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The mountain wind howled through the pine trees like the ghosts of the burned, carrying with it the scent of snow and secrets. Sylvia pulled her worn cloak tighter around her shoulders as she picked her way down the treacherous path, her leather boots finding purchase on the frost-slicked rocks. At nineteen, she had learned to move like shadow—silent, swift, and always watching.

The village of Thornhaven lay nestled in the valley below, its handful of stone cottages releasing thin spirals of smoke into the grey morning sky. From this distance, it looked peaceful, even quaint. But Sylvia knew better. Peace was an illusion in a world that had spent two centuries hunting her kind.

She paused at the edge of the tree line, scanning the village for signs of strangers. The Witch Hunters of King Aldric had been more active lately, their black-cloaked figures appearing in remote settlements with increasing frequency. Just last month, they'd burned Meredith the herbalist in the neighboring valley. Her only crime had been knowing too much about plants.

Satisfied that no unfamiliar horses stood tethered outside the inn, Sylvia descended the final stretch of path. Her grandmother would be waiting, and Grandmother Elara did not appreciate tardiness—even when it was in service of staying alive.

The cottage sat apart from the others, built against the mountainside where the shadows fell deepest. Its walls were thick fieldstone, and strange symbols were carved into the door frame—symbols that most villagers took for decorative ironwork, never guessing their true protective purpose. Sylvia traced one with her fingertip as she entered, feeling the familiar tingle of old magic.

"You're late," came Elara's voice from the kitchen. The old woman didn't look up from the herbs she was grinding, her silver hair catching the firelight like spun moonbeams.

"The path was icy," Sylvia replied, hanging her cloak on its peg. "And I saw hunter tracks near Miller's Creek. Old ones, but still..."

Elara's hands stilled. "How old?"

"Three days, maybe four. They were heading east, toward Ravenshollow."

"Then they won't trouble us today." Elara resumed her grinding, but tension had crept into her shoulders. "Did you gather what I asked for?"

Sylvia nodded, producing a leather pouch from her belt. "Moonbell petals, silver sage, and three owl feathers." She hesitated. "Grandmother, what's this for? You've never asked me to collect such... potent ingredients before."

The old woman's dark eyes met hers. At seventy-three, Elara Thornwick was one of perhaps a dozen true witches left in the kingdom, and every line on her weathered face spoke of hard-won survival. She had lived through the Great Purge, had seen the dragons fall from the sky in burning spirals, had watched as the world forgot that magic had once served as its guardian.

"Sit," Elara commanded, and Sylvia obeyed. The kitchen felt smaller suddenly, the shadows deeper. "There are things you need to know, child. Things I had hoped to keep from you until you were older, stronger. But time, it seems, will not grant us that luxury."

A chill that had nothing to do with the mountain air settled over Sylvia's shoulders. "What things?"

Instead of answering directly, Elara rose and moved to the far wall, where a tapestry depicting a forest scene hung undisturbed by decades of cooking smoke. With practiced hands, she pulled it aside, revealing a hidden alcove carved deep into the stone. From within, she withdrew an object wrapped in midnight-blue silk.

"Your parents left this in my care," she said softly, returning to the table. "With instructions that it should pass to you when you came of age, or when the need became too great to ignore."

Sylvia's breath caught. Her parents—witches both—had died in a hunter raid when she was barely three years old. Everything she knew of them came from Elara's carefully rationed stories, and those had grown fewer as the years passed.

The silk fell away, revealing a sphere roughly the size of Sylvia's head. At first glance, it appeared to be made of black stone, its surface smooth and unmarked. But as her eyes adjusted, she began to see patterns in the darkness—veins of deep crimson that seemed to pulse with their own rhythm, like a heartbeat frozen in stone.

"What is it?" she whispered.

"What does it look like to you?"

Sylvia leaned closer, and the veins of red seemed to brighten in response. Her hands moved without conscious thought, hovering inches from the surface. Heat radiated from the sphere—not the harsh heat of fire, but something warmer, more alive. Like the sun on skin after a long winter.

"It looks like..." She swallowed hard. "It looks like an egg."

"A dragon's egg," Elara confirmed. "The last one in existence, as far as we know. Your parents were part of a group that saved it from the king's fires. They died protecting it, Sylvia. And now it's yours."

The world seemed to tilt around her. Dragons had been extinct for two hundred years—everyone knew that. The last great dragon, Shadowmere the Ancient, had been slain by Sir Garrett the Bold in the Battle of Crimson Fields. It was written in every history book, carved on monuments in every city square.

"But dragons are—"

"Dead? Yes, the dragons are dead. But their eggs... eggs can sleep for centuries, waiting for the right conditions to hatch." Elara's gnarled fingers traced the air above the egg's surface. "This one has been waiting for you."

"For me? But I'm nobody. I'm just—"

"You are Sylvia Thornwick, daughter of Marcus and Isadora, granddaughter of the most powerful hedge witch in the northern kingdoms." Elara's voice carried a strength Sylvia had never heard before. "You carry the blood of the old pacts, child. The agreements made between witch and dragon when the world was young."

Sylvia stared at the egg, her mind reeling. "The old pacts?"

"Before the kings and their petty wars, before the hunters and their fires, witches and dragons were bonded pairs. Guardians of the balance between the mortal realm and the lands beyond the veil. Together, we kept the dark things at bay and ensured the seasons turned as they should." Elara's eyes grew distant. "It was dragons who taught us our first spells, and witches who showed dragons the deeper mysteries of the earth. We were... complete, together."

"Then why did they die? Why did everyone turn against us?"

The old woman's face hardened. "Fear. When King Aldric's grandfather took the throne, he wanted power that could not be challenged. Dragons and witches together were too strong, too independent. So he spread stories—that we had cursed the dragons into madness, that we sought to overthrow the natural order." She spat into the fire, which hissed and flared green. "Lies, all of it. But fear spreads faster than truth, and soon even common folk believed we were their enemies."

Sylvia reached out tentatively, her fingertips brushing the egg's warm surface. The moment skin met shell, the world exploded into sensation. Images flooded her mind—vast wings blotting out the sun, cities of crystal and starlight, forests that sang with their own voices. And through it all, a presence, ancient and patient, waiting for her to find it.

Sister, whispered a voice that was not quite voice, not quite thought. I have been dreaming of you.

Sylvia jerked her hand back, gasping. The kitchen spun around her, and she gripped the table's edge to keep from falling.

"You felt it," Elara said. It wasn't a question.

"There's something... someone... inside."

"The dragon dreams, as all dragons do while they wait. But this one has been dreaming of you for nineteen years, child. It knows your voice, your scent, the rhythm of your magic." The old woman leaned forward. "The question now is what you'll do about it."

"I don't understand."

"The egg is awakening. I can feel it in my bones, see it in the way shadows dance differently around you. Soon—days, perhaps weeks—it will hatch. And when it does, everything will change." Elara's voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "Dragons are not subtle creatures, Sylvia. The moment one takes wing, every hunter and soldier in the kingdom will know. They'll come for you both."

The weight of it settled over Sylvia like a burial shroud. "Then I can't let it hatch. I'll hide it, keep it sleeping, until—"

"Until when? Until the world is ready? Child, the world will never be ready for dragons again. Too much fear, too much hatred has taken root." Elara stood, moving to stare out the small kitchen window at the village below. "But perhaps... perhaps that's exactly why dragons must return."

"You're talking about war."

"I'm talking about survival. Ours, and theirs." Elara turned back to face her. "There are others, Sylvia. Witches who've remained hidden, waiting for a sign that the old ways might return. If they learn about the egg..."

"They'll want to use it."

"Some will, yes. They've grown bitter in the shadows, hungry for revenge against those who drove us into hiding. They see dragons as weapons of retribution." She paused. "Others remember the old pacts, the true purpose of our bond. They would help you raise the dragon as it should be raised—as a guardian, not a destroyer."

Sylvia's head spun with the implications. "And the kings? The hunters?"

"Will stop at nothing to see it dead. To them, a dragon represents everything they've worked to destroy—power they cannot control, magic they cannot understand. They would raze half the kingdom to ash before allowing one to live."

The egg seemed to pulse more brightly now, as if responding to their conversation. Sylvia found her gaze drawn to it again and again, the crimson veins hypnotic in their rhythm.

"What do you think I should do?" she asked finally.

Elara was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice carried the weight of every year she'd survived, every friend she'd lost, every night she'd gone to sleep wondering if dawn would bring the hunters to her door.

"I think you should listen to your heart, child. But know this—whatever choice you make, there will be blood. The only question is whose blood it will be, and whether it will be spilled in service of something greater than fear."

That night, Sylvia lay awake in her narrow bed, staring at the ceiling beams. The egg rested in its silk wrapping on the table beside her, but she could feel it as clearly as if it were pressed against her skin. The presence within had grown stronger throughout the evening, more distinct. She could sense its dreams now—vast skies and mountain peaks, the joy of flight and the weight of ancient knowledge.

Why me? she whispered into the darkness.

The answer came not in words but in images—her parents, young and fierce, standing guard over something precious. Her grandmother, weaving protective spells with hands that never trembled. A line of witches stretching back through time, all linked by bonds of duty and love.

Because you are the daughter of promises made long ago, the dragon whispered back. Because you carry the old magic in your blood and the future in your hands.

I'm scared.

Good. Fear keeps the foolish alive and makes the wise careful. But do not let fear choose for you, sister. The world has been grey too long.

Sylvia closed her eyes and let the dragon's dreams wash over her. She saw the world as it had been—cities where witches and dragons worked together to heal the sick and bless the crops, libraries where ancient knowledge was shared freely, forests that teemed with magical creatures under the protection of bonded pairs.

And she saw what it could be again.

When she woke at dawn, her decision was made.
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Three days passed in a strange suspension of normalcy. Sylvia went about her usual tasks—tending Elara's herb garden, gathering firewood, helping Old Henrik repair his chicken coop—but all the while, the egg's presence hummed in the back of her mind like a half-remembered song. She found herself pausing mid-task to listen for something she couldn't name, scanning the horizon for dangers that hadn't yet appeared.

The dragon's dreams were growing more vivid. Sometimes she would catch glimpses of them even while awake—the sensation of wind beneath wings, the taste of clouds, the ancient joy of soaring high above the concerns of ground-bound creatures. Other times, the dreams carried darker images: cities in flames, the screams of dying dragons, the bitter taste of betrayal.
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