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  Awakening the Hoard


The volcanic mountain rose from the earth like a blackened fang against the bruised purple sky. Mareene Harven pressed her body flat against the obsidian scree, her leather gloves finding purchase on the jagged rocks as she pulled herself higher. Her lungs burned with each breath of sulfur tinged air, but she welcomed the pain. Discomfort meant she was still climbing. Agony meant she was still alive. 
Three months of research had led her here. Months spent cross referencing crumbling texts in dusty archives, bribing old miners for their stories, tracing and retracing the lost trade routes that once connected the eastern kingdoms. The routes that everyone insisted were myths. The routes that would make her name legendary.
She paused on a narrow ledge and pulled out her compass, its needle spinning in erratic circles. The iron in the mountain played havoc with navigation, but she had memorized the landmarks from her sketches below. A waterfall of frozen lava. A cluster of crystal formations that caught the dying light like scattered diamonds. And there, just above her, the cave mouth she had been seeking.
It gaped in the mountainside like a wound in the earth. Dark. Hungry. Waiting.
Mareene smiled and tucked the compass away. She had never been one to resist an invitation.
The approach took another hour of careful climbing, her muscles screaming in protest as she hauled herself over the final lip of stone. She collapsed onto the cave floor, chest heaving, and let herself rest for one measured minute before forcing herself upright. Time was precious. The sun would set within two hours, and she had no desire to navigate this mountain in darkness.
Her lantern flared to life at the touch of her flint.
The tunnel stretched before her, wide enough for three men to walk abreast, its walls smooth in some places and jagged in others. The heat intensified as she moved deeper, sweat beading on her brow and tracing paths down her neck. She shrugged off her pack and loosened the laces of her leather vest, grateful for the practical choice of attire over the corsets and silks the women of court favored.
Her boots echoed against the stone. Step. Step. Step. The sound bounced back at her from the darkness ahead, multiplied and distorted until it seemed like an army walked beside her.
She rounded a bend and stopped.
The tunnel opened into a cavern of impossible size. Her lantern light barely reached the ceiling, and the walls stretched outward into darkness. But what caught her breath and held it captive was the floor. Coins. Thousands upon thousands of gold coins, scattered in drifts and piled in mounds that rose like small hills. Gems winked among them, rubies and sapphires and emeralds the size of her fist. Crowns lay twisted and forgotten. Swords with jeweled hilts jutted from the treasure like flowers in a field.
Mareene stepped forward, her cartographer's mind already cataloging. The coins bore markings from a dozen kingdoms, some of which had crumbled to dust centuries before. The oldest pieces she could identify dated back to the Dragon Wars, that mythical time when beasts had ruled the skies and men had cowered in their stone keeps.
She reached down and picked up a coin, turning it over in her gloved fingers. A dragon's head was stamped on one side, its mouth open in a silent roar.
The ground trembled.
Mareene froze, her heart slamming against her ribs. The tremor passed, leaving only silence and the faint drip of water somewhere in the depths. She let out a shaky breath and laughed at herself. The mountain was volcanic. Tremors were natural. She was letting old stories get to her.
Deeper into the hoard she moved, her lantern casting dancing shadows across the wealth. She searched for what she had truly come for. Maps. Scrolls. The records of the trade routes that had been lost when the Dragon Lord had claimed this mountain as his territory. If she could find them, if she could copy them, she would have everything she needed.
A pile of coins shifted beneath her foot, and she stumbled, catching herself against a mound of gold. The coins cascaded downward in a ringing avalanche that seemed impossibly loud in the cavern's silence.
The earth shook again. Harder this time. Cracks spider webbed across the ceiling, and dust rained down like gray snow.
Her lantern flickered. Died. Relit with a weak, sputtering flame.
Mareene turned slowly, her hand moving to the knife at her belt, though she knew with cold certainty that no blade would help her if the stories were true.
The shadows at the far end of the cavern were moving.
They weren't supposed to move. Shadows were static, lifeless, dependent on light sources that hadn't changed. But these shadows swirled and coalesced, drawing together into a shape that grew larger and larger until it blotted out the distant glimmer of coins.
Two eyes opened in the darkness.
They were amber. Burning. Ancient. They fixed on her with an intensity that made her soul feel small and fragile, like a bird caught in a hawk's gaze.
The shadows resolved into scales. Obsidian black, edged with veins of molten gold that pulsed with inner fire. A massive head descended from the darkness, snout longer than her entire body, nostrils flaring as they drew in her scent. Steam curled from between razor sharp teeth, and the heat that radiated from the creature made her skin prickle and redden.
Her hand tightened on her knife, but she did not draw it. She knew, with the same certainty that she knew her own name, that drawing a weapon would be the last thing she ever did.
The dragon spoke, and his voice was like stones grinding together deep underground.
"You dare."
It was not a question. It was an accusation. A judgment.
Mareene swallowed, her throat dry as ash. "I dared."
The massive head lowered until those amber eyes were level with her own. She could see the flames flickering in the back of his throat, could feel the heat of his breath washing over her in waves. One clawed hand rose from the treasure, each talon longer than her forearm, and came to rest on the mound of coins beside her. The gold groaned under the weight.
"You disturb my hoard. You trespass in my domain. You wake me from a century of slumber." Each word dripped with fury. "Explain why I should not reduce you to cinders where you stand."
Her mind raced. She had prepared for many possibilities. Finding the lair empty, the dragon long dead or gone. Finding bones and picking through the ruins. She had even imagined, in her more fanciful moments, finding the beast asleep and stealing what she needed while it dreamed.
She had not prepared for this. For the sheer overwhelming presence of him. For the way his attention pressed down on her like physical weight.
But Mareene Harven had not crossed half a continent on foot and nearly died in three separate avalanches to be intimidated into silence.
She lifted her chin and met his gaze. "I came seeking knowledge. The trade routes that once crossed these mountains were lost when you claimed this territory. I want to map them again. To restore the connections between kingdoms that have been separated for generations."
The dragon's eyes narrowed. "You came to steal from my hoard."
"I came to copy maps. Not to take your gold or your gems." She gestured at the wealth surrounding them. "I have no use for treasure that would mark me as a thief the moment I tried to spend it."
"And yet you stand in the midst of my hoard, your hands stained with my coins."
She looked down at her gloves. A smear of gold dust marked her fingers where she had touched the coin. Careless. Stupid. She should have known better.
"I made a mistake," she said quietly. "I was overwhelmed. I have never seen such wealth. I acted without thinking."
"Admitting fault does not excuse it."
"No. But it should count for something." Her eyes found his again, her voice steady despite the trembling in her limbs. "I am a cartographer. I map the world. I record its changes and its constants. I preserve knowledge that would otherwise be lost to time." She paused. "I think you understand the value of preservation."
Something flickered in those amber depths. Surprise. Interest. It was gone before she could name it, but she had seen it.
"You speak boldly for a creature who stands at the edge of death."
"I speak truthfully. If you're going to kill me anyway, I'd rather die with my words untainted by lies."
The dragon was silent for a long moment. Steam curled from his nostrils, and the heat around them intensified until she could feel sweat trickling down her spine. But she held his gaze. She refused to look away.
"You smell of curiosity," he said finally. "And of ambition. And of something else. Something I cannot name."
"Perhaps you've been asleep too long to recognize the scent of a woman who knows what she wants."
A rumbling sound came from deep in his chest. It took her a moment to realize it was laughter. Low and dark and dangerous.
"You have courage, little cartographer. I will grant you that."
"My mother always said I had more courage than sense."
"Your mother was wise." The dragon shifted, his massive body moving through the treasure with surprising grace. Coins cascaded around him, and gems scattered like rain. "I have not spoken with a human in three hundred years. The last one who entered my lair begged and wept before I ended him."
Mareene's stomach clenched, but she kept her face still. "I'm not begging."
"No. You are not." He tilted his head, studying her with those burning eyes. "You offer knowledge in exchange for your life. But knowledge of what? The petty squabbles of kingdoms that rise and fall like waves? The gossip of courts that will be dust before I draw my next century of sleep?"
"I offer the world," she said. "The world as it is now. The changes that have happened while you slept. The new kingdoms and the fallen ones. The inventions and discoveries. The stories." She spread her hands. "I am a cartographer. I record everything. I can tell you what has become of the lands you once ruled. I can show you how the mountains have shifted and the rivers have changed course. I can give you the world, Dragon Lord, if you will let me live long enough to do so."
The amber eyes burned into her. She felt stripped bare, every secret laid open, every hidden motive exposed. But she had no hidden motives. She wanted to live. She wanted to map those routes. She wanted to stand before the Cartographers Guild and lay out her findings and watch their faces shift from skepticism to awe.
And somewhere, buried beneath the fear and the ambition, she wanted to understand this creature. This ancient, magnificent, terrifying creature who had slept for a century and woken to find a woman standing in his gold.
"You will return," the dragon said. It was not a question.
"If you allow it."
"I do not allow. I command." He drew himself up, scales catching the faint light and gleaming like polished obsidian. "You will return in three days. You will bring these maps you speak of. You will bring your records and your stories. And you will prove to me that your knowledge is worth more than the gold you disturbed."
Mareene's heart leaped, but she kept her voice level. "I can do that."
"If you fail to return, I will find you. I will burn the cities you love and reduce your guild to ash. Do you understand?"
"I understand."
"Then go." He turned away, his massive form disappearing back into the shadows from which he had emerged. "Go, before I change my mind and collect your bones for my hoard."
She did not run. Her steps were measured and calm until she reached the tunnel entrance. Then she broke into a sprint, her lantern swinging wildly as she fled through the darkness, out into the dying light of the mountain evening.
Only when she was safely down the slope, her hands shaking as she fumbled for her rope, did she allow herself to laugh. A wild, exhilarated sound that echoed across the volcanic slopes.
She had done it. Faced a dragon and lived.
And she had three days to prepare for her next visit.
Mareene Harven smiled and began the long descent back to civilization, her mind already spinning with plans. The trade routes could wait. She had something far more valuable to map now.
She had a dragon to understand.
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