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Prince Ludo was dreading his return to the war. The last three months had left him depleted, fatigued, and sick in his heart.

But there was, unbelievably so, something far worse than dragons, cannons and endless gunfire. He was meeting his fiance today. That fact was responsible for the biggest knot in his stomach.

Jackline Perry was supposedly a beauty. She had a good reputation and many admirers, but her popularity was no consolation. Ludo hated the fact that his parents had arranged his marriage, but he understood why they did. Jackline’s parents were rich, very rich, and the royal coffers were almost empty. Feeding two hundred dragons every day was expensive, and Jackline had the dowry that would save them.

Whether she could save them or not, Ludo’s heart was bleeding with grief at the thought of his arranged marriage. He always thought he would marry for love. Instead, he was marrying for war. It was such a disheartening thought, he could barely drag himself out of bed on that most dreadful of mornings.

Nevertheless, he did. Ludo's valet made sure he was dressed to the nines, and his hair was nothing short of immaculate. Ludo was the epitome of handsome, as usual. As gorgeous as he was, on the inside, he was broken. He had been broken since the war began. In the company of others, he had to pretend he wasn't broken. He faked smiles and shook hands and delivered only good news, because that was his duty as the nation's prince.

But deep down, the bad news weighed heavily on his mind. The West was putting up a better fight than he expected. Their massive airships were more than a match for any dragon, and their army was larger. The humans were going to win—that was Ludo's greatest fear. He could see what was coming, but he still had to smile and lie.

Ludo stood in front of the mirror in his room and made a slight adjustment to his cravat. Sighing, he whispered to himself, “Well, Miss Perry, let's get this over with...”

He made his way to the drawing room of Abbingdon Palace and paced around one of its plush sofas. He sat, briefly, but his mind wouldn't let his legs rest. In a minute or two, he was back on his feet and circling the room.

When the butler announced Miss Perry's arrival, Ludo went back to the sofa and stayed on his feet. The young lady entered, confirming what had been told to him a dozen times. His elven bride-to-be was pretty, but he knew nothing about her. How were they supposed to get to know each other when they had only two weeks until their wedding?

Ludo bowed to her and feigned a dashing smile. “Miss Perry!” he exclaimed. “It's lovely to meet you. You're as beautiful as rumors suggest.”

“Oh! Your Highness!” Jackline clasped a hand over her heart and gasped. “You have no idea how much I've wanted to meet you! I've been your admirer for so long... and now I'm to be your wife? It's almost too good to believe. I'm living every girl's fantasy.”

“You flatter me,” said Ludo.

“No, it's true. Every girl dreams of being in my shoes.” Jackline fell into the sofa with a dreamy sigh. “You're even handsomer up close.”

“Thank you for the compliments. I—”

“I really am so excited!” a squealing Jackline cut him off. “I can't even believe it. When my father announced my engagement to you, I... I... it was the best moment of my life!”

The young lady looked like she hovering close to tears of joy. Ludo wished he could share the sentiment, but his feelings were quite the opposite. He was dreading their wedding with every ounce of his being.

“Oh dear, I must compose myself!” Jackline exclaimed. “Your Highness, how is your father? I heard his health was on the mend?”

“Indeed. Father has made almost a full recovery, much to the surprise of almost everyone. We were really afraid we were going to lose him.”

“Oh, that makes me so happy!” cried Jackline, whose composure was far from regained. She had to snap open a fan and flutter her face to stop herself from swooning. “And how is the war going? I've heard only good news so far.”

The newspapers only leaked good news, not the bad. Jackline had likely heard nothing about The East's massive losses. “It's, um... it's going well. It's unimaginably stressful, as I'm sure you can imagine. I don't know if it's proper to go into too much detail with a lady, though.”

“But I'm to be your wife!” Jackline cried. “Surely you can discuss such matters with me, if anyone?”

“It's war. It's gory, bloody and horrific. I would rather not share such tales with you. I would rather spare you from all that.”

“I wish you would spare yourself from the war entirely. Why must the prince himself fly into battle?” Jackline fluttered her fan and exaggerated a pout. “Honestly, I don't know if I like the idea of my husband fighting in the war!”

“I'm afraid I don't have a choice, Miss Perry.”

“Why wouldn't the prince have a choice?” she argued. “You should be allowed to turn your back on all of it!”

“I can't. I believe I'm a good leader. My men need me,” Ludo said.

Jackline spent the next few seconds pouting in silence, which gave him an opportunity to observe her. She had light red hair, flawless pale skin, and one of the smallest noses he had ever seen. Her elven ears had been pierced several times, and she had too many rings on her fingers. Ludo was no fan of jewelry and pretty baubles. He preferred to keep things simple.

He tried to cheer her up with a compliment. “You really are very pretty, Miss Perry.”

“Call me Jackline,” she insisted. “If I'm to be your wife, I see no need for you to be so formal with me.”

Ludo tugged on his collar. If she said I'm to be your wife one more time, he was going to feel strangled by his own cravat.

“What's it like to ride on a dragon?” his future bride asked.

He delivered his answer with wide-eyed passion. “Terrifying. Exhilarating. Thrilling. There's no greater feeling in the world.”

“Hmm. I don't think I would like it,” Jackline said. “It would be far too dangerous for me. I'm not much of a risk taker.”

“That's perfectly alright. It's fine to be cautious.”

Ludo wondered if there was something else he was supposed to say or do. Should he have offered her tea? Held her hand? Kissed her knuckles? He barely wanted to be in her company, let alone, get too intimate with her.

“Well, Miss Perry. I, uh... I should probably take my leave. I, uh—”

His fiance squawked, “Already? But we've only been chatting for...” She glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. “We've barely chatted for more than five minutes, Your Highness!”

“I know. And I offer my sincerest apologies, but I'm a very busy man with a lot on my schedule. I must attend a war meeting in less than an hour.”

That, at least, wasn't a lie.

Jackline growled at him and threw down her fan, like a child throwing a tantrum. “Fine... just go.” She waved him away with a flick of her hand. “It's not like my father is going to save your war effort and drag your family out of debt. Oh... but he is, actually, so you could at least pretend you're interested in getting to know me!”

Ludo stared at her, slack-jawed. She was starting to sound more and more like a brat.

“Fine. I'll stay a bit longer.”

When he started to sit on the sofa, Jackline shoved him away. “Just go!” she repeated. “You've shattered my dreams of what our first meeting would be like. Now I just want to sit here and sulk. Alone.”

Ludo was sneering as he marched to the door. What exactly was she expecting? Posies and poetry? He wasn't that kind of man.

“Oh dear,” he whispered to himself. “I think my bride is going to be a bit of a pain.”
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Prince Ludo was feeling uneasy about the battle that took place the next morning. He was riding into war with Major Tercell, one of the East's greatest heroes. He was certainly one of Ludo's heroes. Ludo had grown up on tales of Arivan Tercell's many hard-fought battles and harrowing exploits. There was no one he admired more than the Major. In fact, Ludo would have much rather married Major Tercell's daughter. Ludo had only met Stelia once, but she had a much more agreeable disposition than Jackline Perry, and Major Tercell wasn't without a fortune of his own. Nevertheless, Ludo kept his secret desire to himself.

“I've got a good feeling about today, Your Highness!” Major Tercell called to him. “It'll be a big win for us, I can promise you that!”

Ludo wished he shared his comrade's confidence. Despite his lack of enthusiasm, he gave a thumbs-up to Major Tercell and climbed into his dragon's saddle. As soon as everyone had mounted, twenty dragons took off into the sky, including Ludo and the Major, who were somewhere near the middle of the pack. They were heading toward a number of airships that had been spotted near the border, waiting for the East's dragons to challenge them. It was Ludo's third battle against the West's mighty ships, so he knew what to expect: cannon fire, lots of dodging, and constant danger.

When he could hear the propellers whirring, Ludo knew they were getting close. Eight massive airships were looming in the sky, awaiting their challenge. Ludo gave a second thumbs-up to Major Tercell as they approached. He and the Major had planned a coordinated attack against one of the airships.
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