the small shrine to the old gods that she maintained out of habit rather than faith—and felt something crack inside her chest. She had built this life with her own hands. She had made herself safe here, or as safe as a hedge-witch could ever be. Now she was leaving it all behind for a creature she had known for less than an hour, a creature that might kill her through the bond if it grew too fast or too hungry, a creature that the most powerful forces in the kingdom wanted dead.

She could still turn back. The thought came to her as she stood at her door with her hand on the latch. She could carry the dragon to the nearest Dragonguard outpost, explain that she had found it by accident, accept whatever mercy the Crown might show her for voluntary surrender. The bond would be severed—by force, by ritual, by the death of one or both of them—and she would be free. Free to return to her cottage, free to resume her quiet life, free from the weight of a choice she had not consciously made.

But the dragon was warm against her heart, and the bond was singing in her blood, and when she reached for the thoughts she would need to betray it, she found nothing but static. The creature had become part of her in the space of a single night. She could no more turn it over to be killed than she could cut out her own heart and continue walking. This was the price of the magic she had been born with—the magic that reached out to dying things and refused to let them go. She had never been able to choose what she saved. She could only choose how she saved it.

She opened the door and stepped into the snow.

The storm had passed, leaving the forest wrapped in white silence. The trees stood like sentinels in every direction, their branches heavy with ice, their shadows stretching long in the pre-dawn gray. Maren's breath fogged in the air before her face. Beneath her cloak, the dragon stirred, sensing the cold, pressing closer to her warmth. She could feel its discomfort through the bond like needles against her own skin, and she had to resist the urge to turn back, to build up the fire, to wait for spring. Spring was three months away. She would be dead long before the snow melted if she stayed.

She struck north, away from the village, away from the road that led to the capital, away from every path the Dragonguard would expect her to take. The deep Thornmere lay in that direction—miles of uncharted forest that even the boldest hunters avoided, where the trees grew so thick that sunlight never reached the ground and the old magic ran through the earth like veins of ore through rock. She had ventured into its edges a few times, gathering ingredients that could not be found elsewhere, and she had always felt the forest watching her with something that was not quite hostility but was not quite welcome either. The deep Thornmere did not like people. It tolerated them at best, eliminated them at worst. But it might tolerate her longer than the Dragonguard would, and at this point, uncertainty was better than certain death.

The snow was knee-deep in places, hip-deep in others, and breaking trail was exhausting work. Within an hour, her legs were burning and her lungs were aching and the dragon was awake against her chest, making worried sounds that she felt more than heard. She stopped to rest against a tree, pulling back her cloak enough to check on the creature. Its eyes found hers immediately, and the bond pulsed with something that was half question and half reassurance. Are you all right? it seemed to ask, and at the same time, I am here. We are together. She did not know how to answer in words it would understand, so she answered with feeling instead, pushing calm and determination through the connection, showing it that she was tired but not defeated, frightened but not surrendering.

The dragon blinked slowly and settled back against her chest. Trust. Complete and unconditional.

She pulled her cloak closed and pushed on.

The forest changed as she traveled deeper. The trees grew larger and older, their trunks too wide for her to wrap her arms around, their roots erupting from the snow like the bones of buried giants. The undergrowth thickened, forcing her to detour around tangles of thorns and deadfall that would have trapped her for hours if she tried to push through. The light grew dimmer even as the sun rose higher, filtered through a canopy so dense that she moved through perpetual twilight. She had never been this far into the Thornmere. She had never wanted to be. But the magic here was strong—she could feel it humming in her teeth, prickling against her skin—and strong magic meant strong hiding places. If she could find somewhere to shelter, somewhere the Dragonguard's tracking spells could not penetrate, she might survive long enough to plan her next move.

She found the cave by accident, or perhaps the cave found her. One moment she was struggling through a drift that had piled against a rock face, and the next she was falling, tumbling through a gap in the stone that she had not seen, landing hard on a floor of packed earth that drove the breath from her lungs. The dragon shrieked in alarm, a sound that echoed through the darkness like a bell, and the bond flooded with panic that took her long seconds to calm. She lay still, breathing carefully, taking inventory of her body. Nothing seemed broken. The fall had been perhaps ten feet, steep but not deadly. She could see the gap above her, a slash of gray light against the black ceiling of wherever she had landed.

Slowly, she sat up. The cave was larger than she had expected—she could sense the space around her, the way the air moved, the way sounds reflected off distant walls. It smelled of earth and stone and something else, something that made the dragon lift its head and chirp with what felt through the bond like recognition. She kindled a witchlight in her palm, the small magic coming easier here than it had in years, and held it up to see.

The cave was not natural. The walls were too smooth, the angles too deliberate, the ceiling too perfectly domed. Someone had carved this space out of the living rock, had shaped it for a purpose that Maren could not immediately identify. Along the walls, she could see marks that might have been writing—symbols she did not recognize, spirals and lines and shapes that seemed to move in the corner of her vision. The floor was covered in a layer of dust so thick that her fall had left a clear impression, but beneath the dust she could see patterns inlaid in darker stone, geometric forms that radiated outward from the center of the chamber like ripples in a pond.

At the center of the chamber stood a pedestal, and on the pedestal rested a sphere of glass that caught her witchlight and threw it back in a thousand fractured beams.

The dragon was struggling against the sling, trying to climb free, and when Maren loosened the cloth enough for it to emerge, it scrambled down her body and across the dusty floor with a determination that seemed far too purposeful for a creature less than a day old. It reached the pedestal and began to climb, its claws finding purchase in the carved stone, its wings half-spreading for balance. Maren watched, frozen, unsure whether to stop it or let it continue. The bond was singing with something that felt like recognition—not hers, but the dragon's, a sense of coming home to a place it had never been.

The dragon reached the top of the pedestal and pressed its nose against the glass sphere. The sphere began to glow.

Light filled the chamber, warm and golden, nothing like the cold silver of her witchlight. The symbols on the walls came alive, pulsing in sequence, and the patterns on the floor began to move, rotating slowly around the central point where the dragon stood with its eyes closed and its body trembling. Maren felt power building in the air, power that dwarfed anything she had ever touched, power that made her magic feel like a candle flame beside a bonfire. She should run. She should grab the dragon and flee before whatever was happening finished happening. But she could not move. The power held her in place, held her attention, demanded that she witness.

The sphere cracked.

The light exploded outward, and Maren threw up her arms to shield her eyes, and when she lowered them again, the chamber had transformed. The dust was gone. The walls gleamed with fresh-carved symbols that she still could not read but could somehow feel, their meaning pressing against her mind like a word on the tip of her tongue. The pedestal had crumbled to rubble, and the glass sphere had shattered into a thousand pieces that lay scattered across the newly revealed floor. And standing in the midst of the wreckage, looking somehow larger than it had a moment before, was her dragon.

Except it was not just her dragon anymore. The creature's scales had deepened to a green so dark it was almost black, shot through with veins of gold that pulsed with inner light. Its wings had doubled in span, stretching out to fill the space around it, membranes translucent and shimmering like oil on water. Its eyes, when they opened and found hers, were no longer merely intelligent. They were ancient. They were knowing. They held centuries of memory that did not belong to a creature born less than a day ago, and when the dragon opened its mouth and spoke, its voice was not a chirp or a trill but words—actual words, sounding inside her head with the clarity of a bell.

Keeper, it said. Bonded. We have waited so long for you.

Maren's legs gave out. She sat down hard on the stone floor, staring at the creature that had been small enough to fit in her cupped hands and was now the size of a large dog, staring at the walls that pulsed with magic she did not understand, staring at the reality of what she had stumbled into.

She had not saved a dying dragon. She had awakened something. Something old. Something powerful. Something that had been waiting in this cave for longer than the kingdom had existed, waiting for a bond that would bring it back to life.

I do not understand, she managed, and she was not certain if she spoke aloud or through the bond or both.

You will, the dragon said. Its voice was patient, gentle, ancient. You must. The hunters are coming, and we cannot let them find what you have found. The old covenant must be restored, and you, Keeper—you are how it begins.

Maren pressed her hands against the cold stone floor and tried to remember how to breathe. The dragon watched her with those ancient, knowing eyes, and through the bond she felt its compassion like a hand held out in darkness. It was not the simple creature she had rescued from the snow. It had never been simple. But it was still hers, and she was still its, and whatever covenant it spoke of, whatever purpose had been sleeping in this cave for centuries, she was part of it now.

She had run from the Dragonguard to save a dying thing. Now she would have to keep running to save something far larger than either of them.

The hunters are coming, the dragon repeated, and this time there was urgency beneath the patience. We must go.

Maren stood. Her legs were unsteady, but they held. Her mind was reeling, but it was still working. She had survived thirty-four years by adapting to circumstances she had not chosen, by finding ways through problems that should have been impossible, by refusing to accept that any situation was truly hopeless. She would adapt to this. She would find a way through. She would refuse to accept that her story ended here, in a cave full of mysteries, with hunters closing in and a dragon whose true nature she was only beginning to understand.

How do we get out? she asked.

The dragon turned toward the far wall, where the symbols were pulsing brightest. There is another way. Older than the cave itself. It will take us beyond their reach—for now.

It began to walk, and Maren followed. There was nothing else to do. She had made her choice the moment she pulled a dying thing from the snow, and that choice had led her here, and here had led to something vast and frightening and strange. But the dragon was beside her, and the bond was singing in her blood, and whatever waited in the darkness ahead, she would not face it alone.

She had come to the forest eleven years ago seeking solitude. She had found something else entirely.

The wall opened as they approached, stone parting like water, revealing a passage that led down into deeper darkness. The dragon's scales began to glow, casting enough light to see by, and together they descended.

Behind them, the first rays of true dawn crept through the gap in the ceiling, illuminating an empty chamber where the dust lay disturbed and the pedestal lay shattered and the old magic hummed in the walls like a heart beginning to beat again.

The Dragonguard would find this place. They would understand what had been awakened. And they would hunt the woman and the dragon with every resource the Crown possessed, because what had slept in this cave was not just a creature.

It was a threat to everything the sorcerers had built.

The passage twisted
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