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They galloped into the village, Princess Rhea in the lead on her bay mare. Flanking her on the left, Captain Liam, reined in his gray stallion in as they slowed to avoid trampling the locals. When the villagers saw their future queen, several cheered, and Rhea permitted herself a brief smile, especially for the children.

The headman waited in the square, relief pouring into his lined face. “Your Highness.” He knelt, and the other villagers him did the same.

“Please rise, Harald.” Rhea heard her soldiers forming up behind her, ready for orders. “Is it still near?”

Harald shook his head, rising slowly but unaided. “Long gone, Princess. It ate two sheep and terrified the shepherd, but slunk away swiftly after that.”

“On foot or by wing?” Liam interrupted. His gloved hand gripped the pommel of his sword and his horse shuffled restlessly, as if eager to continue on.

“Wing, my lord,” the headman bowed respectfully. “The shepherd retained enough wits to describe it. Perhaps fifteen feet long from nose to hindquarters, then that again in tail.”

“Wingspan?” Rhea asked.

“The same, Highness. Thirty feet from tip to tip.”

“Hm,” Liam grunted. “Not a hatchling, but definitely still a juvenile. It’ll need to feed again soon.”

The princess lifted her gaze to the western mountains. “We need to move faster when these blasted creatures are sighted.”

Harald lowered his head. “We rang the bells as soon as we knew. The shepherd sent a whistle, but it relies on someone hearing and relaying.”

Rhea shook her head. “Not your fault. I’ll order patrols—we’ve had numerous reports, but it’s hard to narrow down its territory.  I can’t spread soldiers too thin until this damn alliance is formalized and King Thetin stops ogling our northern border.”

Harald bowed. “My congratulations on your engagement, Your Highness.”

A huff from Liam. “I’ll have the squad scout the area where the beast attacked. Was the shepherd harmed?”

“No, my lord. I’ll have him guide you.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Rhea said. “We’ll report back soon.”
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THE GROUND WHERE THE sheep had been taken was churned up. The outline of panicked hoof prints beside a muddy stream revealed where the dragon had lain in wait, then plucked its meal.

Rhea lined up her boot next to a larger print—one with four talon points at the fore and a fifth to the side. Liam sidled up and murmured, “Glad that’s not another man’s footprint or I’d be jealous.”

Rhea snorted despite the seriousness of the situation. “Like you have a problem with size.”

Her captain slid his hand around her waist. “You’ve never complained, it’s true.” He pressed a kiss to her jawbone and contemplated the trees—drooping willows that would have shielded the creature from sight until too late.

Rhea sighed and leaned into him. “I take it the others are searching the area? Not a whole lot of point, is there?”

Liam chuckled and nipped her ear with her teeth. “There is if it gives us five minutes alone. I think we should look carefully amongst those willows—see how the dragon hid itself.” He started leading her across the stream, their boots splashing in the shallows.

“Five minutes? Is that all?” she joked as they slipped between the hanging fronds.

Liam bit her neck, with just enough force to make her groan. “What I lack in time, I’ll make up for in intensity, princess.”

She only grinned as he unlaced her breeches with practiced hands, tugging them down and pushing her gently back against the trunk of the tree. Burying his face between her legs, he inhaled deeply. “I love your scent,” he said.

She sighed, hips tilting forward as his lips placed gentle kisses at the tops of her thighs and then in between. Sighs gave way to breathy moans. She twined her fingers in his thick black hair, encouraging him. His tongue slid around her peak, teasing.

“I thought... we only... had five minutes?” she demanded in between sharp breaths.

Liam’s tongue lapped straight across her center and Rhea’s knees went weak. The tree kept her upright as Liam hummed appreciatively, the vibration sending her quivering into waves of pleasure. He dipped his tongue into her core, then sucked and teased hungrily until she ached to climax. Little whimpers left her lips, then a deep moan shook her as she came. A radiant smile broke across her face as her eyes closed. She felt Liam rise, pulling her breeches up and lacing them as he kissed her with tangy, delicious lips.

“Gods, you taste good,” he murmured. “I could eat you for hours.”

Rhea sighed, wonderfully satisfied. “The only thing that tastes better than you or me is us together,” she declared, the stress of the dragon attack distant for the moment.

Liam grinned. “Perhaps tonight you could order me to your rooms and have you way with me? I dare not refuse royalty.”

Rhea shoved him, rolling her eyes. “You want to play evil queen seduces noble knight? Sure. But let’s report back first.” They left the shelter of the willow tree and climbed the opposite bank, making their way back to the horses. The rest of the squad was returning, having found no more sign of the dragon.

“Captain?” Rhea’s voice carried as she spoke more formally.

“Princess?”

She smiled, far more relaxed than when they had ridden out earlier. “Thank you.”

Liam bowed. “Any time, Your Highness. Any time.”
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Reporting back to Harald took time, so the sun was setting over the mountains behind them by the time they rode through the gates of Zivalj and up to the castle. Rhea looked forward to a hot bath and an early night that included Liam’s company. What she did not expect was a courtyard full of dismounting riders and the flag of Huon, borne by a standard bearer. She swore quietly. “Son of a–”

“Honored prince!” Liam called out from beside her, dismounting and approaching a handsome blonde man. The man turned, surprised, caught sight of Rhea, and broke into a smile. It took him from handsome to truly charming, and despite knowing who he was, she felt her heart skip a beat.

“Princess Rhea.” The blonde prince bowed. “I had hoped to clean up before meeting you. We are somewhat travel worn after the past week.”

Rhea nodded graciously, staying atop her horse for the moment. “Prince Gereon, I take it? Forgive me for not being home to greet you properly. Travel dust is secondary to hospitality.” A week’s travel hasn’t done him any harm, she thought. The foreign prince made looking grubby attractive, and the easy way he wore leather armor showed he was no slouch.

She dismounted, striding forward until they were a mere yard apart, then curtseyed, unbothered by her lack of skirts. “We just rode in from a village that suffered a dragon attack earlier today,” she told him. If he was surprised by her lack of courtliness, he hid it well. She wanted him to see that her duty to her people was greater than waiting around for visiting princes.

Not visiting, her mind whispered.

Gereon nodded gravely. “I’m sorry to hear it. Was anyone harmed?”

Pleased despite herself, Rhea shook her head. “A couple of sheep and one scared shepherd. We believe it’s a juvenile, so it’ll likely hunt again in a few days. I’ve ordered every town and village across the land to ring the bells if it’s sighted. It’s just a matter of getting there in time.”

Behind, Liam cleared his throat. “Your Highness, I can show the prince and his retinue to their quarters if you like. I’ve no doubt your father will want to welcome them at dinner.”

Rhea hid her irritation. She wasn’t annoyed at her captain for speaking up, but at her evening plans being dashed. Her father would have been informed of the prince’s arrival already and no doubt the servants were leaping into action to prepare the feast they had been planning for days.

“Of course. Prince Gereon, Lord Liam Cahill, captain of my guard.”

Gereon’s eyes assessed Liam swiftly, then gave a polite nod. “A pleasure to meet you, Lord Cahill.”

As the horses were led away and the prince escorted into the castle, Rhea eyed both men briefly before turning to thank and dismiss her squad. They saluted respectfully, not looking at the newcomer, though she was sure many were tempted. No doubt they, like her, were wondering how the foreign prince would fit into their lives.
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A FEAST THERE WAS, though not one as epic as the one that would mark her wedding. Rhea smiled pleasantly and engaged in conversation as her father sat between her and Prince Gereon. The semi-circular table on the dais meant that, while they were visible to the rest of the court, she was angled towards the newcomer, making it easier to gauge him.

Well-mannered without being obsequious, Gereon charmed King Denusake effortlessly. His questions showed an earnest interest in the kingdom to which he had come, and his opinions about wider politics reassured Rhea that the prince had a well-educated head on his shoulders, as well as a handsome one.

Despite this, her eyes kept sliding over to where Liam dined with a number of other knights and dames, their mail and leather exchanged for colorful dress tunics and pretty jewels. Rhea herself wore an elegant gown—silver and green brocade with a high neck, fitted sleeves and a form-hugging bodice. The long skirt swished heavily when she moved, and she enjoyed the weight on her legs.

“You do me much honor hosting me in such splendor,” Gereon told her father as they finished the dessert course. “I fear my travel weariness is getting the better of me, however, and I’m surprised the princess isn’t more tired from her dragon hunting today.”

The king snorted even as Rhea refrained from bristling. “Rhea can outride most knights and dames, don’t you worry.”

Gereon saw his mistake and swiftly corrected it. “I meant no disparagement, Your Grace. I was incredibly impressed to see her highness riding in this afternoon. Not many heirs are so diligent in the stewardship of their people.”

Mollified, King Denusake grunted, taking a sip of wine. “She has a strong sense of duty. She will be a great ruling queen. I’m proud of her.”

“I’m right here, father,” Rhea interjected tartly. “And if I’m half the monarch you are, I’ll be grateful. Besides, you are going to rule for many years to come.”

The king grinned affectionately and patted his daughter on the arm. “I should abdicate and enjoy my remaining years before I descend into dotage.”

The princess rolled her eyes, then caught Gereon’s startled expression. “He’s joking. He wouldn’t do that to me. Would you, father?” she intoned meaningfully.

The older man chuckled and winked at the prince. “Best acquaint yourself with our laws and customs soon, boy, lest you get put to work early!”

Rhea intervened. “Speaking of early, Prince Gereon is right—we’re being rude keeping him up after he’s traveled so far to be here. And I intend to be up at sunrise to train, father—you can save the carousing until after I’ve sorted this dragon problem.”

The king conceded, and bid
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