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    We must love and mourn in equal parts,or forever fear a broken heart.
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I’m a fool for a pretty face and a beckoning smile. Tonight I wonder if my foolishness has gone too far.

“And you actually saw a dragon, Dame Yatina?” Lady Imogen’s breathless question makes me smile, though of course my ego attributes it to the fact I’m trailing kisses down her neck.

Yes, the neck of a court lady. A noblewoman. And me, a palace guard. Have I lost my mind?

We’re tucked into an alcove not far from the entrance of the banquet hall, and I wonder if my senses have truly left me to risk entangling with a noblewoman behind a curtain where anyone could stumble upon us. I know my appetite for danger leads people to call me reckless, but ever since my promotion to Lead Spear, I’ve been trying to turn that reputation around.

Coming back from the Exchange, or dragon runs, as we guards were calling them, must have triggered something in me, because I let myself be drawn into flirtatious conversation as she clearly hovered in the hallway.

Lady Imogen, with her pale green gown hugging her gorgeous curves, blonde tresses curled around a delicate finger as she lingered in the hallway, making eyes at me. Lady Imogen, her playful banter and admiring smiles, touching my elbow quite overtly, leaning in close and batting pale lashes at me. I followed her quite eagerly as she drifted into this alcove and now I’m breathing in her floral scent, relishing the softness of her skin under my lips, even as I ignore the voice in my head that yells, This is not a good idea!

Then she asks about the dragons. I lift my head and answer casually, aiming to impress, “I saw a score of dragons on my tour. But they were mostly juveniles,” before returning to my delightful exploration of her exposed collarbone. I must say I’m loving the current fashion of low wide necklines—it suits her large breasts marvelously, and a small part of me pants at the thought of slipping her dress off her shoulders.

“Did you see any... oh! Any adults?”

I grimace. If I’d known that this was going to be questions about dragons... After weeks of traversing the western foothills in order to locate the ideal place for the Exchange, then riding escort to the princess as this new, tense agreement played out, I just want to release some of the pent-up stress. I should have gone into the city, to a tavern or a brothel, but as Lead Spear I am expected to make an appearance at banquets. Be reliable!

I caress Imogen's flushed cheek. “There were a handful of adults to keep them in check, and those...” I whistle for emphasis. “Those are truly huge. Big enough to fly away with a warhorse in its claws, if it wanted to. But they kept their distance, except the leader who spoke to Her Highness.”

“My goodness!” Imogen’s lovely brown eyes round. “Weren’t you afraid?”

I blink, then inhale the scent of her blonde hair. Rosewater, I think. “Fear is there to remind you to pay attention,” I murmur, feathering my lips over her collarbone. “But I’d rather pay attention to you right now.” I capture Imogen’s lips, then grunt in frustration when she pulls away.

“We really must go in,” Imogen beams as she smooths her gown, intricate pink roses embroidered on the green sleeves. “Will you come sit with me?”

I agree and offer my arm before her words properly register. Go in, she said, not go find somewhere more private. She has me escort her into the banquet hall. The moment we are seated amongst a bevy of her fluttering friends, the questions about dragons return. I’m puzzled but perhaps she doesn’t want the others to know she was seducing a mere guard, so play along.

Lords and ladies drift here and there as the drink flows and conversation blooms. A sword-swallower elicits gasps as he performs in the space before the dais, before bowing and giving up the floor to a pair of jugglers.

We sit on one of the long side-tables of the great hall. Normally I’m further down the back with the other royal guards, unless I’m on duty, and I’m feeling oppressed by the wide-eyed, clustering ladies who babble at me. I smile and do my best to be charming, glancing about for something to eat, but it appears the main courses are over.

You would have been here sooner if you hadn’t become distracted cleaning your weapons this afternoon.

There’s no way to extricate myself without appearing rude, so I submit to the excited queries, retreating often to my wine. I cast an eye about for any platters not yet cleared. My stomach rumbles, so I take another sip.

“I still find it hard to believe they are thinking creatures,” one older lady remarks. “But Princess Rhea brokered a treaty with them.”

Appreciative murmurs sound and glasses are lifted in toast to the dais, where our beloved future queen sits with her betrothed, Gereon of Huon. Eyes alive with laughter, Rhea touches her husband-to-be’s arm and says something that causes him to grin.

Between Prince Gereon stands Lord Liam Cahill. Whatever is going on between the three of them seems to be working, and despite myself, I’m impressed, if not a little envious. Not for the men themselves—Gereon is a prince, high above my station, and Cahill is my captain. I find men as attractive as I do women, but it’s a matter of principle and common sense to never sleep with someone in my squad, let alone a superior.

You shouldn’t be kissing court ladies either. The thought penetrates my tipsy haze. You can’t just walk away like you normally do—there could be consequences. I banish it and focus on the dais.

It’s not the men I envy, nor Rhea as a woman. But I envy the clear devotion both men hold towards our Princess. It’s beyond the fealty due to a prospective monarch. I wonder what it must feel like, to want and love someone like that. To not get bored and distracted and hurt people when you want to move on.

But seeing the way Captain Cahill and Lord Gereon have set aside any conflict in order to be with Rhea... leaves me unsettled. That such a thing is even possible... Don’t be naïve, Yatina. Safer to keep it casual, that way you won’t break anyone’s heart.

Lady Imogen’s squeak of excitement brings me back to the present. “Look at the dancers!”

Delighted applause ripples through the hall as three female dancers swirl in, silk skirts flowing behind like tails and gauze attached to wrists and elbows to create the semblance of wings. They are meant to be dragons. A clear homage to the kingdom’s new friendship.

The dancers leap, twirl and sway in their bright dresses. The black-haired young woman closest to my table flows effortlessly from step to step, glass beads sewn into her cerulean bodice to reflect the bright light of the chandeliers. Sea green skirts and gauze ripple with each spin. I’m mesmerized. She is stunning and skilled and so very alive.

She catches my eye and winks.

The dance ends and the performers curtsey with great flourish. Princess Rhea leads the applause, though I wonder if her highness’ smile is somewhat sardonic. Gorgeous and talented though the dancers are, they capture none of the majesty and presence of real dragons. Still, the performance had thoroughly entertained the court, if the comments of Imogen and the others are anything to go by.

“Oh, perhaps we should add wings to our dresses for the royal wedding!”

“What a marvelous idea!”

“Do you think Her Highness would take it amiss? What if she plans on wearing wings with her dress?”

“We must find out,” someone declares.

They rise in a flurry and advance on the dais, Lady Imogen in the lead. I barely notice, knocking back the rest of my drink and sidling to a servants’ door. All I can think of is the black-haired dancer and her wink.

Down the stairs and into the kitchen, I dodge servants coming and going with dessert trays and carafes of wine. I’m no noble, so while my presence below stairs isn’t exactly conventional, everyone is too busy to care.

I figure any entertainment hired from Zivalj will be fed before being sent on their way. Spotting two of the dancers seated at the long table alongside several jugglers and the sword-swallower, I congratulate myself with no small amount of smugness.

As I approach my confidence stutters. The dark-haired dancer is nowhere in sight.

“Can I help you, milady?” one of the jugglers asks. Without his garish hat he lacks much of the presence he’d held during his performance, but his expressive face cocked a thick eyebrow.

“I wanted to offer my regards to the dancers,” I declare, my self-assurance re-asserting itself thanks to the wine I imbibed. “I’ve not seen that style. The court was very impressed.”

The blonde and redhead exchange glances and dip their heads in gracious acknowledgement. “Your ladyship is very kind,” they murmur.

“Oh, I’m not a lady,” I correct. “I’m a guardswoman, a dame. But there were three of you? Where is the third?”

“The wagon is leaving shortly for the city.” A lovely voice comes from behind me. “Eat up and we can go.”

I follow their gazes over my shoulder, and I turn to see the dark-haired dancer, returning from the passage that leads to the stable yard. Her hair is now tied back sensibly and a blue-gray cloak covers her lovely silks.

The juggler coughs. “This... guardswoman was looking for you, Monique.” All eyes swivel to me.

“Can I help you, milady?” Monique the dark-haired dancer asks echoing the juggler. Her clipped vowels hold none of the flirtatious warmth displayed in the dance. A wave of shame crashes over me. I’m a drunk ass coming down here and bothering these performers. I would wallop any soldier in my squad who harassed servants, yet here I am doing the same.

“Just wanted to congratulate you all on your performances,” I mumble, clearing my throat. “All of you.” I make sure my nod takes in the jugglers and sword-swallower. “No doubt you want to get back to Zivalj and to your beds.” Thinking about Monique in bed sends a wave of desire through me, but I firmly crush it and give a stiff bow. “Good night.”

Conscious of eyes boring into my back as I stride from kitchen, I clip the corner of a table and swear, mortified. I could not make it back to the barracks fast enough, ridiculously grateful my rank affords me the privilege of not sharing my small room. Shucking my boots and stripping out of my dress uniform, I lie on my bed, glowering at the ceiling.

What is the matter with me tonight? Sure, I’d been tense after coming back from the mountains, but... stealing kisses from noble ladies? Chasing after dancers while drunk?

“Ugh.” Ashamed, I palm my face. Why is it every time I get on a roll with being sensible I throw a stick in the cartwheel?

Thinking of carts made me wonder if the performers were indeed rolling back down the hill to the city. Does the dark-haired dancer have someone waiting for her back in Zivalj? Someone that attractive won’t be lacking for willing partners. Just look at the idiot of a guardswoman whose clumsy attempts probably have her giggling or disgusted even now.

I blame the wine and roll over, closing my eyes. I should drink some water, or I’ll have a hell of a headache in the morning. Instead, my hand drifts between my legs in an effort to make myself relax. I want to press hard and get immediate relief, but I know that will bring no real satisfaction.

I force myself to slow. Gentle strokes through my nightshirt, letting the fabric tease my aching sex. I relax; my mind retreats to fantasy, where I can take what I crave and no one gets hurt.

If it had been somewhere different—a tavern, perhaps. I build up the image of drinking with my squad, of the dancer coming up to me and perching on my lap.

My fingers circle as my pulse quickens.

There would be soft touches and sensuous kisses. I’d stroke her nipples through her dress, feeling them peak just as my own do right now. She’d rise and smile, beckoning me to follow as we take a small room upstairs. On the bed I’d splay her out, then feast between her legs, tasting every drop as I make her cry out again and again.

Pushing past my nightshirt, I dip into my own wetness and slide slick fingers up and down until my mind spasms in pleasure. My shuddering breaths quickly calm, as they always do when I’m alone. I’m not satiated, but the edge is gone.

It’s not perfect, but it works well enough, and I sleep.
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Ughh, I was right about the headache. I wince as sunlight streams through the shutters. Gritting my teeth, I splash water from the basin onto my face, then guzzle the rest from the pitcher. I’m still aroused, as if taking care of myself last night only stoked the fire rather than taking the edge off.

“Nothing to do but sweat it out.” I scowl, then rifle through my clothes chest for a clean set of clothes. Did I forget to send in my laundry again? I dig out a clean enough pair of breeches and sleeveless tunic, then grab the pitcher and refill it from the pump in the courtyard, drinking more water.

Eat something. I pluck two apples and a bread roll from the mess. I remind myself to chew slowly, ordering my body to behave as I trudge to the training yards and force myself through stretches and footwork drills. I can smell wine in my sweat and try not to retch. More water, move on to unarmed sequences and then weapons.

By the end I am wrung out, but my head is clearer and my thoughts less lethargic. Everything makes sense when you’re training. Just sweat and hard work.

“Would have thought you’d skip this morning, like any other sensible person,” Captain Cahill observes as I towel sweat from my brow.

“Huh,” I agree. “Never said I was sensible.”

“Excellent! I need someone foolish enough to agree to a favor.” He grins, and I understand why Princess Rhea is in love with her best friend. His solidity hides a good humor that makes him an inspiring captain.

“What do you need?”

Cahill claps me on the shoulder. “I have an order at Schmidt’s that needs picking up. It’s a wedding gift. I’d get it myself, but I’ve been ordered to present myself to the palace tailors for fittings.” He pulls a face.

“Ah.” I smirk. “Better you than me, captain. My dress uniform is already cleaned and pressed.” I’d surprised myself getting it done so early.

He shrugs. “Gereon has asked if I’ll stand up next to him. It’s an honor and I want to look my best, so I’ll suffer the fittings.”

I peer at him, desperately wanting to ask how they made it work, how no one was jealous or angry or felt left out. Instead I nod and say, “It’s paid for, I presume? I’m not coughing up for an ornamental oyster knife. Those things don’t come cheap.”

Cahill laughs. “It’s a pair of darts. All paid for, you know Schmidt’s doesn’t offer credit. Thanks, al Stauberg, I owe you.”

I grumble good-naturedly, as is expected, then take myself off to bathe and change. By the time the tenth bell chimes, I’m trotting out the palace gate on a bay gelding, the city laid out below.

Schmidt’s is the best weapon smith in all of
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