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It began with the bells.

A single chime at first, its somber tone splitting the evening air. Then another. And another. The echoes clashed in an unholy rhythm, filling the streets with an unmistakable warning.

The capital was under attack.

The princess heard it before she saw it—the distant screams, the frantic pounding of footsteps on stone, the panicked shouts of guards scrambling to their posts. The acrid scent of burning wood curled in the air, clinging to the back of her throat, thick with the taste of despair.

Then the first explosion hit.

A building—an old tailor’s shop—was engulfed in a column of fire. Glass shattered as the heat burst through its windows, sending shards cascading into the street. Flames licked at wooden beams, hungrily devouring them, sending embers dancing into the sky like fireflies. A heartbeat later, another inferno erupted on the eastern side of the city. Then another.

The sky, once a soft twilight, turned red.

The princess gritted her teeth, digging her heels into her steed’s flanks. The stallion surged forward, hooves striking against cobblestone with a rhythmic drumbeat. Around her, the city was chaos incarnate. A woman clutched a crying child to her chest, her dress smudged with soot. An elderly man stumbled, reaching out for help that no one was there to give. Soldiers shouted orders, their voices drowning beneath the roar of the flames.

But it wasn’t the fire they feared most.

It was the shadow moving above them.

The dragon soared over the rooftops, its wings slicing through the thick smoke, sending gusts of wind that toppled market stalls and sent debris flying. Its scales gleamed like polished onyx, reflecting the fire’s glow, a terrible contrast of darkness and destruction.

The capital burned.

Night had fallen, but there was no darkness—only fire. It swallowed rooftops whole, curled around towering spires, and spread like veins of molten gold through the city’s winding streets. The air reeked of smoke and charred wood, thick with the metallic bite of fear. Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled a frantic warning, but it was drowned out by the sound of something much worse.

A roar.

The kind that cracked the sky apart. That sent soldiers stumbling. That made even the bravest knights hesitate, gripping their swords with white-knuckled hands.

And then came the dragon.

A monstrous shadow against the blazing horizon, wings outstretched like the banners of war. It twisted through the air, a sleek and terrible thing, its scales dark as obsidian, reflecting the fire below in jagged, broken glimmers. Its tail lashed, cleaving through a watchtower as if it were made of parchment. Flames poured from its throat in violent, searing bursts, raining down upon the helpless city.

People ran—women clutching their children, men carrying what little they could before their homes turned to ash. The streets were a chaos of fleeing bodies, overturned carts, and the glint of steel as soldiers scrambled into formation.

And through it all, the princess rode straight into the inferno.

Her horse was a midnight blur, hooves striking sparks against the cobblestones. Ash clung to her gilded armor, dulling its shine, but she was undeterred. The plume of her helmet streamed behind her, a crimson streak against the smoke-choked air.

She did not hesitate. Did not slow.

A knight called her name—a warning, a plea—but she did not turn. She had long since stopped listening to those who thought she should stand behind castle walls and let men fight her battles.

She was here to end this.

Her grip tightened on the reins as she turned a sharp corner, nearly colliding with a group of soldiers bracing their shields.

“Get back!” one of them yelled. “Princess, it’s not safe!”

She did not answer.

She did not stop.

The great northern bridge loomed ahead, stretching across the city’s main river like an outstretched arm. If she could reach it, she would have a clear vantage point.

Her stallion’s hooves clattered against the stone as they thundered up the incline. The wind whipped against her face, stinging her eyes. And then—

A shadow passed over her.

A moment later, the sky ignited.

The bridge’s far end disappeared in an eruption of fire, stone crumbling beneath the heat. The force sent her horse rearing, nearly throwing her from the saddle. She yanked hard on the reins, forcing the stallion back under control. But the damage was done—the bridge was no longer an escape.

Instead, it was a battlefield.

The air reeked of smoke and blood.

The princess ducked behind a crumbling column, her chest rising and falling with measured breaths. Around her, the battle raged—a desperate clash of steel and fire.

The dragon tore through the city like a living storm, its massive wings sending shockwaves through the air. Soldiers launched attack after attack, their arrows and spears slicing through the sky. But none found their mark.

It wasn’t that the dragon dodged them.

It didn’t need to.

It moved with terrifying unpredictability, twisting and turning mid-flight, its path erratic, almost unnatural. One moment, it was above the marketplace, its claws shredding through wooden stalls like paper. The next, it was tearing through the cathedral’s bell tower, sending centuries-old stone crashing into the streets below.

The soldiers were relentless. Javelins hurtled through the air, their steel tips glinting in the firelight. Ballista bolts the size of tree trunks were loosed from the castle walls with a deafening twang. But each time, the dragon shifted—sometimes at the last second, sometimes seemingly by sheer chance. The projectiles missed by inches, striking rooftops or disappearing into the sky.

A knight on horseback charged from below, spear raised. He aimed for the beast’s exposed flank, bellowing a war cry. The dragon pivoted mid-air, its tail sweeping through the street like a battering ram.

The knight never had a chance.

A sickening crack echoed as horse and rider were thrown, their bodies colliding with the remains of a shattered building. The knight did not rise.

The princess gritted her teeth, forcing herself forward. She would not stand idly by.

Not again.

She leapt over the broken remnants of a merchant’s cart, dodging past fleeing civilians. Her sword was steady in her grip, the weight of it grounding her.

She had trained for this. She had fought battles before. But never against something like this.

Another explosion rocked the ground. She stumbled, barely catching herself before she hit the stone. When she looked up, she saw it—the dragon had landed in the city square.

Its breath came in heavy bursts, smoke coiling from its nostrils. Its wings flexed, scattering embers into the night air.

The princess didn’t waste a second.

She sprinted forward, boots slamming against the cobblestone.

A soldier ahead of her raised a crossbow, his hands steady despite the chaos around him. He loosed the bolt.

The dragon moved again, its body twisting at the last moment. The arrow whizzed past its head, embedding itself uselessly in a wooden beam.

Another knight swung his longsword at its legs, aiming for the soft joints between scales. The dragon’s foot lifted—whether intentional or not, the strike missed entirely, the knight’s blade glancing off harmlessly.

It didn’t make sense.

It was as if the dragon existed just beyond the reach of every weapon, moving not with strategy, but with some unseen force guiding it away from death.

The princess didn’t stop to question it.

She reached the square just as the dragon inhaled sharply.

She knew what came next.

“Move!” she shouted.

The soldiers around her barely had time to react before the dragon’s fire erupted. A wall of flame surged forward, swallowing everything in its path. Heat slammed into her, blistering even through her armor.

She dove, rolling behind the broken remains of a fountain. Stone melted where the fire licked it.

Screams filled the air.

When she rose, her breath caught in her throat.

The dragon turned, its tail striking the last standing column of the square. It crumbled instantly, sending a cascade of debris into the streets below.

It was pure destruction. No target. No strategy.

It did not attack as a conqueror. It did not strike with the precision of a predator.

It burned. It shattered. It destroyed.

But why?

A flicker of movement caught her eye.

She turned—

And met the dragon’s gaze.

It was an accident.

A moment of chaos, of battle, of fire and steel and ruin.

But it was enough.

The instant their eyes locked, the world shifted.

A wave of emotion slammed into her.

It was not anger.

Not hunger.

Not rage.

Pain.

It hit her like a blow to the chest, knocking the air from her lungs. A deep, unbearable sorrow. An agony so vast, so consuming, she staggered under its weight.

Her vision swam. The sounds of battle dimmed, drowned beneath the sheer, overwhelming ache clawing at her heart.

It was endless.

It was all-consuming.

It was—

The dragon jerked back as if burned, its wings snapping open.

And then, without warning—

It fled.

Not with the triumphant retreat of a victorious beast, nor the slow withdrawal of a creature sated.

It left as if it had seen something it could not bear to face.

The princess dropped to her knees, breathless.

Her sword trembled in her grip.

She had fought many battles.

But never had she felt something like this.

And never had she been so certain—

That this dragon was not what it seemed.

The battle was over.

Or at least, that was what the soldiers were telling each other as they gathered their wounded and tried to make sense of what had happened.

The princess remained kneeling in the city square, her sword still clutched in her hand. Her heartbeat was a drum in her ears, her breaths uneven. The dragon was gone, its massive wings carrying it beyond the horizon, but the echo of its presence remained.

Or perhaps it was only in her.

Pain.

The memory of it clung to her like soot, pressing against her ribs, curling in her lungs. It was not her own, but she had felt it—raw, unrelenting, like a wound too deep to ever heal.

“Your Highness!”

A voice cut through the haze, sharp and desperate. Heavy boots pounded against the cobblestone.

Someone grabbed her arm.

She flinched.

“Princess!” The voice softened, and she recognized it now—Sir Edric, her father’s most trusted knight. His weathered face was lined with concern beneath the layer of grime and sweat from battle. “Are you hurt?”

Hurt.

The word almost made her laugh.

She looked down at herself—her armor was dented, smeared with ash, but she bore no wounds. The fire hadn’t touched her, the dragon’s claws hadn’t grazed her skin. Physically, she was unscathed.

But inside—

“I’m fine,” she said, forcing the words out.

Edric studied her, unconvinced. His eyes flickered to her trembling fingers, still locked around her sword hilt.

“Your hands—”

She released the weapon before he could say more. The steel clattered against the cobblestone, loud even amidst the distant shouts of the soldiers.

“I need a report,” she said quickly, standing. “The damage, the casualties—”

“We’re still assessing,” Edric said grimly, rising beside her. “Half the city is in ruins, but we’re lucky it didn’t stay longer.”

It didn’t stay.

No, it fled.

She pressed a hand to her forehead, willing the dizziness away. She could still feel the dragon’s sorrow echoing in her bones, refusing to fade.

It made no sense.

She had faced wild beasts before—wolves, wyverns, even bandits with no sense of mercy. They all fought with purpose, with intent.

But this dragon—

It was destruction without aim. Fury without focus. Pain without relief.

It had looked into her eyes, and in that moment, she had felt as though she were drowning in centuries of suffering.

“My lady,” another soldier called, rushing up to them. His face was pale, his breathing ragged. “The king—he’s calling for you. He wants you at the castle immediately.”

Of course he did.

Her father would want to know everything. And she would have to give him answers.

Answers she didn’t have.

She took a steadying breath and turned to Edric. “See that the injured are taken to the healers. I want every survivor accounted for.”

Edric nodded, though his eyes lingered on her for a second too long. He knew something was wrong. He had fought beside her too many times not to notice.

But he said nothing.

Good.

Because she had no words for it.

With one last glance at the ruined square, she turned and strode toward the castle, her mind still trapped in the firestorm of golden eyes and unrelenting sorrow.

The castle loomed in the distance, untouched by the dragon’s wrath. The great stone towers still stood tall, banners still fluttered in the wind. A fortress of power, unmoved by the chaos beyond its walls.

But the people inside were not so unaffected.

The great hall was in uproar.

Nobles, councilors, generals—dozens of voices clashed, speaking over one another. Some cried for vengeance, demanding more ballistae, stronger fortifications. Others blamed weaknesses in the city’s defenses.

And then there were those—so many of them—who only spoke of one thing:

“The princess faced the beast directly!”

“She drove it away!”

“Did you see her? The dragon turned its gaze upon her and fled!”

“Perhaps it feared her!”

“She has the favor of the gods!”

The princess stepped into the hall, and silence fell like a blade.

All eyes turned to her.

She was used to scrutiny—she had been raised under it. The court had always watched her too closely, waiting for her to misstep, to fail.

But this was different.

They weren’t just looking at a warrior who had stood against a dragon.

They were looking at something more. Something other.

It unsettled her.

Before she could speak, a new voice rang out—deep, authoritative, and laced with barely concealed fury.

“My daughter.”

The crowd parted as King Aldric stepped forward.

His crown glinted in the torchlight, his regal robes as pristine as ever. But his expression was dark, his piercing gaze locked onto hers.

The princess straightened, forcing herself to meet his eyes.

She knew what was coming.

“You faced the dragon,” the king said, his voice calm, calculated. “And yet it still lives.”

It was not a question.

It was a judgment.

She gritted her teeth. “It escaped.”

“Escaped?” His eyes narrowed. “A beast that has torn through my kingdom for months? And you, who have slain a hundred men in battle, let it escape?”

She clenched her fists at her sides. “Something is wrong with it.”

Murmurs rippled through the court.

Her father raised an eyebrow. “Wrong?”

She hesitated. She should not say it. Should not speak of the agony she had felt, the impossible connection that had gripped her soul.

But the words left her lips before she could stop them.

“It’s in pain.”

Silence.

The fire in the great hearth crackled, the only sound in the vast chamber.

Then—

Laughter.

It started as a chuckle. Then a scoff. Then full, unrestrained laughter from one of the generals standing near the war table.

The princess turned sharply toward the man, her pulse spiking.

“Pain?” the general sneered. “Your Highness, forgive me, but what nonsense is this? That beast burned half the city! And you say it suffers?”

More murmurs. Some of agreement. Some of doubt.

Her father’s expression remained unreadable.

She did not flinch. “Yes. I felt it.”

The general’s lip curled. “And how, exactly, did you feel a dragon’s pain?”

Because I met its eyes. Because I touched something deeper than flesh and fire.

She did not say those words.

Instead, she lifted her chin. “Because I am an empath.”

The murmurs grew louder.

Somewhere in the crowd, she saw a noblewoman pale. Another scoffed.

It was not a secret that she had always been different, that she could sense emotions in ways others could not. But to claim she had felt a dragon’s torment—

She had given them ammunition.

A weakness.

Her father’s eyes darkened.

“You will not speak of this again,” he said, his voice low, dangerous.

She stiffened. “But—”

“This is not a creature to pity. It is a threat. And you—” His voice turned sharp as steel. “You will kill it.”

The words landed like a blow.

The princess did not lower her gaze.

But in her heart, she knew—

She had already lost this battle.

And yet, as she stood before the court, her father’s judgment burning in her ears, she could still feel it—

A sorrow that was not her own.

A whisper of agony, deep in her chest.

A connection that, no matter how she tried, would not break.
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The scent of smoke still lingered in the air, even within the marble-clad walls of the palace. Though the fires in the city had been extinguished, and the wounded carried to safety, the kingdom had not yet taken a breath. The storm had not passed—it had only gathered strength within the throne room.

The great hall, built to inspire awe, now crackled with tension. Murmurs rose like the restless winds before a tempest, whispers of uncertainty weaving through the gathered nobles. The chandeliers above cast pools of golden light over silk-clad figures, their bejeweled hands clenched into fists or fluttering nervously over their hearts.

The princess stepped through the heavy oak doors, her boots striking against the polished floor. Conversation did not cease, but it shifted. Once, she had commanded admiration in this room; now, she felt the weight of their gazes, sharp as knives, pressing into her armor.

The throne stood at the head of the chamber, towering and unyielding, its golden filigree catching the light. And upon it sat the king.

Her father had always seemed an unshakable force—unyielding as stone, sharp as a drawn blade. But tonight, the lines on his face were deeper, his shoulders burdened beneath the weight of expectation. He did not move as she approached, but she knew he had been waiting for her.

“Finally,” Lord Everic’s voice rang out, cutting through the noise. “The princess arrives.”

His tone was carefully measured, yet laced with something unmistakable.

Judgment.

She did
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