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      Prince Florian, the third-born son of the ruling family of the Kingdom of Dreams, pressed his tongue against the roof of his mouth in an effort to stop his mouth from stretching wide in a yawn. It was a trick his mother had taught him when he was younger and had been taken to task by his governess when she had caught him dropping his head at court one day to try to hide what was happening. Florian had complained to his mother, as how was he expected to not yawn? The ever-clever Queen had given him her secret. He clamped his jaw shut but forced his lips into a pleasant smile as the next courtier was presented to his father, mother, and the remainder of his assembled family. His middle brother, Prince Phillip, and his beautiful betrothed, the ruler of the Land of the Moors, Queen Dawn, were the guests of honor today, so sat next to the king and queen. While Florian stood to the right and slightly behind Queen Dawn, his eldest brother, Prince Henri, stood to the left and slightly behind the King’s throne, as he was the next in line, and standing beside Henri was Princess Ashe, Henri’s wife. The dais was crowded today. 

      As the fawning courtier and his heavily jowled and atrociously bejeweled wife gave their final subservient bow, their plain-faced daughter stared unashamedly at Florian as they backed away to find their assigned place in the throne room. He was now the only single royal family member and his reputation as a lover was an enticing combination to many women in the court, which he typically played upon. 

      His hazel eyes swept the room, taking little notice of the bright banners and standards with the country’s noble families’ emblems emblazoned upon them. His eyes only skimmed over the tall, carved, and deeply polished columns that held the vaulted ceiling in place and the stained-glass windows that sat high near the roof that threw a beautiful and colorful spectrum of light across the crowded room. He was thinking of the previous evening's escapades in the private garden of the capital’s richest merchant. The night had been balmy and the surroundings pleasant as he had engaged in some glorious heavy petting with the merchant’s gorgeous and off-limits daughter.   

      Excited whispers filled the room as the gathered crowd of nobles turned back expectantly toward the Master of Ceremonies. The next visiting noble to be presented on this auspicious occasion was announced, and the whispers grew into louder babble as each person exchanged what they knew about the latest arrival with their neighbor. 

      They all strained their necks in the hope to be the first to catch a glimpse of the much gossiped about Queen of the Fourth Kingdom as the large double doors slowly swung inward to reveal seven large, and Florian noted extremely handsome men standing in a tight formation. At the click of the front guard's heels, the other six men took a step outward and revealed a small, dark-haired woman in an unusual dress. Florian kept his features smooth as he took in the colorful gown; it was different from what any of the other nobles here in the Kingdom of Dreams wore, and he wondered if this is what was normal attire for the nobility in the Fourth Kingdom. The dress had a sunshine-yellow full skirt, a bright blue fitted top with puffed sleeves, a high white collar, and a rich, red cape. The Queen of the Fourth Kingdom was almost a walking rainbow, and the only reason it didn’t look ludicrous on her was the way in which she held herself as she stepped out of the circle of her bodyguards and glided down the long aisle to the waiting king and queen. 

      Florian was no longer disinterested in the proceedings. This woman was mesmerizing, and he had to have her. All thought of pursuing the merchant’s pretty daughter disappeared, and a need to know and possess this beauty became his goal. 

      Queen Wynter did not curtsy as she reached the raised platform. She instead nodded her head to each of the seated royals and to Prince Henri; her eyes only skimming over Florian, much to his chagrin. All muttering ceased within the cavernous throne room as the seated members on the dais rose with respect and bowed their heads to the queen who had thwarted the evil woman who had tried to kill her to usurp her throne. It was rumored that the true reason wasn’t to take the throne, but that the stepmother had become obsessed with her own appearance as she aged and had been told Wynter would one day blossom and surpass her beauty so had cold heartedly ordered Wynter killed. The huntsman that was supposed to take her into the woods to kill her was too soft hearted and had let Wynter run away instead. Florian wondered how much of that story was true and how much was gossip that had been changed as it was spread. Though, if he did remember that story correctly she had been rescued by a passing prince who had kissed her to wake her from the curse that had been placed on her, just like his sister-in-law to be Queen Dawn.

      All eyes were focused on the newly crowned queen, so Florian took the opportunity to admire her obvious charms.  Oh, this is going to be fun, he thought to himself as he took in her perfect features and curvy figure. As the pleasant greetings came to an end Queen Wynter was escorted to a seat close to the front, but where her seven strapping bodyguards could fan out behind her, Florian forced himself to focus once again on the boring procession of visiting nobles that had come for his brother’s betrothal ceremony. Though his eyes did linger on her face as she settled into her seat, and he caught and held her attention for a fraction longer than was entirely proper, he did, in the end, turn back to the next noble now walking down the aisle. He could have continued to stare at her and take in her pure beauty as she sat regally to one side for several candlemarks, but he was too well-trained to give in to his longing. The games would begin later.
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      The applause was resounding and satisfying, and Florian paused as he entered the tavern, a flower stem caught between his teeth. He took the pale pink rose from his mouth and bowed deeply with a sweeping gesture before standing and straightening his black velvet doublet with its silver trim, and offered the rose to a middle-aged woman who sat laughing with her husband near the door. She blushed at the gesture, which made him give her a wicked grin and earned him a flat stare from her balding partner. Florian winked at the man and knew that one of his two bodyguards would smooth things over by offering to buy him a tankard of mead once the prince moved on.

      “I have no idea what that was for,” he lied to the tavern goers. “But I thank you for the warm welcome.” 

      This drew laughter and further catcalling from a few rowdy patrons as most had heard the boast he had made to his best friend, Stic, only a few nights prior. He had claimed that he would gain an invitation to the Master Merchant’s family home and pluck a rose from the family’s fabled, secluded, and much-talked-about internal rose garden. When Stic had asked how he would know if Florian had completed the issued challenge, the prince had said that he would get the pretty daughter of the merchant to personally give him a rose after he kissed her in the aforementioned garden.

      Florian sat down in the chair opposite his waiting friend and adjusted the sword that hung at his side so it sat more comfortably. “It would seem you have again lost another wager,” the too-handsome prince spoke as he waved his hand to summon the serving girl. “A tankard of mead for my friend and me,” he ordered. 

      The small tavern, with its clean tables and decent food and ale, was a popular place for the younger nobles of the city. It afforded them a relatively safe place to find entertainment while getting away from the ever-watchful eye of their parents. The other patrons of the place had a clear understanding that whatever was said or occurred in the Wild Ram stayed within the walls of the Wild Ram. Early on, there had been several mishaps and unusual happenings to those who spoke out of turn, and that now kept everyone in check without anything needing to be done or said. The owner, Eli, had made it clear that there were to be no weapons in the place, nor bodyguards; but the prince was the prince, and like everything else in his small world, the rules didn’t apply to him.

      The serving girl returned with their drinks and Stic paid for them, as was the norm when he lost a wager. 

      After taking a long draught of the drink, Stic wiped his hand across his mouth and sat back in his chair. “I think I have come up with the ultimate challenge for you, if you care to really test your metal and skill.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” scoffed Florian as he winked at the serving wench behind the bar, only half paying attention to his friend. “Besides, I have already issued myself a new conquest.”

      Stic laughed and took a swig of his heavy mug. “Really? And what is your reward?”

      Florian looked to his friend and took in his mischievous green eyes and blonde, closely trimmed beard. “Truthfully, I think she is the conquest and the reward.”

      The smaller man moved closer to his friend and said in a low voice, “I was thinking that this challenge might be big enough that it may earn you the reward you have been wanting since you learned my secret.” He arched an eyebrow at him. “You have been trying to gain it for so long.”

      “Maybe I don’t want it anymore.” Florian tried to look nonchalant, but they both knew it to be false. That, after all, was Stic’s gift. Somehow, he always knew the truth.

      Stic sat back in his chair as the serving girl placed Florian’s customary plate of cold meat, cheese, and warm bread on the table. “So, you are not even mildly interested in my challenge? It has a time factor, a seduction, and a heist, and if you do it all without being caught and imprisoned, or hung, I promise to give you what you want.”

      Florian’s curiosity was peaked. He wanted to know what the challenge was, and his ego was not going to let him walk away once he did. Instead of taking the bait, he slowly carved a piece of cheese and piled it onto a chunk of bread then added a thick slice of cured meat. The prince chewed slowly, knowing that it would irritate his friend. They both knew, in the end, he would hear the challenge and as he had never backed down from one, he would accept it, but this time it was for much higher stakes. If Stic felt he could bet the ultimate prize as a reward, he must be fairly confident that Florian would not be able to complete the challenge. “So, we know what you will give me if I win, but what do you want from me in the highly unlikely event I lose?” Florian asked as he took up his cup.

      The attractive, smaller man with his sharp features and perfect smile leaned in and whispered in Florian’s ear. “What I have always wanted.” His breath was hot, and Florian tried to ignore the unexpected flush of desire that crept through his body. “You.” Stic sat back in his chair and slowly traced his index finger around the top of his goblet as he watched the prince through his blond eyelashes.

      This statement should have shocked Florian, but somehow he had always known that this was Stic’s end game, just as much as what he wanted from his friend was his own. “So this is it? The time has come?” He cut another slice of cheese as if nothing out of the ordinary had been spoken. 

      Stic broke eye contact and indicated to the girl behind the bar that they each needed another drink. “Are you interested in those terms?”

      “As I have never failed a challenge you have set, I think I can be confident in being amenable to your conditions, but let us hear the impossible task first.”

      “That is only fair. You have five days, as that is how long the celebrations will last, to seduce three women of my choosing. You must also discover their most valuable possession, steal it, and give it to me. My powers are minor, but I can determine if it is indeed their most coveted item.”

      Florian considered it. Seducing three women into giving him their secret was not as difficult as most would think. While his older brothers had concentrated on being good soldiers and princes, he had decided to use his good looks and charming ways for his own gratification, and had learned how to get a woman to do what he wanted with very little effort. “That’s it? There must be a bigger catch?”

      Stic shrugged, but didn’t elaborate or give anything away. Florian thought the wager over and then he paused as Stic’s words sunk in. He would choose the women. “Who are the three women? I have standards to maintain, you know.”

      “They are all beautiful, noble, and within your acceptable age bracket. It wouldn’t be much of a challenge if I wanted you to sleep with someone desperate—that would make it too easy for you.” Stic was clearly enjoying himself as he drained the tankard and started on the fresh one that had been placed before them. “You up for the challenge?”

      “Who are the women?”

      “You have to accept to find out.”

      Florian stopped chewing and watched a slow grin make its way across his friend’s features. There was something he wasn’t telling him, but he would only know what it was once he agreed to the terms of the bet. He needed to know who these women were. Damn Stic and his clever manipulation of the prince’s need to never back down and be the best at whatever he did. Without further preamble, Florian stuck out his hand. “On the condition you give me all three names now.”

      Stic took the proffered hand and they both solemnly shook. The agreement had been made. “You must seduce and bring me the most valued item of Queen Wynter.”

      The prince kept his features serene. Queen Wynter was who he had planned to bed anyway; adding the theft of a trinket would be no hardship. This was going to be easy. They kept their arms clasped together as Stic announced the second woman. “Queen Dawn.”

      Florian tried to keep his face from showing any surprise as Stic named the woman who had just become engaged to his brother, and who all the nobles of the Kingdom of Dreams and surrounding nations had come to celebrate the betrothal of. How was he going to get her into his bed? He didn’t doubt his ability to do it, just that it could be done in five days. A twisted thought entered his head as he considered who the final woman would be. Suddenly, the idea of the stakes took on a whole new meaning. It was not going to be as easy to earn his prize from Stic as he originally thought. “Let me guess.’ Florian let a sly smile play on his full lips, not showing anything other than bravado at the situation; though, if he took a moment to reflect on how he felt, he would have to admit his heart was beating a little quicker with the anticipation of what was to come. “The third woman you want me to sleep with and steal from is my sister-in-law, Princess Ashe?”
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      The arrow struck the bullseye and the crowd cheered. It was the first bullseye for the tournament, and Prince Phillip had been the one to accomplish it. He smiled and waved to the assembled nobles and rich merchants who were in attendance. Florian took little notice of the goings-on as he swung his arms in wide arcs before holding one arm across his chest and then the other as he stretched his muscles. Phillip had been the fourth to compete, Henri would be the sixth, and Florian would be last, in twelfth. The rest of the competing field was made up of ruling nobles or their sons looking to impress the king.

      Phillip was an above-average archer, but where he excelled was with a heavy sword and shield. He had proven himself by slaying a dragon. Even though, technically, it had been a witch transformed into a dragon, it had still had razor-sharp teeth, breathed fire, and was larger than the average barn. Phillip had declared he wanted to compete in the archery tournament as he would not be hunting on the morrow and wanted to mix with those that had come to celebrate his engagement.

      Henri was a better archer than Phillip, and Florian took him more seriously when he stepped up to take his turn. He stopped his stretching and moved to the front of where all the competitors had gathered, no one telling him off for standing in front of them. There were always perks to being
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