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Prologue
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The dragon had not spoken in four hundred years, and he did not intend to start now.

He descended through clouds that tasted of ash and old war, his wings carving silence from the storm. Below, the keep crouched against the mountainside like a wounded animal refusing to die. Its towers had crumbled. Its walls bore scars older than most kingdoms. But the wards still held—he could feel them pulling at something behind his ribs, a hook set deep in ancient bone, and he knew before he touched stone that someone had triggered the sanctuary's call.

The oath stirred in his blood like a second heartbeat. Three thousand years since he had spoken the words. Three thousand years since he had knelt before a dying mage and promised that any who sheltered in this place would have his protection, that he would not leave until they released him or death claimed them first. He had not understood, then, what forever meant. He had been younger. He had believed in meaning.

Now he understood that oaths did not care about belief. They simply held.

He landed in the courtyard where frost had claimed the flagstones, and he folded his wings against the wind's howl, and he waited. Smoke rose from a crack in the great hall's roof. Firelight flickered behind shattered windows. Someone was alive in there—alive and afraid and entirely unaware of what they had woken.

The dragon settled his weight into the frozen earth. He had outlived empires. He had watched mountains rise and rivers change their courses. He had buried things he refused to name and carried griefs he would never speak aloud.

He could wait a little longer to discover what new weight the oath had chained to his throat.
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Chapter 1: The Oath's Weight
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She felt him arrive the way she felt storms—a pressure change in her chest, a tightening behind her eyes, and then the wards screaming silent warnings through every nerve she possessed. The fire in her makeshift hearth guttered and died. Frost crawled across the inside of the windows. And something ancient and vast settled onto the stones outside with a sound like the world remembering how to be afraid.

The witch did not run. She had learned decades ago that running only exhausted you before the inevitable caught up, and she was too tired for wasted motion. Instead she reached for the knife she kept beneath her blanket, the one with the silver-worked handle and the blade that held an edge through anything, and she made herself stand on legs that wanted to fold. The great hall stretched around her in ruins and shadows. Somewhere water dripped. Somewhere wind moaned through broken stone. And outside, something breathed—slow, deliberate, patient as geology.

She crossed to the nearest window and looked out into the courtyard.

The dragon filled it. His scales were the color of deep water and older bruises, black shading to blue shading to something that might have been silver before centuries of wear had dulled it to ash. His eyes caught the thin moonlight and threw it back in shards of amber. He was watching her window. He had been watching, she realized, since before she reached it. Nothing that large should be capable of such stillness, but he held himself motionless as carved stone, wings folded tight against a body that could have sheltered a village, and only the faint plume of his breath in the cold air proved he was not some ancient statue woken by her trespass.

She had heard stories of this keep. Everyone had. The last sanctuary, they called it in the villages she'd passed through. The place where the desperate went to die in peace. No one had mentioned a dragon. No one had mentioned wards that would wake when you crossed the threshold, or fires that would light themselves in empty hearths, or the feeling of something vast and patient settling around your shoulders like a yoke you hadn't agreed to wear.

No one had told her because no one remembered. That was the trouble with ancient things. They outlived their own legends.

The dragon's eyes tracked her movement as she drew back from the window. She felt the weight of his attention like a hand pressed between her shoulder blades, and she made herself breathe through the urge to flee. There was nowhere to go. The keep's wards had sealed behind her when she entered—she'd felt that, too, the click of an invisible lock, the sense of a door closing that she hadn't known she'd walked through. Whatever this place was, whatever she had stumbled into, she could not simply walk out again.

And now there was a dragon in the courtyard.

She returned to her fire and tried to relight it. Her magic rose at her call—she felt it stir in her palms, felt the familiar heat gathering beneath her skin—but when she reached for the kindling, nothing happened. The spark died before it could catch. The warmth dissipated like breath on cold glass. She tried again, focusing harder, pulling deeper, and the magic slipped sideways, refusing to hold, refusing to answer.

This had happened before. It happened more often than not, if she was honest. Her power had never been reliable, never been something she could trust to respond when she needed it. The healers who had tested her as a child had called it a deficiency. The scholars who had studied her bloodline had called it a mutation. The hunters who had killed her mother had called it a weakness worth exploiting.

She called it the truth she could not escape: her magic only worked when someone chose her. When someone looked at her and decided, freely and without compulsion, that she was worth their care. It had happened twice in her life. Once with her mother, before the hunters came. Once with a village girl who had hidden her in a root cellar for three days while soldiers searched overhead. Both times her power had blazed like wildfire, answering her every thought. Both times the person who had chosen her had eventually left or been taken or died.

No one chose her now. No one had in years. And so her magic stuttered and failed, and she was left crouching in a ruined keep with a knife and a dead fire and a dragon outside who probably intended to eat her.

She heard the scrape of scales on stone. The dragon was moving—not toward her, but around the courtyard's edge, circling the keep's perimeter with the slow deliberation of a predator checking the boundaries of its territory. She tracked his progress by sound alone, not willing to return to the window, not willing to show him she cared enough to watch. The scraping stopped. Silence stretched. Then a voice came from everywhere and nowhere, deep enough to vibrate in her bones, rough with disuse and something that might have been resignation.

"You triggered the wards."

She did not answer. Speaking to dragons felt like a mistake in the making.

"You crossed the threshold and the sanctuary acknowledged you." The voice carried no inflection, no warmth, no threat. It simply stated facts. "The oath compels me to protect you. I cannot leave until you release me or die."

She let that settle into the quiet. A dragon bound to protect her. A dragon who could not leave. She understood, suddenly, why no one had told stories about this place—because the story was not a comfort. It was a trap dressed in the language of salvation.

"I did not ask for protection," she said finally, and her voice came out steadier than she expected.

"The oath does not require asking." A pause. The sound of wings adjusting, leather on leather. "It requires only presence. You are here. The wards answered. I am bound."

"Then unbind yourself."

"If I could, do you imagine I would have stayed the last three thousand years?"

She almost laughed. It caught in her throat, too close to hysteria, and she swallowed it back. Three thousand years. She was arguing with something older than recorded history, something that had watched kingdoms rise and fall while she struggled to light a fire with magic that refused to answer. The absurdity of it pressed against her chest like a physical weight.

She stood. The knife was still in her hand, though she knew it would do nothing against a dragon's scales. She kept it anyway because certainty was a comfort even when it was useless. She crossed to the hall's main doors—massive oak things, half-rotted on their hinges—and pulled one open just enough to see.

The dragon had settled in the courtyard's center. He was watching her again, amber eyes unblinking, his breath still pluming faint and slow in the frozen air. Up close—or as close as she was willing to get—she could see the scars that latticed his scales. Old wounds, badly healed. Burns and blade-marks and something that looked like the aftermath of lightning. Whatever this creature was, he had not survived three millennia unmarked.

"You are the last of your bloodline," he said. It was not a question.

She did not confirm or deny. Her bloodline was the reason hunters had chased her across four kingdoms. Her bloodline was why her mother was dead and her grandmother before her and every witch in her family line reaching back to the first woman who had bargained with the wrong spirit and earned a gift that could not be shed. Confirming it to a dragon seemed unwise, even a dragon claiming to be bound to protect her.

"I can smell it," he continued, as if her silence was answer enough. "The same magic that built this keep. The same power that created the oath. You carry it in your blood whether you speak it aloud or not."

"Then you know more than I do." She kept her grip on the door, ready to retreat. "I know nothing of this place. I only came because the hunters were too close and the mountains seemed empty."

"The mountains are never empty. They are only patient."

"Is that dragon wisdom?"

"That is survival." His head lowered slightly, bringing those amber eyes more level with hers. "I am not your enemy. I could not be even if I wished it. The oath forbids harm to those who shelter here."

"Convenient."

"Binding." He said the word like it tasted of ash. "I did not ask for this either. But asking has never been the point."

She studied him in the thin light—the ancient scars, the dulled scales, the weariness that seemed to weight his every movement. He looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep. He looked tired in the way she felt after decades of running, when every dawn brought only the reminder that survival required more survival, indefinitely, without relief.

"What do you want?" she asked.

"I want nothing. I am not capable of wanting anymore." He shifted, and the ground trembled faintly beneath her feet. "But the oath requires me to tell you what you face. The hunters who drove you here—they will come. They always come. This keep has been besieged a hundred times. It has never fallen, but the cost of holding it grows steeper each time."

"The cost to whom?"

"To whoever shelters here. To whatever I must do to keep them alive." His eyes did not waver. "The last person who triggered these wards died of old age sixty years before I had to kill anyone. The one before that lasted three months. The oath does not distinguish between long sieges and short ones. It only requires that I remain."

She let the door close between them. She was shaking, she realized—not from cold but from something deeper, something that had settled into her bones years ago and never quite left. Fear and exhaustion and the grinding certainty that safety was an illusion that other people believed in.

The dragon did not speak again. She heard him settle his weight, heard the long exhalation of breath through nostrils as wide as her arm span. She was trapped with a creature who could not leave and did not want to stay, and somewhere beyond the mountains the hunters were gathering their strength for another pursuit.

She returned to her dead fire. She tried again to light it. The magic rose and fell without catching, and she finally gave up and wrapped herself in her blanket and sat in the dark, listening to the wind howl and the dragon breathe and the keep creak around her like a living thing slowly remembering how to hope.

Morning came gray and grudging. She woke stiff and cold, her breath misting in front of her face, her fingers numb where they had slipped free of the blanket during the night. The fire was lit.

She sat up sharply, knife in hand before she was fully conscious, but the hall was empty. No one had entered. The doors remained sealed, the windows unbroken. Yet flames crackled cheerfully in the hearth she had abandoned, and warmth was slowly pushing back the frost that had claimed the stones.

The dragon's magic. It had to be. She rose and approached the fire carefully, half-expecting it to die when she drew near, but it burned steady and strong. She held her hands toward it and let the heat seep into her frozen fingers, and she tried not to think about what it meant that a dragon had lit her fire while she slept.

She found food in one of the keep's storerooms—preserved things, dried meat and hard bread and jars of something that might have been fruit before time claimed it. The stores were old but untouched by rot, protected by the same magic that held the walls together. She ate standing, unwilling to settle, and she planned.

The hunters would come. The dragon had said so, and she believed him—not because she trusted him but because she had lived with their pursuit for so long that their arrival felt as inevitable as winter. The question was not if but when, and what she would do when they reached the gates.

She had never fought them directly. Her magic was too unreliable, her training too incomplete. She survived by running, by hiding, by making herself small enough that they overlooked her for easier prey. But there was no running from a sealed keep, no hiding from enemies who knew exactly where she was.

She would have to trust the dragon. The thought sat wrong in her chest, heavy and unwelcome. She had not trusted anyone in years. Trust required belief, and belief required evidence, and all the evidence of her life suggested that people left. They left or they died or they chose something else, and she was always the one remaining, alone with a power that would not answer and a bloodline that would not let her rest.

The dragon was already in the courtyard when she emerged. He had not moved from his position at the center, though snow had begun to fall around him, dusting his scales with white. He watched her cross toward the well with the same patient attention he had shown the night before.

"You lit my fire," she said.

"You were cold."

"I did not ask you to."

"The oath does not require asking." The same words as before, delivered with the same flat exhaustion. "You are cold, you are hungry, you are in danger. The oath responds. I respond. Whether you ask is irrelevant."

She drew water from the well, hauling the bucket up hand over hand. The rope was old but sound, the water clear and cold. She drank directly from the bucket, watching him over its rim.

"What was your name?" she asked. "Before the oath."

"I do not remember."

She did not believe him. Something in the way he held himself—a minute tension, a stillness too deliberate—suggested the name was not forgotten but buried. She understood that. She had buried names of her own.

"I am Seren," she said. It was not the name she had been born with, but it was the one she had carried longest, the one she answered to without flinching. Close enough to truth.

"Seren." He said it like he was testing its weight. "The wards have acknowledged you, Seren. You are the keep's mistress now, whether you wish it or not. Whatever authority this place once held answers to your blood."

"I have no authority. I cannot even light a fire."

"Cannot or will not?" His head tilted slightly. "Your magic is consent-based. I have seen it before, in your ancestors. It answers only when someone chooses you freely—not through obligation, not through oath, not through blood."

She went still. No one had ever named it so precisely. The healers had circled it, the scholars had theorized around its edges, but none of them had said the words aloud with such certainty. The dragon had known her bloodline before she spoke it. He knew her magic better than she did.

"The oath compels me," he continued. "It does not choose. Your magic will not answer to compulsion. So long as my protection is forced, you cannot draw on it."

"Then I am useless."

"You are untested. There is a difference."

She set the bucket down harder than necessary. Water sloshed over the rim, darkening the snow. "You speak as though you know me. You do not. You know my blood, you know my magic, you know the shape of the curse I carry. But you do not know what I have survived or what I am capable of surviving."

"I know you came here instead of dying on the mountain." His voice had not changed, but something in it softened—not warmth, not kindness, but something adjacent. Recognition, perhaps. "I know you entered a sealed keep with wards that have killed lesser mages. I know you faced a dragon in a courtyard and did not flee. Whatever you believe yourself capable of, you have already exceeded it."

She did not know how to answer that. Compliments had never sat well on her shoulders, and this did not feel like a compliment—it felt like an observation, clinical and detached, the kind of assessment a creature might make of a tool it had been handed.

"The hunters," she said instead. "How long before they arrive?"

"Days. Perhaps a week. They will need to gather forces sufficient to besiege a sanctuary this old, and their commanders will hesitate. They have lost soldiers to this keep before."

"But they will come."

"They always come." He rose slightly, his wings unfurling just enough to shake the snow from their membranes. "Your bloodline represents a threat they cannot tolerate. The magic you carry—consent-based, uncontrollable, independent of their hierarchies—undermines everything they have built. They will spend any number of lives to end it."

"And you will protect me."

"I have no choice."

The words should have been reassuring. Instead they sat in her chest like stones. She did not want protection that came from compulsion. She wanted—

She stopped the thought before it could complete. What she wanted was irrelevant. It had always been irrelevant. The world did not arrange itself around her desires, and hoping otherwise was the kind of weakness that got people killed.

She spent the day exploring the keep. It was larger than it had seemed from outside—a sprawling complex of halls and towers and underground passages, some collapsed, some sealed by wards she could feel but not open, some merely neglected. She found a kitchen with a hearth large enough to roast a boar, a library with books so old their pages crumbled when she touched them, a forge cold and dark but with tools still hanging on its walls.

The dragon did not follow her, but she felt his awareness like a weight at the edge of her perception. The oath, perhaps, or simply the nature of being watched by something ancient. She tried to ignore it. She was not successful.

In a tower room near the keep's eastern edge, she found a window that looked out over the mountain pass. The path she had climbed was visible as a pale scar on the darker stone, winding down through forests and foothills toward the kingdoms she had fled. If the hunters came, they would come that way. There was no other approach.

She stood at the window until the light failed, watching the pass for movement. Nothing stirred. The mountains held their silence.

When she returned to the great hall, the fire was still burning. The dragon had not moved from the courtyard, though snow had piled around him deep enough to bury his claws. She considered speaking to him—asking more questions, pressing for more answers—but exhaustion won out over curiosity. She wrapped herself in blankets near the hearth and let the fire's warmth pull her down into something like sleep.

She dreamed of her mother. It was an old dream, worn smooth by repetition: the cottage in the forest, the smell of herbs drying in the rafters, the sound of her mother's voice teaching her the names of growing things. In the dream her magic answered every call. In the dream she was whole and capable and unafraid. Then the hunters came, and the dream turned to fire and screaming, and she woke with her hand already reaching for a knife that was not there.

The hall was dark. The fire had died to embers. And something was wrong—she felt it in the prickling of her skin, the tightness behind her eyes, the same pressure that had announced the dragon's arrival.

She rose quietly and crossed to the window. The courtyard was empty.

No. Not empty. She looked closer, squinting against the darkness, and she saw the dragon pressed against the keep's outer wall, his body coiled low, his wings flat against his back. He was watching the gate. He was watching it with the focused intensity of a predator sighting prey.

She understood, then, what had woken her.

Something was outside the walls.

She moved to the door and opened it just enough to see. The dragon did not look at her, did not acknowledge her presence. His attention remained fixed on the gate, on the darkness beyond it, on whatever was moving in the shadows of the mountain pass.

"Scouts," he said. His voice was barely more than a rumble. "They arrived an hour ago. Three of them. They are testing the wards."

"Can they break through?"

"Not tonight. But they will report what they find, and others will come with tools better suited to the task."

She gripped the door's edge until her knuckles ached. Three scouts. The advance guard of an army that would follow. She had perhaps days—less than a week, the dragon had said—before the full force arrived.

"What do we do?"

"We?" The word carried something that might have been surprise. "I defend. The oath requires nothing of you but survival."

"And if I want to do more than survive?"

He turned his head then, just enough to fix one amber eye on her face. In the darkness he was little more than shadow and scale, but she felt the weight of his regard like a physical force.

"Then you would need magic that answers," he said. "And for that, you would need to be chosen."

She closed the door and returned to the fire. She fed it until it blazed, then sat with her back to its warmth, watching the shadows move across the walls.

The dragon was right. She was useless without her magic, and her magic would not answer so long as his protection was compulsion. The oath bound him. The oath suppressed her. They were trapped together in a cage built from ancient promises, and the hunters were coming, and she had nothing to offer but a knife and a bloodline that painted a target on her back.

She had survived worse odds. She reminded herself of that—the root cellar, the flooded river, the winter she spent in a cave with nothing but melted snow and the meat of a rabbit she had caught barehanded. She was alive because she refused to die, and refusing was its own kind of power, even when it came with no magic attached.

The fire crackled. Outside, the dragon kept his watch. And somewhere in the darkness, the hunters' scouts circled and waited and prepared.

Morning brought clarity and a plan.

She found the dragon where she had left him, pressed against the wall, his eyes still fixed on the gate. Snow had buried him to his haunches. He looked less like a living creature than a monument, something carved from the mountain itself and left to guard.

"I need to understand the wards," she said without preamble. "If I carry the blood of the mages who built them, there must be some way to access their power directly."

"There is." He shifted, snow cascading from his scales. "But the wards answer to the same principle as your magic. They require consent. They were designed to protect those who chose to shelter here, not to serve as weapons for their keepers."

"Then how have they held for three thousand years?"

"Because I have been enough." He rose fully now, stretching wings that seemed to fill half the courtyard. "The wards provide shelter. I provide force. Together we have held against everything the hunters have sent. But the balance has shifted over centuries. The wards grow weaker as the bloodline thins. I grow weaker as the oath demands more than I can sustain."

She heard what he did not say: he was failing. Whatever immortality the oath granted, it was not infinite. Three thousand years of siege and solitude had worn him down, and he did not have another three thousand left to give.

"Then we find another way," she said. "Teach me what you know of the keep's magic. Show me where the wards are weakest and where they are strong. If I cannot access them through blood alone, perhaps I can access them through understanding."

He was silent for a long moment. Snow fell around them, soft and relentless.

"You would work with me," he said finally. "Not because the oath compels you."

"The oath does not compel me. I am not the one bound."

"No." Something shifted in his voice—not warmth, not quite, but something less distant than before. "No, you are not."

He led her through the keep's foundations, down passages she had not found in her exploration, through doors that opened at his touch and sealed again behind them. The air grew warmer as they descended, the stone smoother, the darkness deeper. She followed the sound of his breathing and the faint glow of his eyes, trusting that he would not lead her somewhere she could not return from.

The ward-core lay at the keep's heart, in a chamber carved from living rock. It was smaller than she expected—a space no larger than the cottage she remembered from childhood—but the power concentrated there pressed against her senses like a physical weight. Symbols covered every surface, flowing from floor to wall to ceiling without break, and at the center stood a pillar of dark crystal that hummed with a frequency she felt in her teeth.

"The original mages bound their power here," the dragon said. "Their consent, freely given, woven into stone. For three thousand years it has held because they chose to stay even after death. Their spirits anchor the wards."

She approached the pillar carefully. The crystal was warm to the touch, almost alive. She could feel the echoes of old magic within it—not her own, but something adjacent, something that recognized her blood even if it could not answer her call.

"They chose," she said softly. "That is why it works."

"That is why everything works." The dragon's bulk filled the chamber's entrance, blocking the way out. "Choice is the only magic that matters. The rest is just mechanics."

She pressed her palm flat against the crystal. Nothing happened. No surge of power, no sudden awakening. The magic recognized her but did not respond, waiting for something she did not know how to give.

"I do not know how to choose this," she admitted. "I have never chosen anything. I have only survived what was chosen for me."

"Then perhaps survival is enough." The dragon's voice was quiet. "Perhaps staying when you could run is a choice. Perhaps refusing to die is a choice. Perhaps you have been choosing all along and simply did not recognize it."

She wanted to believe him. The wanting surprised her—she had stopped wanting things years ago, had burned that capacity out of herself in the name of pragmatism. But standing in the ward-core with ancient magic humming beneath her palm and a dragon's words echoing in her ears, she felt something stir that she had thought long dead.

Hope. Dangerous and foolish and entirely unwelcome.

"The hunters will be here soon," she said, pulling her hand away from the crystal. "We should prepare what we can."

"We should." He stepped back from the entrance, giving her room to pass. "But Seren—the wards will not answer force. Do not try to compel them. That path leads only to failure."

"I know." She paused at the threshold. "I have spent my whole life learning what cannot be forced."

They worked through the day and into the night, fortifying what could be fortified, sealing passages that might serve as entry points, positioning themselves for a siege neither of them wanted. The dragon moved with surprising precision for a creature his size, his ancient knowledge of the keep guiding every decision. She followed his lead and tried not to think about what came next.

Near midnight, she found herself back in the great hall, sitting before a fire she had finally managed to light on her own—not with magic but with flint and determination. The dragon lay in the courtyard just beyond the door, his breathing slow and even. She did not know if dragons slept, but his stillness suggested something close.

"Why did you swear the oath?" she asked the darkness. She did not expect an answer.

"Because I failed someone who trusted me." His voice came soft and heavy. "A child. She came to this keep when it was new, fleeing the same hunters who chase you now. I was young then—younger than you can imagine—and I thought I could protect her without cost."

She waited.

"The hunters besieged us for two years. I fought them. I killed them. But they had mages of their own, and eventually one of them slipped through. The child died in my arms, and I could do nothing but watch." A pause. "She was seven years old. She had trusted me completely. And I failed her."

"So you swore to never fail again."

"I swore to never leave. It is not the same thing." His breathing had changed, rougher now, heavier. "I have failed many times since. The oath does not prevent failure. It only prevents escape. I cannot run from my mistakes. I must live with every death I could not stop, every siege I barely survived, every person who trusted me and was betrayed by my limitations."

She understood then—truly understood—why he had spoken of the oath like a cage. It was not protection. It was penance. He had locked himself in this keep for three thousand years because he could not forgive himself for one death he could not prevent, and every death since had only added to the weight he carried.

"She would not have wanted this for you," Seren said quietly. "A child who trusted you completely would not have wanted you to suffer for three thousand years on her behalf."

"Perhaps not." His voice was barely audible now. "But I did not swear the oath for her. I swore it for myself. Because I could not bear to be the creature who walked away."

She did not answer. There was nothing to say. She sat with the fire crackling and the dragon breathing and the weight of old grief settling around them like snow.

Somewhere in the darkness, she began to understand that they were not so different after all.

The scouts were gone by morning, but their tracks remained in the snow—proof that the hunters knew where she was, that the siege was coming, that time was running out. She stood in the courtyard and studied the marks they had left, and she felt the weight of all her choices pressing down on her shoulders.

She could run. The dragon could not stop her—the oath bound him to protect her, not to imprison her. She could scale the keep's walls, descend into the mountains, lose herself in wilderness the hunters might not follow. She had done it before. She could do it again.

But the dragon could not run. The oath held him here, chained to a crumbling keep and an empty sanctuary, waiting for the next person who stumbled through the wards and required his protection. If she left, he would remain. If she left, he would face the hunters alone.

She found herself walking toward him without deciding to move. He lay in the center of the courtyard, snow melting against his scales from the heat he generated, his eyes half-closed against the morning light. He opened them as she approached.

"You are thinking of leaving," he said. Not an accusation. An observation.

"I am thinking of many things."

"The oath does not bind you. You could go. The pass is clear enough for now, and the hunters will not expect you to flee a sanctuary."

"And you?"

"I would remain." He said it simply, without self-pity. "The oath does not end when the protected one leaves. It only ends when they release me."

"And if I released you now? If I said the words, whatever they are?"

"Then I would be free." He closed his eyes again. "But the keep would fall. The wards are tied to the oath—to my presence here. Without me, they would collapse. Whatever power your bloodline holds would be unprotected."

She stood in the snow and thought about choices. About staying and leaving. About protection that came from compulsion and the kind of power that only answered when someone chose freely.

"I am not going to leave," she said finally.

His eyes opened.

"I am not going to leave," she repeated. "Not because the keep needs protecting or because the hunters will follow wherever I go. I am staying because you have been alone for three thousand years, and no one should carry that weight without someone to share it."

He was silent for a long moment. Snow fell between them, soft and steady.

"That is not wisdom," he said at last.

"No," she agreed. "But it is a choice. And perhaps that is enough."

Something shifted in the air—subtle, barely perceptible, but real. She felt it in the wards, a faint stirring, a recognition. The keep had heard her. The magic had noticed.

It was not much. It would not save them when the hunters came. But it was a beginning, and beginnings were more than she had let herself hope for in a very long time.

The dragon did not speak again. But when she returned to the great hall, she found fresh wood stacked beside the hearth, and the fire burning brighter than before.

She sat beside it and let herself feel, just for a moment, something other than fear.
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