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Iris’s heart hammered a frantic, hollow rhythm against her ribs, each beat a drum of fear and a whisper of defiance as she neared the cave’s gaping maw. The air thickened, a suffocating weight on her lungs, reeking of sulfur and the damp rot of a buried world. The scent was a grotesque smear on the clean alpine wind, an offense to nature that spoke of the ancient foulness that festered inside. Her fingers tightened on the hilt of her father’s old hunting sword, the scarred leather worn smooth by a lifetime of his calloused hands. She was no warrior, no hero, yet a silent prayer burned on her tongue—not for victory, but for the raw, unyielding strength to face the thing that lay beyond the curtain of gloom.

Her village, Stonewood, had been ravaged by a drought that felt less like a natural disaster and more like a curse laid by a forgotten god. The sun, a merciless eye in a cloudless sky, had baked the earth to a brittle husk, and the crops had withered to dust. Hope, once a flickering flame, had been extinguished with the last drop of water from the well. Iris, the eldest daughter, had watched her family, once proud and self-sufficient, grow thin and desperate. Her younger siblings’ hollow eyes were a constant, silent accusation, the last vestiges of a people on the verge of collapse. The legends of the dragon's hoard were whispered with the same reverence as tales of the gods themselves, a legendary treasure that could break any curse. And so, with nothing left to lose, she had set off.

The sputtering light of her torch found purchase on the damp cave walls, coaxing a faint, glistening glow from their mineral-rich surface. The rock face seemed to weep crystalline tears of amethyst and quartz, scattering the dim glow in a million spectral pinpricks. Her footsteps echoed through the cavern, each one a betrayal, a hollow tap, tap, tap on the stone that amplified her own reckless terror. She had heard the stories, of course. Tales of the great wyrm's fiery breath melting steel and his merciless talons tearing through stone. The village elders, their faces etched with the solemn warnings of generations, had told her she was a fool. But desperation had driven her past wisdom and into the arms of folly. She was just a girl with a sword too heavy for her arm and a heart full of love for her people.

The path grew steeper, spiraling deeper into the earth’s lightless belly. The air, once merely damp and foul, grew hotter, a breathless heat that seared her lungs with every inhalation. Sweat beaded on her forehead and trickled down her back, soaking her threadbare tunic and pasting the rough linen to her skin. The weight of the sword, a burden she had sworn to bear, felt heavier with every step, a cold and unforgiving anchor. Yet she pressed on, propelled by the promise of salvation, of gold and jewels that could restore her family's fortunes. Her eyes, wide and searching, darted through the oppressive gloom, trying to pierce the blackness for any sign of the beast's lair, any hint of its slumbering form.

And then she saw it. The lair was a cathedral of greed, a vast, open chamber that blazed with an unnatural, golden light. A breathtaking deluge of glittering coins and precious stones spilled forth, a river of treasure that seemed to stretch into infinity, pulsating with a warm radiance that consumed the entire cavern. Her breath caught in her throat, a silent gasp of awe and relief. This was it—the end of her journey, the answer to her prayers, the reason she had risked everything.

She took a tentative step forwards, her hand, trembling with a mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration, reaching out to claim her prize. It was within her grasp. Just one more step, and the curse would be broken. She was so close.

A low, resonant rumble vibrated through the chamber, shaking the very bones of the mountain and freezing her in place. The sound was not a growl, but a voice, deep and ancient, filled with the weight of centuries. "Who dares to disturb the slumber of the one called Draco?"

The dragon emerged from the shadows as if born from the very gloom of the cave. He was a creature of sublime terror and breathtaking beauty. His scales were a perfect, obsidian black, the color of a starless night, each one a polished shield that absorbed the light of the hoard. His eyes, two fiery orbs of molten gold, burned with an intensity that made her tremble, a gaze that saw past her threadbare clothes and into the naked desperation of her soul. He was massive, a silhouette of unimaginable power, his tail swiping the ground with a thunderous sound that echoed like a distant cannon. His gaze fell upon her, a tiny, insignificant human clutching a toy sword, and she felt like a mere ant before him, a fleeting thought ready to be crushed under his mighty paw.

Yet, a stubborn spark of defiance, fueled by the memory of her siblings' hungry faces, ignited within her. She found the courage to speak, her voice barely a whisper against the sheer scale of him. "I am Iris, daughter of the village of Stonewood. I've come for the wealth that can save my people from despair."

Draco’s massive head tilted, a fluid, serpentine movement that was both graceful and terrifying. His expression did not change, but she could see the amusement in the flicker of his fiery eyes. He stepped closer, the heat radiating from his body an inferno against her skin. His breath, smelling of brimstone and scorched earth, was hot against her face as he lowered his head. "You seek to steal from me," he rumbled, the sound a physical presence in the air, "a mere human with a dull blade and a desperate heart."

He circled her, a predator assessing its prey, his tail swishing lazily, a hypnotic, slow rhythm that spoke of absolute control. "Your kind are always so eager to claim what isn't yours. You come with promises of honor and glory, but you are all the same. Greedy, insatiable things." He stopped directly in front of her, his fiery eyes peering into hers. "And yet, I sense something different in you, girl. You're not just greedy; you seek to save your kin. Tell me, what would you give for a piece of my hoard?"

Her thoughts raced, a panicked storm in her mind. He was right. She was desperate. He had seen through her facade of courage to the trembling girl beneath. She knew she had to offer something of value, something precious enough to a creature who had everything. Her life. Her freedom. Her soul. The words were a burning ember on her tongue, and she forced them out, her voice stronger than she felt. "Anything," she said, her eyes locked with his. "My life, my labor, anything to save my family and village."

A low, humorless laugh rumbled deep in his chest, a sound that shook the very ground. "Your life is of no value to me, little Iris. I have lived for millennia, and a single human lifespan is less than a breath to me. Your labor... what could you possibly do for a dragon? No." He paused, a long, pregnant silence stretching between them. His gaze dropped from her eyes to her lips, then lower still, to the trembling hand gripping the sword. "There is a different currency that I crave. One that cannot be found in this mountain of gold."

He lowered his snout to within inches of her face, and she could feel the heat radiating from his scales, the primal scent of him, all fire and stone. "I shall grant you what you seek, but in return, you will stay with me. You will be my companion, my confidant, my creature. For one year, you will spend one night with me for every moon cycle." His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, a silken promise. "You will not leave this cave unless I allow it, and you will obey my every command. Do we have an agreement?"

She considered the cost, weighing the sacrifice against the certain doom of her family. Her initial terror was replaced by a grim determination. The words were a spell, but one she had chosen to cast. This was the price, a deal with a creature of pure darkness, but it was a price she was willing to pay. Her family's faces, thin and pale from hunger, flashed behind her eyes. The thirst. The despair. She closed her eyes, and the world narrowed to the sound of his breathing and the scent of him. She opened them again, and with a single, resolute nod, she sealed her fate. "I agree."

The dragon’s smile, a flash of white, razor-sharp fangs, was a terrifying thing to behold. It was not a smile of kindness, but one of pure, unadulterated triumph. "Good," he said, his voice a low rumble, the sound echoing through her very bones. "For you see, Iris, I have had my fill of gold and jewels. They are cold and silent. I crave companionship, and I grow weary of my solitude. Your warmth shall be a welcome change."

He turned, the colossal motion stirring the air and making the coins on the floor shift and jingle. With a flick of his immense tail, the golden light of the hoard was extinguished, plunging the cave into an absolute, suffocating darkness. The world she knew was gone, replaced by a world she had just promised to a dragon. She knew, with a certainty that chilled her to the bone, that she had entered a world she might never leave.
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