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The morning mist had not yet lifted when Geor set out from the village. The faint light of dawn barely brushed the edges of the sky, casting long, narrow shadows across the earth. His boots, worn from years of steady work in the fields, crunched against the frost-kissed ground as he crossed the narrow bridge over the river. The village, nestled deep in the valley, was silent—still wrapped in the embrace of dawn’s first breath. The tall mountains, towering and unmoving, framed the hamlet like silent sentinels, their peaks veiled in thick clouds, as though the land itself was keeping its true face hidden from the world.

Geor had grown up in this quiet valley, always aware that the world beyond was vast and unknown. Yet, the thought of the far-off lands and cities beyond the mountains had never called to him—until now. He was not yet a knight, but something deep within him stirred with the unmistakable sense that his time was approaching. Geor had always known that he was destined for something greater than tending to crops or mending roofs. The village elders spoke in hushed tones of the past, of dragons, and heroes, and long-forgotten wars. Geor had heard these tales since he was a boy, and they had always fascinated him. They had lived in his mind, planting seeds of possibility that had grown into something far more. These stories were no longer mere tales spun to pass the time by the hearth; they were truths waiting to unfold.

But the truth was not as clear as he had imagined. He had often heard the elders speak of a dangerous place beyond the woods—the lake, simply called ‘the lake’ by the villagers. It was a place of mystery, wrapped in superstition and fear. It was said to be cursed, a place where the very air felt heavy with an ancient power that no one could truly understand. Most in the village avoided it, speaking of it only in whispers, as though by speaking its name aloud, they might invite the wrath of whatever lived there. But for Geor, the lake was not just a place of danger—it was a call, a beckoning that tugged at the very marrow of his bones. Something in him knew that it was meant for him, that the whispers of old were not mere fables. They were real. The dragon—the name lingered in the back of every villager’s mind, though none dared speak it. It was a myth, something out of history, a thing of legend. But now, standing at the edge of the village, with the morning mist rising from the earth, it felt more real than ever.

As Geor walked away from the village, the wind stirred, rustling the dry leaves of the trees and carrying with it a faint whisper. He stopped, listening intently. It was barely perceptible, as if the land itself was trying to speak to him. He had been hearing this whisper for days now—an almost imperceptible voice calling his name, urging him toward the lake. His heart beat faster, and he took another step, almost instinctively, as if something deep inside him was guiding him forward. He paused, his gaze drifting upward to the peaks that loomed above, their jagged edges seeming to guard the lake like silent sentinels. Fear, a strange and unfamiliar feeling, began to creep into his chest. What lay ahead? Was it merely a story, spun by the fireside in the warmth of winter? Or was there something more to it—the truth, hidden beneath layers of time and myth? The dragon—was it real?

The village was far behind now, the only sound the crunch of his boots against the earth and the occasional rustle of a tree branch in the wind. But still, the whispers followed him. Geor could almost feel the weight of the village’s silence pressing down on him. Everyone knew about the lake, but no one ever spoke of it directly. It was as though acknowledging its existence could give it life—something better left untouched, locked away in the shadows of the past. Yet, with each passing step, the air grew thicker, and the whisper in his mind grew louder, more urgent. Geor could not ignore it anymore. He had come this far. The voices called to him. The truth beckoned.

The trees began to thin as he pressed deeper into the forest. The ground, soft underfoot and damp from the morning dew, seemed to absorb his every step. The smell of wet earth and moss filled the air, the scent of the forest’s ancient, living soul. Geor was no stranger to these woods. He had spent countless hours here as a child, chasing shadows and learning the language of the trees. But today, the forest felt different. It felt alive—alive in a way he had never felt before. The wind seemed to speak with a voice that carried the weight of millennia, carrying secrets older than the village itself. The deeper he went, the more he felt as though the trees were closing in around him, watching, protecting something—or perhaps someone.

The whisper came again. This time, it was unmistakable. It was not the voice of the wind, but something older, something far more ancient, with a deep power beneath it that sent a shiver down Geor’s spine. The very air seemed to hum, vibrating with an energy that pulsed in the rhythm of his heartbeat. He pressed on, his determination outweighing the rising sense of dread. He had come this far. He would not turn back now.

Ahead, through the dense thicket of trees, the forest began to open up. The canopy above began to thin, and Geor found himself stepping into a wide, open space. And there it was. The lake.

It was more magnificent than he had ever imagined, its surface as dark and still as glass, reflecting the misty sky above. The water was so still that it seemed to hold its breath, waiting for something—waiting for him. There was no ripple, no movement at all. It looked like a perfect mirror, and as Geor stood on the shore, staring into the depths, he felt as though the lake was staring back at him. As though it were waiting for him to understand something—something hidden beneath the surface.

His feet carried him forward, and before he knew it, he was standing at the water’s edge. He could feel a pull, an invisible force urging him onward, drawing him closer to the dark depths. The whisper was now louder, clearer—no longer just a whisper but a voice, soft yet resonant, speaking directly into his mind.

"Do you seek me, Geor?" the voice asked.

The words sent a shock through his chest. Geor froze. His heart pounded in his ears, and a chill ran down his spine. The voice was not his own, nor was it the voice of any person he knew. It was ancient, layered with sorrow and power. It echoed through time itself, reverberating through the very fabric of the land.

He felt a surge of fear, but it was not the paralyzing fear of danger—it was something deeper. A recognition. A knowledge that this moment was important, that something crucial was about to be revealed. The truth. His truth.

Taking a deep breath, Geor stepped forward again, this time with more resolve. He knelt at the water’s edge, feeling the pulse of the land beneath him. The whispers had grown into something more tangible now, and he could feel them surrounding him, pulling him closer to the depths. The dragon was there, beneath the surface, just waiting. But waiting for what?

“I am not what you think,” the voice said again, but this time, it no longer felt distant. It felt personal, as though it were speaking directly to him, to the very core of who he was.

Suddenly, there was a shift in the water. A ripple, faint at first, then growing larger and more powerful until the entire surface of the lake seemed to tremble with anticipation. Geor watched, mesmerized, as something large and dark began to rise from the depths. The water parted, revealing the shape of a creature—its immense form rising slowly, as though the lake itself had opened its heart to reveal what had been hidden for so long.

And there it was. The dragon.

Its massive form was both terrifying and beautiful, its scales shimmering with the colors of the night sky—blues and blacks, purples and deep greens. Its eyes, glowing faintly with an otherworldly light, locked onto Geor’s with an intensity that made his heart skip a beat. For a moment, time seemed to freeze, and the world held its breath.

Geor stood, rooted to the spot, his heart pounding in his chest. He had always imagined the dragon as a creature of myth, a monster of fire and fury. But this—this was different. This was something far more complex, something that defied the simple tales of heroes and beasts.

“Why have you come, young one?” the dragon asked, its voice a deep rumble that seemed to vibrate through the earth itself.

Geor swallowed, his voice barely a whisper as he answered, “I came to understand. I came to understand what lies beneath the lake. What you are.”

The dragon’s gaze softened slightly. It was not the look of an enemy, nor that of a creature bent on destruction. It was something else. Something ancient, wise, and sorrowful.

“And what will you do with this knowledge?” the dragon asked, its voice barely above a whisper.

Geor took a deep breath, the weight of the moment settling upon him. He had come to the lake in search of answers, but he had found something more—a truth that was not just about the dragon, but about himself, and the world he had known all his life.

“I don’t know yet,” Geor said, his voice steady despite the overwhelming sense of revelation. “But I will learn.”

The dragon's eyes glowed brighter for a moment, and then, as if acknowledging his resolve, it slowly began to sink back into the depths, the water closing over its massive form. But its presence remained, an indelible mark upon Geor’s soul.

And so, standing by the lake, with the mist curling around him, Geor realized that his journey had only just begun. What lay ahead was no longer a mere story of dragons and heroes—it was something far greater. Something that would change everything.
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2: Daughter of the Crown
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The kingdom of Selene was a land of contrasts—rolling fields of golden wheat met jagged cliffs that overlooked a distant, wild ocean. It was a place of beauty, yes, but it was also a place of deep-rooted sorrow. The people of Selene had learned to live with an unspoken fear, one that lingered like a shadow over every corner of their lives, curling into the corners of homes and hearts alike.

At the heart of this ancient kingdom, Queen Eleanor ruled with a stern grace honed by loss. She wore her crown not as an ornament, but as a weight—one forged from the screams of sacrifice and the silence of those left behind. She had been young once, just as her daughter Seraphine was now. Back then, Eleanor had been filled with dreams of love, of peace, of a realm freed from the darkness that lived in the waters of the lake. But time had hardened those dreams into duty, and duty into dread.

Selene’s greatest beauty was its curse: the lake that lay in its eastern reaches, still and black as obsidian. They called it many things: the Mirror of Sorrows, the Dragon's Grave, the Abyss. But to the Queen, it was simply the place where innocence ended. The tradition that demanded a sacrifice—always a daughter of Selene, always young, always full of life—was older than her reign, older than the castle walls. It was etched into the bones of the kingdom.

Eleanor had upheld the ritual year after year. The dragon was never seen, only imagined. It became a concept, a myth, a living god of fear, demanding tribute in the form of the brightest among them. Each year a name was drawn from the sacred urn, each year a family wept. The dragon was not appeased by blood, Eleanor knew. It fed on belief, on fear, on the kingdom’s collective surrender.

Seraphine, her only daughter, was born into this grim inheritance. But where her mother had chosen silence, Seraphine bred defiance. She was forged of fire and moonlight, her soul too fierce to bow to shadows. Even as a child, she had questioned everything—the whispers of the court, the tears of the mothers, the silence of the lake. Her questions were unwelcome, her curiosity dangerous.

Now, as she approached her nineteenth summer, Seraphine felt a different urgency growing within her. The annual sacrifice was approaching, and with it, a storm that would change everything.

That morning, she awoke before the bells. The sky outside her chamber was just beginning to blush with the touch of dawn. She stood at the tall window that overlooked the valley, her breath fogging the glass. Below, the servants stirred like ghosts, preparing the castle for the day’s grim festivities. Today, the lottery would be drawn.

Her reflection in the window looked more like a stranger with each passing year. Long dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders, framing a face both regal and fierce. Her eyes, deep and stormy, carried the weight of untold truths. She wore the silk of a princess but felt the pull of iron beneath her skin.

In the chest at the foot of her bed lay a map. Not just any map, but one stitched together from stolen pages, ancient scrolls, whispers overheard in darkened halls. It marked the path to the lake—not the one known to the public, but a secret route that circled through the Forgotten Forest, passed the old ruins where no light ever lingered. Seraphine had studied it in secret for years, driven by a hunger she couldn’t explain. Something in her blood sang when she looked at it, a melody that harmonized with the beating of her heart.

She had never been allowed near the lake. It was forbidden, even to royalty. But Seraphine knew that the answers she sought lay beneath its still surface. She felt it in her bones, in her dreams. The lake called to her, as it had called to many before her—but unlike them, she did not fear it.

Elsewhere in the castle, Queen Eleanor sat in the solar, her face drawn and pale. The council would meet soon to finalize preparations. She already knew the names to be entered into the urn—five families, each of noble blood, each with a daughter of age. Tradition dictated that even the royal line must be included.

She had not spoken to Seraphine of the lottery. She could not. What could she say? That she had fed the lie for decades? That she had stood in that same place every year and pulled a name from the urn as the people cheered and the chosen wept? No, there were no words left between mother and daughter.

But there was love. That, at least, endured.

When the hour came, the court gathered in the great courtyard. The sky was overcast, heavy with clouds. An omen, some whispered. An echo of dread vibrated through the crowd, too subtle to name. Lords and ladies, peasants and merchants, all stood side by side. All eyes turned toward the great urn, carved from white stone veined with red—like marble bled dry.

Seraphine stood among the others. Her heart beat like a drum, loud enough to drown out the murmurs. She met no one’s eyes. Her hands were cold, but her spine straight. She knew this was her moment—not to die, but to become. If her name was drawn, it would mean a choice, not an end.

Queen Eleanor approached the urn with a slow, solemn grace. The parchment slips inside rustled like dry leaves. Her hand hovered over them. Time seemed to stretch. The silence was a living thing.

She pulled a name.

The paper trembled in her fingers. She unfolded it. Her eyes scanned the name, and for a brief moment, her mask cracked.

Seraphine.

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Some gasped. Some fell into stunned silence. The princess. The royal bloodline. Chosen by fate, or by curse.

Seraphine did not flinch. She stepped forward, her chin raised high. In her eyes blazed not fear, but clarity.

“I accept,” she said, her voice ringing like a bell through the courtyard.

The Queen looked at her daughter—her child, her mirror, her legacy—and something in her broke. But she said nothing. She simply nodded, sealing the fate of them both.

That night, Seraphine did not sleep. She sat by her window, watching the stars blink above the valley. She remembered stories told to her in childhood—stories of a dragon who once loved a queen, of a pact made beneath a blood moon, of a curse not of rage, but of heartbreak.

She wondered if the dragon was truly a monster—or something far more human.

When dawn came, Seraphine rose. She dressed not in the pale silks of a victim, but in the black and gold armor of an heir. She strapped a dagger to her thigh and tucked the map into her cloak. She left a letter on her bed—a letter of truth, of purpose, of rebellion.

She did not wait for an escort. She left the castle alone, slipping into the woods like a shadow fleeing the light. The forest greeted her like an old friend. Birds watched in silence. Trees leaned closer.

She followed the map’s path, deeper into the heart of Selene than she had ever gone. Hours passed, or maybe days. Time unraveled. She crossed streams that whispered secrets, ruins where stones wept. She began to feel the presence of the lake before she saw it.

And then, it appeared.

The lake stretched before her, vast and silent, a mirror of the stormy sky. Mist curled above its surface like breath. No wind stirred. No birds sang. It was as if the world held its breath.

Seraphine stepped to the water’s edge. Her heart pounded.

“I am not here to die,” she whispered. “I am here to understand.”

The water shivered. A ripple spread. Then another.

From the depths, something stirred.

And the dragon rose.

Its eyes met hers. They were ancient, endless. Not cruel. Not kind. Just knowing.
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