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Have you ever wished life could be simple?
But then again—where's the fun in that? Without drama or chaos, life would be dull.
Long, long ago—one thousand years in the past, in a forgotten realm—there was a place known as Ancient Mythoria. A civilisation built upon the raw, untamed power of magic. It was a land where Dragons coexisted with humans—the one place on Earth where mankind was not the dominant predator. Dragons were feared, revered, and seen as divine beings. Those who rode them were considered blessed by the gods—the divine rulers of the realm, who were known to play favourites.

Two houses, in particular, rose above the rest: House Aeloria and House Zorvath.

House Aeloria was gifted with the ability to tame these mighty beasts, earning them the title of Dragon Lords. They were masters of the skies—Dragon tamers: powerful, unchallenged, and feared.

House Zorvath, on the other hand, was granted the gift of unmatched strength. Their warriors were unstoppable—ruthless, unbreakable, and masters of war.

But pride breeds conflict.

The great houses turned against one another, becoming the architects of their own downfall. When war first broke out, Ancient Mythoria crumbled from within. Fire and ruin consumed the once-great city. House Aeloria hunted down House Zorvath, driving them to the brink of extinction.

And yet, that was only the beginning.

The first sparks of war ignited a fire that would burn for centuries—a war fought by Dragons and men. Soldiers' armour melted to their skin as winged shadows descended from the skies. Screams vanished beneath the roar of wings; others fell to the ground as their bodies could not endure the pain and suffering.

Yet over time, Zorvath forged weapons that turned Dragons into ghosts. One by one, the Dragons fell from the sky, and their eyes were shut forever.

House Aeloria claimed victory, and almost every Zorvath was wiped from the realm. Aeloria built an empire and ruled the kingdoms, while House Zorvath withered away in a small corner of the world—or so everyone thought...

Far beyond the reach of kings and conquerors, the last embers of House Zorvath still burned. They built off the little that they had—with their Dragons and their few followers. In the shadows of their former glory, they trained in secret. They passed on their ancient customs and weapons to the few who remained. They waited, watched, and planned. Generation after generation, they survived. All while the world forgot them.

History is written by the victors... but not all victors live forever.
It's now time for a new victor...
In the present, a young woman was soaking in a bubble bath. What time is it? Eloise wondered. It seems my bubble bath has run cold. A woman with short brown hair in a white gown entered the room.

"Princess Eloise, your father is asking for you."  Eloise looked at her and replied, "Okay, Jemma. Let him know I will be out soon."

Jemma nodded. "Okay, I will let him know."  Jemma turned to leave, but Eloise stopped her.

"Oh, and Jemma...?"

Jemma turned back, nervously rubbing her arm. "Yes, Princess...?"  Eloise said in a firm voice, "Next time, I need you to knock."

Jemma continued rubbing her arm, eyes lowered, her voice wavering. "I understand, Princess, but it was your father's orders, and it sounded urgent... Is there anything else you need from me?"

Eloise glanced at her. What could my father need from me now? before replying "No. You are dismissed."

Jemma curtsied and left. Eloise got out of the bath, wrapped a towel around herself, and soon changed into a red dress with a golden belt. She began brushing her hair when a knock interrupted her.

"Enter," she said.

A man in a knight's uniform stepped in.

"Princess, I am here to escort you to your father."

"Sure. There's someone I need to see first—I'll meet you there."

The man bowed. "Alright, Princess."

Meanwhile, in the council room, King William stood surrounded by advisers.

"If war is what they want, then war is what they will get."

One of the men, Sir Alistair, replied, "But Your Majesty, how do you expect to feed the army? We do not have enough gold to buy food for everyone."

Another, Sir Bernard, spoke up. "How can we be certain that war is even necessary? Who gave you this information? We need to know if it is reliable."

Sir Victor stepped forward. "It was me. I have it on good word that House Zorvath is coming."

Sir Orion frowned. "How do they know where we are? We are oceans away from the kingdoms."

The knight near the door rolled his eyes. "We don't have enough men to fight another war. We still haven't recovered from the last one. We don't receive soldiers often because people don't even know where we are."

The room fell into heavy silence as the weight of history threatened to repeat itself.
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Sir Bernard says, "Yes, and we need to keep it that way. Our strongest advantage is that we are a hidden city."

Sir Alistair counters, "No, our advantage is our Dragons."

Sir Bernard folds his arms. "We don't have enough Dragons."

King William sighs and steps forward. "Our strongest Dragon isn't breeding. We only have Rhaegar, Lymoros, and two unhatched eggs."

Sir Orion raises an eyebrow. "What about the untamed Dragons in the valley?"

Sir Bernard immediately shakes his head. "Those Dragons are massive and wild—untouchable. Plus, we don't have riders for them."

Sir Victor leans against a stone column, his voice low. "Hmm... what about the Princess?"

King William lets out a loud, booming laugh—but it fades quickly as he turns to Victor with an icy stare. "You had better be joking, Victor. She is my only daughter. I am not sending her to the valley to tame those beasts. She already has a Dragon."

The knight near the door steps forward—his tone earnest. "But we need those Dragons if we even stand a chance. She needs to tame one of them if we are going to win."

King William shoots him a cold glare. "You will not tell me how I need to handle my daughter, Cedric."

Sir Bernard speaks gently now, the weight of his years evident in his voice. "Sire... I am not a fan of this war, but the Lord Commander is right. Your son is only a boy—and he is the heir to your throne. The only other riders we have are you and your daughter."

King William slams his fist onto the council table. "Women do not belong in wars! Are you insane?"

The men begin bickering again—voices rising and overlapping in heated tones.

Men argue like dogs... they can't just shut their mouths and listen.

She moves forward, her steps silent as her eyes scan the chamber.

This room feels far too small to hold their political discussions. It smells like sweat and pride...

She glances at each of the men in turn, her thoughts crisp and judgmental.

Lord Orion, Master of Ships... he's clever, but rarely speaks. He'd rather steer a fleet than a debate.

Lord Alistair, Master of Coin... he deals with our finances and trading, always twitching like he's hiding something.

Lord Victor... Master of Whispers. Gods, he's unsettling. He probably knows every conversation that goes on in this castle. He lurks in shadows, pretending to serve the crown, but he's more loyal to secrets than any king.

Her gaze shifts to the youngest among them.

Cedric... our Lord Commander. Captain of the Kingsguard. Younger than everyone in this room—stronger too... and very handsome.

She smirks slightly.

Anyway... Lord Bernard. The King's right hand. He's been like an uncle to me—my father's closest friend, even before I was born...

Finally, her eyes fall on her father.

King William II, ruler of our secluded kingdom, hidden away from the world. So proud... so stubborn...

Eloise takes a deep breath, then folds her arms.

"Father, you asked for me?"

King William turns, his expression softening at the sight of her. "Oh yes, I did. Give me a second, dear."

He then turns back to the table. "Everyone, silence."

The men continue bickering—voices louder now.

King William raises his voice. "I SAID EVERYONE QUIET!"

Still, the arguing continues, their voices nearly deafening.

Like I said... men argue like dogs and don't listen.

Eloise lifts her chin and speaks clearly, her tone firm and unwavering.

"My father said SILENCE!"

The room stills. Gasps echo across the chamber as the weight of her command settles in.

Lord Commander Cedric is the first to respond. "Apologies, Princess."

Now that's how you command a room full of men.

King William lets out a tired sigh, finally gaining control.

"Thank you, Eloise."

Eloise offers a half-smile, a glint of amusement in her eyes.

King William turns to the table. "When I give a command to you all, I expect you to listen. You need to understand and respect my authority."

Sir Bernard bows his head. "Apologies, Your Highness."

King William nods sharply. "You are all dismissed. This meeting will begin again at noon."

One by one, the men bow and leave the chamber—save for Sir Bernard.

"But Your Highness, we still need to discuss—"

"You are dismissed."

Sir Bernard sighs, bows, and exits.

King William runs a hand through his hair and looks to his daughter.

"I'm sorry you had to witness my men like that... but I needed to talk to you about the plans I have for us."

Eloise raises a brow. "Um... sure...?"

"We've decided it's best to go to war with House Zorvath. We cannot keep ourselves isolated while the rest of the world is developing. The time has come."

War... with Zorvath? After all this time?

"Alright, and...? You never tell me these things. Why is it all of a sudden you're sharing the contents of your meeting with me, Father?"

"Because," he says, stepping closer, "at noon, we're going to take a vote on whether we will go to war or not. If the vote is yes..."

He pauses.

"You and I must travel on Dragonback and take the army to Crownvale—to take the throne."

Eloise stares, stunned.

"Me?"

Chpter 3

King William says, "Yes, you are the only other person in this world besides me and your little brother that can ride Dragons."

Eloise says, "I never thought you would let me fight in a war against men."

King William says, "I'm desperate. I know you are an amazing fighter, but if we go, I need you to stay close to your Dragon."

Eloise asks, "And what about you, Father? You will be fighting as well?"

King William nods, saying, "Yes, dear, I will be... I need to be there to avenge your mother."

Eloise asks, "Who will rule in your absence?"

King William replies, "My right hand in command, Sir Bernard. He will see it through that this place remains intact."

Eloise says, "Okay... is that all you wanted to say?"

King William says, "It is... you seem to be taking this well."

Eloise replies, "I am used to this, Father."
She continues, "Fareth, na'sar velan dor valkar. Kael var'an tael, ven weyr dor valkar var or'naer. Vael'dan ashren dor kaen. Ven lira an'dor kaen. Na'sar velan dor valkar, na'sar velan dor kaen. Na'sar tol ven'darak kael. Na'kin thal arven dor vaaren."
King William smiles faintly. "Your mother would be so proud of you. Your High Mythari language has improved."

Eloise responds softly, "She is proud of you too, Father."

A few hours later, a little boy entered, his voice curious. "Big sis, what are you doing here?"

Eloise looked up and smiled at her younger brother. "What do you mean, Will? I'm always in here. I was looking for Paige... do you know where she is?"

Will shook his head. "No, I haven't seen her. You should go now."

Before Eloise could respond, a young woman stepped into the room, brushing strands of dark hair behind her ears. "Will, why are you always trying to scare away your sister?"

Will turned to her, frowning. "Because she is going to take you from me."

Paige let out a soft laugh. "But Eloise is my friend."

Will crossed his arms. "But what if I never see you again?"

Paige giggled, and Eloise did too, teasing, "Oh, I think Will has a little crush on Paige."

Will snapped, "I don't care if you laugh at me! I've already asked her father if I can have her hand in marriage."

Eloise raised a brow. "Oh really? And what was his response?"

Will rolled his eyes before sighing. "He laughed and then said no. But I am going to be King one day—I can marry whoever I want. I had the blacksmith forge us matching necklaces. Have a look."

He held up a golden chain, the charm glinting in the light. "I have the heart, and she has the key, because she is the only one who I will let unlock my heart."

Eloise groaned. "Okay, that's it. I have heard enough... Will, why don't you go clean your shoes? You are leaving muddy prints all over Paige's chamber floor."

Will looked down at the mess and muttered, "Fine, I will go clean them."
He turned to Paige and added with serious intent, "I will be back. Stay here."
He dashed out, leaving the room unusually quiet in his absence.

Paige walked over and sat opposite Eloise, smoothing her skirts. She tilted her head slightly. "So... what's been going on? You look like you have a lot to let off your chest."

Eloise exhaled, her voice low. "I just wanted to know if you would train with me again today."

Paige hesitated, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her sleeve. "I'm not sure... is there really a point in even training? I can't win against you."

Eloise replied calmly, "That's why you need to keep trying."

Paige looked away, biting her lip. "I think training is more your thing. I'm not a fan of throwing sharp blades and firing arrows... I prefer to stay inside and tend to the children."

Eloise rolled her eyes. "You're so boring."

Paige gasped. "I'm not."

Eloise grinned. "So prove it. Come train with me."

Paige sighed, but moments later, both women were changed into training clothes and heading into the forest with their bows slung over their backs.

She lowered her bow with a groan. "Eloise, I'm not as good at this as you are."

Eloise stepped beside her. "That is why we practise. Us women need to be able to defend and protect ourselves."

Still uncertain, Paige murmured, "Eloise, I don't know if this is a good idea... I'd like to see you give it a try, Eloise."

A guard came running moments later, breathless. "I'm so sorry, Princess!"

Paige blinked in disbelief. "Eloise, did I just pull you from getting trampled by a horse?"

Eloise, still catching her breath, nodded. "I'm fine."

The guard—Lucas—dropped to one knee. "Again, I am sorry, Princess. I had no idea he would run off like that."

Eloise looked at him coolly. "I said it's fine."

Lucas pleaded, his voice tight with panic. "I beg you—please don't tell your father."

Eloise smirked. "Under one condition..."

Chpter 4

A few moments later, Eloise stood tall, sword raised above Lucas, who lay on the ground, panting.

"Princess, please... Princess, I can't take another hit."

Eloise lowered the blade with a disappointed sigh. "Ugh, you are no fun to train with."

Lucas got up slowly, brushing dirt from his arm. "You're just really good with a sword."

Eloise smirked. "I know a thing or two. Paige, step in for him, please."

"I don't think that's a good idea," Paige replied, hesitantly.

"Oh, come on. I'll go easy. I won't use a sword then."

Soon, Lucas stood aside as Paige nervously held the blade in both hands.

"When you said you wanted to train with us, I didn't think you meant this... good luck, Lady Paige," Lucas said, chuckling softly.

Eloise folded her arms and eyed her critically. "That is not even how you hold a sword."

"Eloise, I don't want to do this. I'm afraid... can we please do something else?"

Eloise groaned. "Ugh, fine."

Lucas stepped forward and gently took the sword from Paige's grip. "Alright, it looks like I am not needed here anymore. I'm going to train with the rest of the soldiers."

He gave a short bow. "Princess Eloise. Lady Paige."

As he walked off, Paige turned toward Eloise.

"Okay, so what do you want to do?"

Paige smiled brightly. "Something fun."

"What is your definition of fun?" Eloise asked, skeptical.

"Let me show you, Eloise."

Soon after, the girls returned from the training grounds, changed into lighter clothes, and made their way into the forest. Under the shade of a tall, old tree, Paige sat reading while Eloise lay flat on her back, arms folded behind her head.

"Is this your definition of fun?" Eloise asked, eyes closed.

"Mhm. You should read too."

"I've read these books a thousand times. I know them word for word."

Paige smirked, her eyes twinkling with mischief. She held up her book—Falling for Darkness.

"Okay, prove it."

She read aloud, "An Angel sent from the heavens on a mission, the other the reason... but what would happen when the two fell in love?"

Without missing a beat, Eloise recited, "Falling in love was never in the cards. They would be causing destruction, and the balance of the world fated upon them."

"No, that is not what it says."

Paige read again, "The world never fell on their shoulders. It was a mission that never expected to become personal... the feelings of the heart were never meant to be controlled."

"Ugh, you are being so technical... Dante and Seraphina wouldn't mind me."

Elsewhere in the council chamber, King William stood tall at the head of the long table, surrounded by his advisors.

"All those in favour of going to war?"

He raised his hand first. "Aye."

Sir Victor followed. "Aye."

Then Sir Alistair, Sir Orion, and Lord Commander Cedric all nodded their agreement.

"It's decided. We are going to war... we leave at first light."

Sir Bernard stepped forward, his expression uneasy. "We do not have any preparations. It is not wise to go to war—we neither have the men nor the Dragons."

King William turned to him sharply, eyes burning with restrained fury.

"Don't you understand anything? Do you think I want to go to war? If we don't go now, then we won't have enough resources to even prepare. Lord Commander, go collect the Princess and inform her of the news."

Cedric bowed. "Yes, Your Majesty."

King William dismissed the rest of the council. One by one, they exited—except for Sir Bernard.

"King William, may I have a word?"

"Watch your tone. What is it that you wish to say?"

Sir Bernard took a breath. "You know I am your most trusted advisor... but I would advise that you do not go through with this plan."

"I understand where you are coming from, old friend. But I have no other choice. This war needs to end one way or another. I can let my people die of starvation—or die in a war worth fighting for."

"We can find another way."

"Then suggest me another way."

Bernard hesitated. "I... I don't know."

"Exactly. There is no other way. You don't think I have tried alternatives?"

King William sighed, his voice tired and low. "I am done with this conversation. Send word to gather the troops and check our resources for the journey."

Sir Bernard nodded. "Understood, Your Highness."

He bowed and left in silence.

Meanwhile, night had fallen. Stars peeked through the branches above, and the forest buzzed with quiet life.

Paige sat cross-legged, reading another book in the moonlight. Beside her, Eloise had drifted off, her breathing slow and steady.

Cedric approached quietly, his armor softly clinking as he stepped between the trees.

"Princess Eloise."

She stirred, eyes fluttering open. "What time is it?"

Cedric glanced at the sky. "How long have you both been out here?"

Paige looked up and around. "A while... I finished my books."

"Your father has requested that you return to your chamber, Princess," Cedric said gently.

He extended a hand to help her up. Eloise rose, brushing leaves from her tunic, and they began walking back. Paige led the way, humming to herself.

When they reached the doors of her chambers, Eloise turned to Cedric. "Thanks for walking me back, Cedric."
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"It's the least I could do," Cedric said as he stood with Eloise just outside her chamber door. His tone was calm, measured — but something lingered behind his eyes. Not quite hesitation, not quite fear. An awareness, perhaps, of the war that loomed just beyond the horizon. "Your father wanted me to tell you that we leave at first light for war."

Eloise nodded slowly, her gaze drifting toward the torches that lined the corridor wall, their flames flickering gently in the silence.

"I assume the council all voted in favour."

"We did."

"What was your vote, Commander?"

Cedric straightened, his shoulders squaring out of instinct. "I chose to go to war."

"Why is that?"

He hesitated — not because he didn't know the answer, but because he was unsure how much truth she truly wanted. Or deserved.

"Honestly... I am the Lord Commander. It is an honour that your father bestowed the title upon me even though I am quite young. I have yet to go to war, and I wish to prove myself — and my loyalty — to your father."

Eloise studied him quietly. "I understand."

A stillness settled between them — not uncomfortable, but heavy. A shared silence between two people standing at the edge of something vast and unknown.

"How do you feel about war, Princess?" he asked at last.

She exhaled slowly, as though the very question added weight to her chest. "Honestly, I am a little frightened. Like you, I have never been to war — I do not know what to expect. If my father says it is the right thing to do, then I trust him... but I have this feeling in the back of my head."

"What kind of feeling, Princess?"

"Nervous... and anxiety."

"I know I voted in favour," Cedric said with a slight nod, "but I also feel nervous."

She offered him a small, knowing smile. "That's understandable. You shouldn't let your fear guide you, so voting for war even though you're afraid is admirable... I just hope the Dragons are enough to win this war." She turned toward the door. "I'm going to head into my chambers. Have a good night, Commander."

"Goodnight, Princess."

The warmth of the bath had long faded, leaving only the cold air of her chambers and the silk sheets that wrapped around her. Eloise lay on her back, eyes fixed on the ceiling carved with ancient symbols and dragons of old. But her mind was elsewhere.

Everyone looks at me with such strength... as if I am a warrior, she thought.

But that strength was only a mask. A performance she'd grown too good at playing.

But within, there's something unravelling. A fragile thread pulling at the seams of who I'm meant to be. Tomorrow, we march toward death... and I don't even know if this is the right decision. I'm fighting a war that isn't mine. A war I never asked to lead. They see a Princess. A fighter. A Dragonrider. But not the girl I really am.

The room was too still. The fire too quiet. The silence pressed against her like a weight.

Death could be knocking on my door soon, she thought. And all I can think about are the things I've never done. I've never felt safe in someone's arms. Never been kissed with true passion. Never been loved as a woman — only as a Princess. No one's ever seen the parts of me my title hides... the parts beneath the skin, beneath the armour. And if I die soon... I don't want to die having only ever belonged to the Crown.

Her heart pounded. Not with fear of death — but of living half-alive.

She sat up abruptly. The air around her felt suffocating. Eloise slipped out of bed, changed from her nightgown into a soft gown of midnight blue, and moved to the door. She opened it slowly.

To her surprise, Cedric stood there. He leaned casually against the wall, eyes closed — but opened them the moment he heard the door.

"Princess, what are you doing out of your bed chambers at this hour?"

"I couldn't sleep... and I thought perhaps we could talk more."

Cedric blinked, clearly caught off guard. "With me? Is there anything you need to talk about?"

She stepped forward, voice low, soft. "Yes. I want you to come inside."

He looked at her for a moment, unsure if she was serious. "I... Princess, I cannot. My duty is to stay outside your bed chambers and guard whilst you sleep."

She tilted her head. "So you are refusing a direct order from your Princess?"

Her voice changed — firmer now, edged with authority. "I command you to come inside. I am not asking you, Cedric... I am telling you."

He stood still, torn by duty and desire, by oath and impulse. Finally, he gave a small bow of his head.

"As you wish, Princess."

Inside, the fire in the hearth crackled gently, casting warm golden light across the stone walls and the polished floor. Shadows danced across the tapestries, old depictions of dragon-riders and crowned heroes. Cedric remained near the door, posture stiff, gaze unsure.

Eloise sat on the edge of her bed, her voice calmer now.

"Sit with me... just for a moment. I need to speak with you about something personal."

Reluctantly, Cedric crossed the room and took a seat opposite her. He sat straight, arms at his sides, as though any relaxation might betray something.

She watched him closely.

"You look... tense."

"I should not be in here. If the King finds out—"

"He won't. Where is my father anyway?"

"He is making preparations for the war."

"And why aren't you helping him?"

"He entrusted me with watching over you tonight, Princess."

She raised an eyebrow. "So he trusted you with this job?"

"Yes, he t—"

She cut him off. "Do you trust me, Cedric?"

He didn't even hesitate. "Of course, Princess."

Her voice softened to nearly a whisper. "Then stay here with me tonight. I've seen the way you look at me, Cedric... I can show you more, if you'd like."

Cedric's eyes widened, a flicker of something unreadable passing through them. His jaw clenched, then relaxed. A flush crept up the sides of his neck.

"Princess, I am a sworn Knight of the King's Guard. I vowed to renounce my right to take a wife and start a family... this would go against my oath."

Eloise's voice trembled slightly now, but not from fear — from the raw truth spilling out of her.

"We are going to a war where one of us might die — or even both. And what will any of it be worth? I've never been touched by a man before, and I know you've never touched a woman."

She paused, her breath catching.

"I don't want to die wondering what it's like... to be more than a title. To be desired. To be seen. To feel something real — even if it's only for one night."

Cedric looked down, his hands gripping his knees. The firelight flickered in his eyes, catching the storm of emotion he worked so hard to suppress.

He was a knight. A protector. A man bound by oath and steel.

But he was also just a man.
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Eloise's voice trembled with defiance as she said, "My father would rather send me to war than secure my future with my own family. Are you really going to sit here and tell me you don't want to know what a woman's body feels like? I am not going to force you to do anything if you don't want to."

She stood then, her silk nightdress brushing against her thighs as she turned toward the door. The candlelight caught the fabric, making it shimmer like water. "If you do not want me, then leave my bedchambers, and we won't ever have to speak of this again."

But in a swift movement, Cedric was on his feet. He closed the distance between them in two strides, his hand catching her wrist, his other cupping her face. Before she could react, he pressed his lips against hers with a hunger that nearly consumed her. His kiss was not gentle—it was desperate, urgent, filled with restraint finally broken. His mouth moved over hers with bruising passion, devouring her, leaving her no room to breathe. He kissed her as if it would be their last and only chance to taste such intimacy.

Eloise inhaled deeply, her senses overwhelmed. She could smell the sharp musk of his body, the freshness of citrus mingling with the warm cedarwood that clung to his uniform. The rough scrape of his stubble burned deliciously against her skin. Every second was etched into her memory, every sensation flooding her mind until thought gave way to raw desire.

"Eloise... we should not be doing this," Cedric murmured against her lips, his voice shaking with restraint.

"So stop then," she whispered back, her breath warm against his mouth.

His reply was broken, breathless. "I can't. I need you."

Eloise's hands trembled as she helped him unfasten the straps of his armour, each buckle falling away like a barrier torn down. Beneath the steel was heat—his body radiated it, drawing her closer. She slipped from beneath the sheets, the nightdress sliding against her skin as she stood before him, separating their bodies only long enough to see the hunger in his eyes. The look in them was almost feral, a man undone by longing.

Cedric instantly pulled her back into his embrace, his voice hushed and low as he whispered against her ear, "When I am finished with you, you won't be able to walk tomorrow."

Shivers raced through her body at his words, pooling low in her stomach. His lips traced a heated path down her neck, lingering at her collarbone, tasting her. He pressed open-mouthed kisses across her torso, his tongue teasing at the swell of her breasts before trailing lower. His hands slid beneath the folds of her gown, rough palms exploring the smooth silk of her skin. One hand traced slowly, teasingly, up her legs while the other lifted her dress higher and higher, until it slipped off her shoulders and fell discarded to the floor.

Her body responded before her mind could. Eloise's breath quickened, her chest rising and falling in uneven rhythm as her eyes fluttered shut. Cedric's mouth pressed fervent kisses to the inside of her thighs, each one igniting sparks that made her tremble. His fingers slipped beneath the thin barrier of her undergarments, brushing over her with torturous patience, his other hand gripping her waist as she moaned aloud.

Oh God, she thought, this feeling is unlike anything I have ever felt before.

Every kiss sent a shiver rippling through her, every touch made her arch against him, her body crying out for more. Her skin yearned for him, goosebumps rising wherever his mouth lingered. He returned to her lips with renewed fervour, their mouths colliding, teeth clashing, tongues entwining with a need that could not be denied. They slipped beneath the sheets, seeking warmth only the other could provide, bodies tangling in the dim candlelight.

With eager, trembling hands, Eloise tugged down Cedric's trousers and underclothes, revealing the full strength of his body. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight, awe mixing with desire. In return, he helped peel away the last of her garments—her bra, her final barrier—until nothing separated them but the heat of their skin and the thundering of their hearts.

Their kisses grew wilder, deeper. Cedric's hands explored her curves with reverence and possession, pressing her firmly against him as if he might never let go. Eloise had imagined this moment too many nights before, in lonely hours when sleep would not come. But now it was real, tangible, overwhelming. She was ready. His hand traced her stomach, then settled firmly at her waist, anchoring her to him.

They paused, foreheads touching, breaths mingling, eyes locked in silent question. Cedric's voice was a rasped whisper. "There is no going back from this. Do you want this, Eloise?"

Her answer came without hesitation, her voice trembling but certain. "I don't care. I want it..."

He entered her slowly, carefully, his strength tempered by restraint, his voice deep and commanding in her ear. "What is it? What do you want, Princess?"

Her moan was filled with both pain and pleasure, the sharp edge of innocence giving way to aching desire. "I want you."

A satisfied smile curled at his lips as he whispered against her ear, "Good girl."

And just like that, the Lord Commander of the King's Guard took Eloise's virginity.

The night stretched on in passion, their bodies entwined in a rhythm as old as time. His touch marked her, claimed her, but hers consumed him just the same. Every gasp, every cry, every whispered plea filled the chamber until it felt as if the world beyond those walls had ceased to exist. Their movements grew desperate, frenzied, until both were lost in release.

But as dawn approached, Eloise found herself rising from the bed, a sheet clutched around her bare form. She stood by the window, staring out at the fading stars, her body still tingling from his touch.

I've never been the type of woman to crave male attention, she thought, but I have always been the kind of person to do what I wanted. I know what happened was wrong, but at least I won't die an innocent woman who never experienced anything. I am not the kind of woman to belong to someone either.

Her gaze shifted to the man sleeping peacefully in her bed, the rise and fall of his chest steady, his expression softened in slumber. She remembered the intensity of their intimacy, and though it had been powerful, she knew it was never love. It was desire, nothing more.

If men can bed as many women as they want and sire a hundred bastards, then why can't I do the same? Life isn't fair to women. So I won't play fair either. If my father says women are not meant for war, yet he sends me to war anyway, isn't it his fault that the rules no longer matter?

That night marked the first time Eloise allowed herself to be completely free from consequence. What passed between her and Cedric was not love, but the simple exchange of pleasure, of two bodies giving and taking what they needed.

By morning, Eloise dressed herself with careful precision. She stepped outside to find the knights preparing the horses. King William stood with Sir Bernard and Cedric, speaking of the march ahead.

Cedric's voice rang clear. "All the men are ready to march, Your Highness."

The king nodded. "Very well... we move within the hour."

Cedric's eyes caught Eloise's. He bowed to the king. "Excuse me for a moment."

He turned toward her, a glint sparking in his eyes as he crossed the courtyard.
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Sir Bernard bowed his head with solemn respect. "I wish you safe travels and a victorious war. I'll pray to the Divine, and may they have mercy on House Zorvath."

King William returned the gesture with a firm nod. "Watch over my son for me while I'm gone."

Sir Bernard's expression softened. "Of course, old friend. I wouldn't let anything happen to your heir."

"I knew I could count on you," the King replied, his voice carrying the weight of trust earned through decades of loyalty.

"I pray you return to us soon, my King," Sir Bernard said.

The two men continued their quiet conversation, their voices low as the morning camp stirred with movement. Cedric, however, had drifted from their company. His eyes sought Eloise, and he approached her with careful steps, his voice hushed. "How do you feel about last night?"

Her reply was cold, detached. "What is there to feel?"

He hesitated, searching her face. "Eloise, last night you let me see a different side of you... and you were gorgeous."

Eloise's gaze snapped to his, sharp and commanding. "Keep your voice down! And it's Princess Eloise to you."

Cedric's shoulders dropped as he looked at the ground. She rolled her eyes and swept past him with regal grace, her footsteps echoing in the courtyard. He turned to watch her go, his jaw tightening as doubt flickered across his thoughts. Did I do something wrong?

Eloise brushed away his presence from her mind as she approached her father. She kissed King William's cheek softly. "Morning, Father."

"Morning, dear," he answered warmly. "How did you sleep last night?"

For a split second, flashes of Cedric's lips and hands, the fire of their intimacy, rushed through her mind. She rubbed her arm nervously, her thoughts spiralling. Um... how do I reply?

Before she could answer, a familiar voice called her name.

"Will?" she breathed, her eyes widening with joy.

Her younger brother ran toward her, his face bright with excitement. He pulled her into a hug. "The one and only, sis!"

Eloise laughed, relief flooding her chest. His presence was a comfort, a reminder of home.

From across the yard, Paige approached, walking gracefully to Sir Bernard's side. Eloise turned with a smile. "Paige."

Paige curtsied respectfully. "Princess."

Will immediately spun toward her, his face lighting up. "Paige!!" He bounded over and threw his arms around her.

Everyone else remained calm, but Eloise smirked inwardly. Will is actually obsessed with her.

Paige giggled softly before Sir Bernard addressed her, his tone fatherly yet commanding. "Daughter, do me a favour and ready the Dragons for your King and Princess."

Paige inclined her head. "Of course, Father."

"I'm coming too!" Will announced eagerly.

Paige gave him a small smile. "Come on, Will."

As they left, Eloise called after them. "Bye, Will, I love you!"

"Byeee!" he shouted over his shoulder.

And in that same hour, the army of Zorvath embarked on a journey that would lead them into war.

Three weeks later, the world beneath them blurred into endless terrain as dragons soared through the sky. King William rode his beast, Lymoros, with regal control while Eloise guided her dragon, Rhaegar, just behind.

The King called across the winds. "Eloise, we have been flying for quite some time now."

"Rhaegar is getting tired. Should we set up camp?" she asked, stroking her dragon's scales as his wings dipped slightly.

"Yes," William replied. "It's about time we let the dragons rest. I will let the soldiers know to set up camp."

Eloise tightened her grip on the reins. "Before I land, I am going to check how far Crownvale is. We've been travelling for weeks, so we should be close... perhaps two days away, I'm not sure."

The King gave her a measured look. "Alright, just make sure you aren't seen. I'm going to let Lymoros rest."

"I'll be careful," she promised before urging Rhaegar into the clouds.

Later that evening, Eloise sat in her tent, the glow of lantern light flickering against canvas walls. She had a book in her hands — Immortal Desires; Her lips curled faintly as she thought, It's a good thing Paige packed something for me to read.

She wasn't much of a reader, but there was little else to do in the quiet of camp. The low hum of soldiers outside barely reached her ears.

The flap of her tent shifted. Cedric stepped inside. "Can we talk?"

Eloise looked up, unimpressed. "You already are talking."

He moved closer, his tone firm yet uncertain. "I wanted to speak with you." She placed the book down with deliberate care. "You may speak."

"Your father informed me that you went to see how far Crownvale is. He said you reported it's only half a day's ride from here."

"OK, and?" she asked coolly.

Cedric's jaw tightened. "That means we will be going to war tomorrow, and... I have been thinking about the night you and I... um..."

Her expression remained unyielding. "The night we spent in my bedchamber. What about it?"

He hesitated. "I wanted to know if we could be like that one last time." Eloise's eyes narrowed, her voice frosty. "Don't you have something better to do? You are Lord Commander, and we are going to war tomorrow."

"Nothing is better than getting to feel you, Eloise."

She sat up, her voice edged with steel. "Cedric, you are the Lord Commander. What happened that one night was only supposed to happen one time."

Pain flashed across his features. "I understand. I will leave you alone."

He turned without another word, leaving the tent.

Eloise exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of her nose in frustration. I can't believe Cedric really tried to get in my pants again — the night before we attack. He's crazy. He's literally supposed to be strategising with my father right now.

Meanwhile, in another section of the camp, an elderly knight named Sir Callum approached a shadowed figure seated at a war table. He bowed. "Sir, we have an issue."

The unknown man raised his head. "What is it?"

"Two of our troops said they spotted a dragon in the sky. They claim it was about half a day's march from here."

The man's brow furrowed. "That's not good. Send a team to check it out. I'll need a report in the morning."

"Understood, sir," Callum replied, retreating into the night.

Elsewhere, another part of town far removed from the war reparations, music and laughter filled the air. Torches lit a grand hall where nobles and courtiers reveled. A young man, already drunk on wine, was dancing wildly with a woman in his arms, his laughter booming.

"Yeah, baby, keep going!" he shouted as the party roared louder.
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The girl leaned closer, her voice dripping with devotion. "Anything for you, my Prince."

From the shadows of the hall, another man spotted him and scowled. Ugh, of course he's in here. He strode forward, his presence cutting through the haze of wine and laughter. "Excuse me, miss."

The girl quickly left, her eyes lowering in deference as she slipped out of sight.

The younger man groaned. "What is your problem, dude? You're always scaring away the ladies."

His brother didn't flinch. "Colin, dad said we are having a family meeting."

Colin rolled his eyes, his words slurred. "Now? Can it not wait until morning, bro?"

Arthur's tone sharpened. "It is the middle of the night, and everyone's been looking for you. You're the only one that didn't show up. You should be lucky that father cares enough to allow you to be part of this family... look at you, Colin."

Colin's face hardened. "What? Say it, Arthur."

Arthur's patience wore thin. He rolled his eyes. "Do I even have to? Booze and whores are all you think about. Women will always be around, but your family is more important, damn it."

Colin smirked lazily. "Relax, dude." The stench of liquor clung to him, so sharp Arthur nearly gagged. He wrinkled his nose. "You reek of alcohol. Father has almost half his men looking for you. Let's go."

Instead of obeying, Colin started to dance clumsily, his movements exaggerated. "Just chill out and dance with me, bro."

Arthur's voice snapped like a whip. "I said NOW!"

Colin rolled his eyes again, grumbling. "Geez, you're no fun. I'm going."

Together they left the hall, though Colin stumbled with every step, the smell of ale lingering in his wake. Elsewhere, Eloise slept soundly in her tent — until a loud noise tore through the night. She startled awake, her heart racing. What is all that commotion about?

The sound grew sharper, harsher — a piercing scream cut through the air. Her body jolted. That had not been a dream.

She threw on her cloak and rushed outside. Three guards were huddled near the fire, their voices low and hurried. One of them noticed her approach.

"I will be right back, guys." He stepped forward, bowing deeply. "Hello, Princess."

Eloise's eyes narrowed. "Maxwell, is there something going on out here?"

"Yes," Maxwell replied grimly. "We have a situation."

Her voice lowered with urgency. "What is it?"

"Two of our men have disappeared, and we can't find them."

A cold chill settled over her. "Where is the Lord Commander?" Maxwell shifted uneasily. "We cannot find him either."

Her breath caught. "Is he one of the men who went missing?"

"No," Maxwell admitted, "but we have not seen him within the past few hours. He went for a walk in the woods earlier. Some of our soldiers went to investigate, but they haven't returned either."

Before Eloise could respond, Cedric appeared, his steps steady but his face shadowed.

Fury ignited in her. "Where the hell have you been?"

Cedric exhaled and gestured to Maxwell. "I will take things over from here, Maxwell."

Maxwell gave a short nod. "Got it, Boss." He hurried back toward the fire, leaving them alone.

Cedric turned to her, his tone apologetic. "I'm sorry, Eloise."

Her words cut like blades. "You're sorry? Is that all you can say? You reek of alcohol. Where the hell have you been?"

His shoulders slumped. "I just went out for a walk after you kicked me out."

A cold, bitter laugh escaped her lips. "A walk? That's your excuse? You left the camp — your men — vulnerable just so you could sulk and drink like a boy with a bruised ego? We are on the brink of war!"

She stepped closer, her eyes blazing. "Is this about earlier? Because I rejected you, you couldn't handle it? You have a job to do, Cedric — you are the Lord Commander, not some lovesick idiot!"

She jabbed a finger into his chest. "People are missing. Dying. And you were too busy brooding over one night that never should've happened in the first place. You're not just irresponsible — you're dangerous."

Cedric flinched. "Eloise..."

"Don't. Don't say my name like it means something to you. You want to protect me? Then act like it."

Before either could say more, a shadow moved behind them. One of the guards cried out in pain as a blade pierced his back.

The scream ripped through the camp. Cedric spun, his voice booming with command. "GET HIM!!!"

Eloise clutched her chest in fear as chaos erupted. Cedric rushed to the fallen soldier, calling to Maxwell. "Go! I will patch him up."

Maxwell sprinted after the attacker, while Cedric knelt by the wounded man, his hands already covered in blood. "You're gonna be okay, man, I've got you... you've lost a lot of blood, but I can patch you up. Just keep your eyes open for me, man."

The soldier's lips trembled as his life slipped away. "Just... take... care... of... my... daughter... f-for... m-me... I promised I'd bring her some flowers."

Cedric's voice broke. "I won't have to, because I'm going to make sure you get to see your daughter again."

But the man's eyes closed, his breath gone."NOOOO! Stay with me!" Cedric roared, shaking him.

Eloise rushed forward, her own voice trembling. "Where's my father?"

Cedric looked up, his face grim. "Eloise, I need to get you somewhere safe."

She snapped, her voice like fire. "No, I am not going anywhere without my father."

"Eloise, it's not safe here. My sworn duty is to protect you."

Her rage exploded, unfiltered and raw. "Oh really? Now you care? Where was that sense of duty earlier, when you were off drowning yourself in wine and self-pity? You were too busy trying to get in my pants instead of doing your damn job!" Her voice cracked as she shoved past him. "You failed tonight, Cedric. Don't you dare try to play protector now."

Cedric clenched his jaw and sighed. "Fine. We will go look for him. But if it gets too dangerous, we leave."

"Fine. Yeah, whatever."

She turned sharply, scanning the camp. And then — she saw him.

Her voice tore through the night. "FATHER!!"

King William lay sprawled across the dirt, a pool of blood spreading beneath him.

Eloise's legs nearly gave way as she stumbled to him. She dropped to her knees, clutching his hand. "Father, please... say something. Open your eyes."

Cedric stood frozen, the sight of his King's lifeless body striking him like a blow. I've failed them both...

Eloise's tears spilled freely as her voice cracked. "You cannot leave me, Father. Please... open your eyes, talk to me... who could have done such a despicable thing to you?" Her cries echoed into the night as she bent over his body, her strength slipping away.
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