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Note to readers

 

I wish to thank you for the purchase of the first book in the series, The Rienfield Chronicles, entitled The Treasure of Gwenlais.

The world I have created, comes from the inspiration of both my Scottish heritage and my husband’s Irish descent, with pride and respect for both cultures. The beauty of the Scottish Highlands, as well as the lush rolling meadows of Ireland, serve as a backdrop for the mythical realm of Rienfield. Many of the names of villages and towns that are used are actual names of towns and villages of Scotland and Ireland. They are used in direct correlation for what their rich past made them known for and is applied with loving respect for their history in the story. Many of the names of the characters are Irish, Scottish, or Gaelic, again showing my love and admiration for our heritages. The characters also speak Old Irish, from time to time, referring to it as ‘old speak.’ I hope you will find this as fascinating and beautiful as I did.

You will find the Kingdoms of Gwenlais and Heathwin filled with wonder, danger, adventure, romance, love of family as well as betrayal. 

The people, races, and beings, will beckon you to return and visit, over and again, sharing in their joys, sorrows, tragedies and triumphs.

So my friends, find your comfortable reading place, and immerse yourself in the lives of the warm, courageous, humorous, and sometimes frightening characters, which make up the world of Rienfield.

With warmest regards; M.T. Magee  
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Prologue 

Princess Laurel of Gwenlais, finds herself tragically and quickly thrust into a world of danger, so unlike the idyllic and sheltered life she has known. These dangers from an unknown enemy, also unexpectedly throw her into the arms of Caleb, the warrior Prince of Heathwin, the nearby Kingdom with whom Gwenlais has a tense alliance.  The more refined people of Gwenlais, find their neighbors and protectors of the West necessary, but consider them uncouth and sometimes barbaric. The long and bloody feud between Heathwin, and the mysterious, frightening, and misunderstood, race of beings, called the Rabkins, had finally reached an uneasy truce, by the hard-fought and diligent efforts of Prince Caleb. This fragile agreement was soon shattered by an attack from outside; that threaten both Kingdoms of Gwenlais and Heathwin. Laurel and Caleb find themselves, not only fighting for the peace and existence of their Kingdoms but fighting for their newfound love that is imperiled at every turn from a nameless enemy, and their own people as well. Laurel follows her calling by beginning her training in the ancient healing arts of the Ollams. She soon finds that her skills may be needed to heal more than just the physical wounds of others, but also the wounds of the heart, long put-upon by the people of both she and Caleb’s Kingdoms, by the mistrust and bigotries of either side. As they draw closer together, they discover just how far this unknown enemy has gone to tear them apart from within. They must together, find a way to rise above old and long-standing prejudices, and form a much stronger alliance in order to fight against the new enemy from outside of their borders that threatens their very survival.

This is the epic world of Rienfield. A world filled with beauty, danger, amazing races, and cultures. You will find the love and strong ties of family, as well as romance, humor, adventure and tragedy, all while the people and beings of Rienfield search for peace and truth in their way of life.
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 1: THE TRAGEDY OF GWENLAIS 
The young woman’s frantic breathing became faster as she ran through the heavy long grassy field. She nearly tripped on her skirts as they became tangled in the vegetation. The terrifying cries from behind caused her to look back at the horror that was unfolding.  

“Run Laurel! Run! Do not stop!” her mother, Queen Milna, screamed at her in desperation.  

The last thing she saw before turning back around was a towering dark creature noticing her escape and beginning to take chase. The long bird-like legs carrying it at horrifying speed. She screamed as it drew near and began to close the distance between them. She could hear its labored breathing as it continued its pursuit. She turned once again only to see the creature catching up to her. It shrieked at her in fury as she looked at it. Its enormous crimson eyes filled with hatred, the long pointed ears folded back behind its deer shaped head, with long human-like arms, pumping furiously as it ran. She turned to face forward trying to block the terror that was overtaking her mind, fear pushing her to run faster. At any moment, she would be close enough for her screams for help to be heard, she was almost at the river. The Sentinel river camp was just over the other side. But too late, she felt its long clawed fingers grab her hair and push her to the ground. She landed with crushing force; she felt blood rush out of her mouth as she bit down on her lower lip. She was unable to move, the pain in her head was excruciating. The creature grabbed her hair once more and threw her over onto her back. It knelt down beside her, making low guttural sounds. It brought its strangely beautiful, but terrifying face closer to hers. It began to speak in an almost musical voice, words she did not understand.

 

Suddenly and without warning, it then shrieked at her again raising a clawed hand to deliver a final blow.  Laurel, unable to scream, closed her eyes waiting for it to come. The blow never reached its intended mark, for in that instant there was the sound of pounding hoof beats, a deafening roar, and the sound of metal ripping through flesh. There was a rasping hiss of a last breath, followed by a heavy thud which shook the ground under her.  Laurel opened her eyes and saw the severed head of the creature only a few inches from her face.  She then let out a scream of terror and revulsion, as she struggled to sit up and move away from the hideous sight. In her terror, she was completely unaware of the tall, dark-haired man leaping down from his enormous horse, and coming over to her.  

He sheathed his bloody sword and quickly stooped down and gathered her in his arms. He could hear the desperate shouts and screams coming from the village. As the large group on horseback that was with him galloped up, he shouted the order to continue to the village to see what could be done for whoever was there, well knowing there would be more than one of the creatures that had attacked Laurel. They immediately thundered past him, followed by an enormous animal called a Scimitar cat, also known as a Hunter, running with them. 

 

Laurel was too blind with fear to realize she was safely in the arms of her rescuer and began screaming uncontrollably and fighting with all the strength she had left.

“Your Highness, it is all right!  Please calm down!  You will hurt yourself,” the man said commandingly.  

She was unable to heed his words, her mind only thinking of survival. The man laid her upon the ground taking both her arms and holding them down to her sides.

“Laurel!  Look at me!  It is me, Caleb,” he said, firmly but calmly. 

Caleb, the Prince of Heathwin, the Chief and Commander of the Sentinels who protected the two Kingdoms of Gwenlais and his own realm of Heathwin. 

“Open your eyes and look at me,” he spoke, with a much calmer tone.  

His deep voice sounding comforting, as he spoke in the rich accent of a Westerner. Laurel stopped struggling and slowly opened her eyes to find him sitting on the ground, using his arms to support his torso as he leaned above her. He smiled, as her eyes registered recognition. His handsome face, softening as he released his firm grip from her arms.  

“Caleb, it is you,” she sobbed.

“Yes. It is me. You are safe now,” he replied softly.

The young woman bolted straight up and threw herself into his arms sobbing uncontrollably.  Caleb wrapped his arms around her, holding one hand to the back of her head smoothing her long chestnut hair and making soothing sounds as he did so. Her body shook violently with her sobs at times almost choking her, from being unable to catch her breath.

“I…I can….cannot breathe,” she gasped trying to speak. 

Caleb gently released his embrace, and pulled her away from him, just enough for her to face him.  Her eyes still wide with terror, her face horribly pale, her lower lip bloodied and swollen.  Caleb removed his leather gloves, and taking her face in his hands, lifted it towards his, willing her to look at him.

“You must relax Laurel. Take in your breath, hold it. Now slowly let it out,” he spoke, barely above a whisper. 

Laurel looked into the eyes she knew so well, and for just a heartbeat’s moment, she felt herself lost in the intense blueness of them. Westerners were known for their striking blue eyes, his almost black hair that reached the nape of his neck, making his eyes even more penetrating and vivid.  Prince Caleb was just twenty-eight seasons, his face neither looked boyish or older, only wiser and more experienced than his age would have otherwise belied. She watched him release his breath as well and found herself mimicking his actions.  Laurel’s breathing began to slowly calm and the spasms that racked her body begin to subside.

 

The Sentinels charged into the village, the stench of blood and death were the first things to assault them. That and the screams of the surviving villagers. Prince Aiden could only shout out his anger and shock at the sight that was before him. The dozen or so Rabkins that were there had mercilessly ravaged the village, the torn and broken bodies of the villagers lay scattered everywhere, mostly of women and the old ones. Three children sat screaming by their mother’s body desperately clutching her hand begging her to hold them to protect them from the monsters. Aiden’s heart and mind filled with wrath as he screamed at the Sentinels to attack and show no mercy as the Rabkins turned in surprise at the sudden onslaught, ready to fight for their lives. Aiden swung his sword and sliced through the first Rabkin he encountered. A Sentinel was violently thrown from his horse as the force of a Rabkin staff piercing his chest hit him. Another Rabkin, threw a body of one of its victims at Aiden, trying to force him to stop his deadly pursuit. The body caused him to fall off his horse. As he recovered from his fall, he yelled in rage and disgust, then leaped upon the back of the Rabkin attempting to escape.  Aiden thrust his sword through the back of its head, as it made one last scream before falling lifelessly to the ground. The enormous Hunter attacked the Rabkins with deadly efficiency and skill. The four colored stones embedded in the Hunter’s head glowed each time it found and destroyed its target. A lone Sentinel, Rian, known as a Keeper, was close by on horseback, watching the animal’s movements intently. He touched the matching stones he wore on a copper bracer, occasionally yelling out single word commands to the Hunter. Quickly the Sentinels found that the battle had suddenly ended, with at least half the Rabkins dead, the rest being pursued into the forest. Prince Aiden stood for a moment catching his breath, the reality of the horror of the attack on the village, brought into focus. All that could be heard was the cries and screams of terrified children, desperately calling out to their mothers, only to receive no answer in reply. Aiden began to look frantically among the dead, calling out to a nearby Sentinel to help him.

 

“Rian! Help me find her! Help me find the Queen!” he called out, in his anguish.  

As they looked among the bodies, a voice off to his left called out to him. “Sire, I have found her!” an older Sentinel called.

The battle hardened Sentinel kneeled down, his eyes misting over in sadness as he looked upon the broken body of Queen Milna, Queen of Gwenlais.

Aiden and the young Sentinel Rian ran over.  The Queen’s body lay among her guards and her fellow Ollams, healers from Gwenlais.  They had not left the side of their beloved Queen, choosing to be with her, sharing her tragic fate.  Two dead Rabkins also lay among the bodies, as Milna’s guards fought ferociously, to protect their Queen.  Aiden knelt beside Queen Milna, noting even in death, her beauty still remained, and the kindness of her soul still could be seen on her calm face.  Unsure how he would be able to tell her daughter, Laurel, what had happened to her mother.

“Take the Queen’s body and cover her, we will need to prepare to take her back to Gwenlais,” Aiden said, his voice choked with emotion.

Just as they began to move her, one of the guards they thought dead, began to stir and cough. They rushed to his side, Aiden taking his water skin gave him a drink.

“Her Majesty, the Princess,” the guard said, his voice croaked. “Are they safe?” he asked desperately.

“The Princess is safe,” Aiden answered him quietly. “Her mother did not survive; we are taking care of her now,” Aiden finished, bowing his head in grief.

The guard began to openly sob, his body shaking with his despair.

“You did all you could,” Aiden spoke in a soothing tone, “You were completely outnumbered,” pausing for a moment, to allow the man to express his grief. “Why was the Queen here?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“It was a mercy mission to heal the sick. The children and the old ones were suddenly falling ill. The Queen insisted she lead this mission herself, as the village borders both realms, she felt it was her duty,” the guard spoke through his choking sobs.

Aiden embraced the shaken and battered guard briefly and then stood.

As he looked about the village, he saw that the bodies of the villagers had been moved to one area, covered with tarps and sheets gathered from the barns and houses. He walked over to his horse and swung up quickly to go find his brother, to tell him the tragic news of Queen Milna, dreading Laurel’s reaction.

 

“There now, much better,” Caleb replied still speaking quietly, as he gently pulled the Princess to him again.  

Laurel was able to breathe easier. Her mind trying to comprehend what she had just gone through. Her head against his chest she concentrated on his steady breathing and closed her eyes to try to force her mind and body to calm down. With one brief shudder, she was finally able to take a full and deep breath, letting it out in a long and soft sigh.  

“The creatures, the Rabkins, they were everywhere, they came so quickly. They attacked the villagers without any warning. They began killing everyone, except the children. The villagers kept screaming, running in all directions. Oh, Caleb, it was so horrible, I was not able to reach my mother in the confusion. I do not even know if she is alright. We were told you may be on Patrol. She yelled for me to run to the river for help, and that is when one of them came after me,” Laurel spoke in a shaking voice, beginning to cry again.  

Caleb looked at her, sadness and compassion in his eyes. Too many times he had heard this heartbreaking description from others, with only a few of the details changed.

“The Rabkins, Laurel, are not mindless monsters, or creatures. Their attacks are well planned and usually with a specific purpose,” Caleb explained to her. 

“But why would they attack this village. What would they gain from it?” Laurel implored him, with tearful confusion.

“I do not know,” Caleb answered softly, his voice filled with remorse.

He felt powerless, unable to offer her any words of comfort. He reached over and put his hand on one side of her face, the only thing he could do to try to ease her pain. Just then Aiden came riding up, from the direction of the village.  He dismounted from his horse walking over to where they were still sitting on the ground, his long strides taking him there quickly.  Aiden’s handsome young face was drawn with sadness and fatigue, his deep blue eyes filled with tears of frustration as he looked over at the Princess.

“Caleb, I must speak with you alone,” his voice filled with emotion.

Caleb stood up quickly approaching his brother; they began to talk in hushed tones.  Aiden glanced at Laurel when she noticed Caleb suddenly hang his head. Her heart began pounding in her chest, as her mind raced at the thought of what they were discussing.  Laurel stood up with shaking legs and began to walk towards them. Aiden nodded in her direction as she approached, Caleb turning quickly to face her.  

“What is it? What news of my mother?  Is she alright?” she asked imploringly.  

Beginning to tremble uncontrollably she noticed they did not answer, they only looked at her with sad faces, filled with despair. 

“No! No! No!” Laurel began to wail.  

The sound of her anguish, breaking the hearts of the battle hardened brothers.  Caleb walked over to her quickly and held her fast to him, as he nodded over to Aiden, and then motioned over to his brother’s horse. Aiden, realizing what Caleb wanted, walked over and leapt upon his horse and walked it over slowly to where his brother and Laurel stood.

“Laurel, you must go with Aiden now. You are hurt and need someone to tend to your injuries,” Caleb said as he lifted her struggling form into Aiden’s waiting arms.  

She continued to struggle in Aiden’s grasp, pleading with Caleb to let her go back to the village.

“Please, please Caleb,” she sobbed pitifully. “Please let me go to my mother.  I need to see her.  Please Sire, let me say goodbye,” she continued to implore him. 

Reaching her hands out to him, in desperate pleading sobs. Aiden was weeping openly as he held her tightly.  Caleb could not bear to see her in such a state.  He took Laurel’s hands and gently kissed them which silenced her cries.

“We will bring you back, but only for a short while. Then you must let Aiden return you to Gwenlais.  It is not safe for you to be here,” Caleb said to her, in a soothing tone.  

Laurel could only nod her head, and relaxed her struggles, as she leaned heavily against Aiden’s chest. Caleb returned to his horse and quickly made their way back to the village.  As they approached, Laurel could see the rest of the company walking about the village, looking for survivors and covering the casualties with heavy cloths. Dead Rabkins were placed in a heap, with heavy pieces of kindling placed upon them, as two of the men were getting ready to set the fire.  Laurel noticed one of the casualties had been placed apart from the others and was also covered. She let out a gasp and brought her hand to her mouth as she realized why this was. When the horses stopped only a few feet from where the body was laid, her worst fears were realized. She began to sob silently, her body shaking as she was helped off Aiden’s horse. The group of Sentinels noticed the two Princes leading Laurel over to the cloth covered form, and they also approached in silence.  As they stood over the body for a moment Caleb put a strong arm around the Princess’s shoulder pulling her closer, her head touching just below his chin. She grasped one of his hands in both of hers and waited for Aiden, who was now kneeling, to pull the covering off the face of the still form. The Prince gently and respectfully pulled the covering away, revealing the face of Milna, the Queen of Gwenlais. Laurel’s legs gave way, and she would have fallen if Caleb had not been there to steady her.  He helped her to kneel down next to her mother’s body, as she began to sob uncontrollably.  Smoothing her mother’s hair and kissing her face, she spoke over and over again how sorry she was, and how much she loved her. Caleb placed a hand gently on her back and nodded to his brother to once again cover the Queen’s face. As Aiden did so, Caleb pulled Laurel tenderly away from her mother’s body, and held her close to calm her. The company of Sentinels standing in silence were moved by both the girl’s despair, and how kind and compassionate their leader was. Some were weeping openly; others bowed their heads in respect.  Suddenly, a tall, stunningly beautiful woman, with raven hair and ice blue eyes appeared.  She was dressed as the other Sentinels, a long black leather riding coat, leather studded vest, with light leather britches and copper bracers at her wrist, with a sword sheathed at her side. Her long hair was pulled tightly back so as not to be a hindrance.

“What is all this?” she demanded coldly. “We have no time for such maudlin. The trackers are already on the trail of the escaped vermin. Let the girl say her goodbyes and be done with it!” she spat out cruelly.

“Morene!  You will not speak this way!” Caleb shouted back at her.  

He stood up quickly moving over to where the woman stood, taking her arm and directing her away from the Princess. Aiden scowled in their direction and walked over to Laurel, still kneeling next to her mother’s form.

“Come Laurel. Let us move over here next to the fire,” he said, compassionately guiding her away.  

Though they were still able to hear the heated conversation the couple was having. 

“How can you be so cruel?  The girl has just lost her mother,” Caleb said gratingly.

“They too have just lost their mothers!” Morene shouted, pointing to a group of children huddled around another fire that was made for them. “And she is the oldest among them. What is she now, in her eighteenth season?  She does nothing but dishonor her mother’s memory, with her blubbering,” she continued, in her heartless tone.

“I am begging you, wife,” Caleb spoke, through gritted teeth, “stop speaking this way and lower your voice,” his blue eyes blazing intensely.

“Do not address me as such in front of the men.  When we are hunting Rabkins, I am not your wife,” Morene answered back sharply.

“Please, I mean no disrespect to either of you,” a small voice interrupted.

They both looked in the direction from where the voice was coming from.

“I feel Lady Morene is right Sire. This is not the time or place to mourn my loss when others are suffering as well. One thing my mother taught me was that an Ollam must never put their own pain before another’s suffering,” Laurel said quietly.  

She stood looking calmer and more determined though her eyes were swollen from crying, her lip still bruised and bloodied. 

“I wish to help the children who have suffered so greatly. My mother would have wanted me to,” Laurel said, with quiet determination.

Caleb smiled at her bravery while Morene only smirked her disinterest.

“Very well your Highness. But I feel you need to look after yourself first, the children will only be distressed by your appearance,” Caleb replied.

Laurel gingerly touched her swollen lip and realized she was still bleeding.

Caleb walked over to her and said softly, “Aiden will attend to you and assist you with whatever you need.  Then when you and the children are fit to travel, Aiden and a group of Sentinels will take you back to Gwenlais. I have already sent a messenger ahead to tell your father what has taken place. They will be ready for you when you arrive,” he spoke in deep soft voice.  

Caleb noticed her eyes filling with tears again at the mention of her father.

“Laurel, I am truly sorry for your loss,” Caleb spoke softly, and with empathy. “You are a strong young woman, you will get through this,” he said warmly, touching the side of her face.

“Thank you.  I will do my best to honor my mother’s memory,” she said, as Caleb leaned down, and lightly kissed her cheek, and turned to walk away.

“Caleb!” Laurel suddenly called out to him.  

He turned back around as she walked up to him. Laurel quickly embraced him leaning her head into his chest 

“Thank you for saving my life,” she whispered, then pulled away not waiting for a reply.  

She walked towards Aiden, who was heating a pot of water for her to wash her wounds.  Caleb smiled and turned away heading in the direction of the group that was waiting for him.  All were on horseback, Morene, and almost two dozen Sentinels. The young Sentinel Rian was preparing the Hunter to track the escaped Rabkins. Caleb now seated on his very large steed, moved his horse in the direction of the others as they began to move into the nearby forest. The trackers had found signs of the Rabkins, who escaped their fellows’ demise, heading deep into the woods. With weapons at the ready, Caleb gave the order for Rian to bring the Hunter forward, in order for her to begin to track the Rabkins. 

“What was that display all about?” Morene asked with disgust, at the emotions shown.

“She thanked me for saving her life,” Caleb replied dryly.

“You would not have had to if they were not here in the first place. What were they doing here this far out?” Morene asked, in an irritated voice.

“You heard Laurel. Her mother was not just the Queen; she was an Ollam. They were evidently here on some mercy mission of healing the sick. When an Ollam takes their vow in the service of others, they will not refuse a plea for their assistance. No matter where it is needed,” Caleb replied, not hiding the respect in his voice.

“I see. Well, you certainly seem to know a great deal about it. Why is that?” Morene asked slyly, smirking at him.

“Queen Milna was a dear friend of my mother. You know this. She too will be greatly distressed by the news of her death,” Caleb said, his voice sounding distant.  

Caleb paused for a moment noticing Morene still smirking at him.

“Why are you looking at me that way? Are you being intentionally irritating?” he asked sharply.

“I just found your affectionate displays for the Princess to be completely pitiful. It made you look like a weak emotional fool in front of the men,” Morene said, not hiding her contempt.

“I have known the Princess her entire life.  There was no reason to act any differently. Why does it bother you Morene?  If I did not know better, I would say you were jealous,” Caleb replied sarcastically.

“Do not be ridiculous. You know we do not care for each other enough to be so pathetic, as to feel jealousy.  I do however find it appalling that you have no concern what your men think of you,’’ Morene spat out disdainfully.

“I have no fear that the men find me weak or pathetic. They are all loyal to me, and my family and Heathwin, and would gladly give their lives for us, as they know I would do the same for anyone of them.  Compassion is a powerful thing Morene, you should try it one day,” Caleb replied sardonically.

Morene just simply groaned in disgust and moved her horse ahead of the group.  As she distanced herself from Caleb, one of the men rode forward to ride next to him.  

“Excuse me my Liege, but there is something of a curiosity that I need to speak with you about,” stated Tolemais, his second in command.  

A hardened warrior, who had served with his father since he was a youth.  He was built like a stone wall. Bald, but with a long full beard which had beads of copper braided into it, a gift from his wife. Each time he would return home safely from a Patrol mission she would braid a new bead into his beard.  He wore them with pride, often shining them with a soft cloth.

“What is it that you need to discuss?” Caleb asked, still irked by Morene’s demeanor.

“The villagers. We noticed that only the adults were among the dead, all women. The children were all spared.  This is not like the Rabkins at all. When a village is attacked, there are no survivors, only those who manage to escape or hide,” Tolemais said, his voice deep and gravelly.

“Yes, I noticed that myself. It was something Laurel mentioned as well.  Why do you suppose this was done?  It certainly seemed to be a deliberate act,” Caleb replied, curiosity furrowing his brow.  

“Aye that it was. One of the young ones told us that they just ignored them. Walked right by them as they were huddled together, by one of the hay carts,” Tolemais said, with a bemused expression.

Caleb looked at Tolemais with growing concern and perplexity.

“No, this makes no sense at all,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

Suddenly a signal was heard, and everyone came to full alert.  Caleb urged his horse forward and went to the young tracker that alerted the group. 

 “What is it?” Caleb asked, in a whispered tone.  

The tracker who was off his horse and on the ground examining the forest floor.

“A blood trail Sire. It goes on for a short distance then stops over the knoll just down there,” he whispered back, pointing a stone’s throw away. 

The Hunter suddenly crouched, her ears lay back, making a soft growl.

Caleb felt the presence of the Rabkin nearby.  He could feel its hate and fear. 

“It is close,” he whispered.

They all took out their weapons and dismounted, moving very slowly forward, toward the place the tracker had pointed out to them.  As they made their way towards the mossy knoll, there was a sudden rush of movement from the underbrush, as they prepared to attack whatever was coming out at them. In a flurry of movement, a fat clumsy bird flew out of the brush, screaming in fear as it hurried to get away. Some of the men cursed out loud as they recovered from the shock of movement. Then suddenly without warning the Hunter gave a low growl and leaped forward, the moss covered knoll exploded as the wounded Rabkin leaped out in front of them. It screamed its fury, grabbing the first man within its grasp and hurtling the man’s body against a tree, as if he were a child’s toy, making a sickening breaking sound as he hit. Caleb cursed as he screamed the command to attack the towering Rabkin.  The wounded Rabkin fought furiously, swinging a massive tree branch like a sword, as the Sentinels continued the onslaught.  

“Remember do not kill him,” Caleb yelled above the fury. “We need answers, keep him from escaping! Rian, call the Hunter back, make her get off the Rabkin,” Caleb commanded. At that moment, the Rabkin tore the nearest sword away from its owner and thrust it through its own chest. Screaming its last breath it lurched forward crashing to the ground. The men all stood in stunned silence; their labored breathing was all that could be heard. After a few moments, Morene stepped forward still panting from the battle.

“Why did it take its own life? They always fight to the death! Why would it do this?” she demanded.  

Without an answer, Caleb looked over to where the body of the young man was, who had been attacked and moved over to examine him.  

“Tolemais, what was this young man’s name?” Caleb asked his second.

“That would be young Taran, my Liege,” Tolemais answered, his voice heavy and sad. “He was just instated, for not more than three months. He was an only son; his mother is widowed Sire, with two younger daughters.”  

Caleb knelt next to the young man’s body and drew his hand down the Sentinel’s face, closing his still opened eyes.  Caleb then rose and spoke to Tolemais in a low voice.  

“Have two men go and return his body. Make sure that his mother receives his full compensation and give her widow compensation as well,” Caleb said, with a heavy heart, as it saddened him greatly to see a life lost so soon. 

“As you wish Sire,” Tolemais said respectfully.  

It impressed him to see the Prince show such concern for the young man’s family.  Tolemais soon started barking orders, and two Sentinels appeared and began to take young Taran away.  

“What is going on Caleb?  We cannot stop for this now.  We must continue with the pursuit of the others,” Morene began to protest.  

“We do not leave anyone behind, alive or dead; you know this. The trail is fresh we will find them,” he said angrily, weary of her constantly challenging his actions and authority. 

He then gave the command to remount and move out. They traveled for several hours until it was almost dusk. The scouts sent ahead, had returned telling them a small Rabkin homestead was just over the hill. They again dismounted, and with weapons drawn, Caleb gave the order to move in.

 

Laurel began to tear fresh herbs she had found in the village garden and then added them to a pot of steaming water.  The soothing scent of the herbs rose with the steam slowly filling the air with a calming fragrance. Removing the pot from off the fire she then added cool water, just enough to allow her to put her hand in with a clean cloth. Taking the pot of water with her she walked over to the group of children, handing them each a piece of clean cloth Aiden had helped her to gather.  She instructed them to each put their cloth in the scented warm water and put it to their faces, breathing in the comforting vapors. The children did as they were instructed, happy to have Laurel with them, giving them a feeling of security amid the chaos. Two of the Sentinels, whom Aiden had put to service for whatever Laurel needed, came with food that was able to be salvaged from the village. There was bread, smoked meat, apples, and a pot of boiled potatoes. The children began to eat heartily, their minds and bodies exhausted from their ordeal. They were a group of twenty children, ranging in ages from fourteen to just over one season.  Laurel took the youngest child into her arms and began to feed him some of the soft boiled potatoes. She was still reeling from the horror she herself had experienced. Her feelings of helplessness and guilt, of not being able to save her mother, pushed to the back of her mind, as she focused on helping the children.

“My Lady,” one of the older girls addressed her, “do you know if our fathers and brothers will be home soon from the fields?” she asked in desperation.  

Laurel looked up at the girl as she suddenly found all eyes upon her. Their frightened little faces eager for her answer.  

“I do not know. I am still waiting to hear from Prince Aiden where they all are,” she tried to be as reassuring in her tone as possible, smiling as she spoke.  

“Why did the monsters come to our village?” a young boy asked.

Laurel looked at him and gave a sad smile, wishing she could say something to give them comfort.  

“I am so sorry children; I wish I had answers for you. I do not know any more than you do I am afraid,” she said, smiling at them sadly. 

They hung their heads and began picking at their food. Suddenly, there was the sound of loud, excited voices. A group of men, young and older, were being led towards the children by Aiden. Some of the children ran towards them with arms outstretched, as they recognized their fathers and brothers. The happiness of finding their loved ones alive elicited cries of joy from the children and adults, tempered by the grief for those who had been killed. Laurel found herself weeping freely for both the happiness she saw on the faces of the children embracing their family members, and the pain and emptiness in her heart, that she felt from her own loss. A young man approached her, tears streaming down his face, as he saw his child smiling and laughing, his chubby little arms reaching for him. She handed the child over to his father’s waiting arms. As he embraced his son, he looked over to Laurel, with eyes filled with both sadness and joy.  

“I thank you, my Lady, for caring for my son. I only wish his mother could be here to share my joy in finding him safe,” he said to her, his voice shaking with tears.

“You are most welcome; I only wish I could have done more,” Laurel answered, smiling through her tears.  

He smiled back, giving her a respectful, quick bow of his head, and rejoined the other villagers.  Laurel used the backs of her hands to wipe her eyes, as she noticed Aiden walking over to her.

“Your mother would have been very proud of you today,” Aiden said, as he placed his hands on her shoulders.  

“I hope she would be,” she said her voice breaking with emotion, as she began to cry again. “Oh Aiden, I cannot believe she is gone,” she spoke as she brought her hands up to her face and began to sob, her shoulders shaking from the force of her despair.  

Aiden gently pulled her into his arms, not speaking, simply holding her, allowing her to surrender to the grief she felt.  When Aiden felt her body relax from the spasms that her tears caused, he pulled her from him just enough, for him to look down into her eyes.  He smiled at her tenderly before he spoke, waiting for her to gain control of her breathing, and emotions, as she slowly looked up at him.

“We will have to leave soon Laurel.  I have been able to convince the rest of the villagers to leave with us.  They will first have a funeral pyre, and then we will depart for Gwenlais,” Aiden spoke calmly, but his voice had a twinge of urgency, anxious for them to be on their way. 

His brother had entrusted him to safely bring the Princess back to her home. He had no intentions of failing either one of them. 

“I understand,” Laurel spoke quietly, her throat sore and swollen from crying. “It just feels so strange not having her next to me; we arrived here yesterday evening.  I spoke with her this morning. It does not seem real. Is this how you felt when you lost Corrin?” she asked him. 

Then suddenly realizing what she said, began to apologize profusely. Her eyes widened with the shock of her own words.  

“Oh, Aiden! Please forgive me! I did not mean to be so selfish and insensitive to your pain. I know how much you loved her. I am so sorry,” Laurel said with regret.  

She hugged him tightly, pressing her face into his chest.  Aiden smiled down at her, touched by her reaction to the thought of hurting him. He placed his hand under her chin lifting her face up to look at him.

“It is all right Laurel; I know you meant nothing hurtful. Yes, I did love her very much. And yes it does feel unreal when someone you see every day is suddenly gone. Your mind searches for them, sometimes for weeks. When you speak to them in your heart, it can be as if they are still with you,” he paused for a moment, his eyes looking sad and far off. “I will tell you something that only my brother knows. Corrin and I were to be wed two days after her village was attacked.  We were going to sneak away to Welstone, and marry at the inn, and not tell anyone until we returned,” his eyes briefly lit up, at the happy memory.  

Laurel smiled at him, grateful that he was not hurt by her question. She reached up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

“Thank you for sharing that with me,” she said smiling at him.

“Well, enough of all this reminiscing. We need to get ready for our departure, and I wish for you to rest a bit before we go,” Aiden said with concern, as he noticed how pale and exhausted she looked.  

Laurel shook her head at his request.

“I will be fine. I could not rest in this place again. I will stay with the children while their families see to the funeral pyre. I can at least keep them occupied, with telling them stories of what Gwenlais looks like. Most of them have never been there,” she said, looking in their direction.

“Very well. I will be quite busy for the next few hours, but if you need me, I do not want you to hesitate to let me know. Do you promise?” he asked looking at her intently, with a sly smile.  

Laurel could not help but smile back at him.  Aiden was charming to a fault. He was seven years Caleb’s junior.  He was not quite as tall as his brother, his eyes not quite as intense, but they were soulful and expressive when he spoke. His dark, slightly curly hair rested on his shoulders.  He was very handsome in a boyish and roughish way.  Women, young and old, found him irresistible.  Something he did not pay much mind to when his beloved Corrin was still alive.  She was beautiful and shy, and Aiden found her utterly perfect because of her sweet, shy nature.  She was not of noble birth, her father being a craftsman who made lovely silver jewelry.  He was the Queen of Heathwin’s favourite silversmith.  Her father would often send Corrin, to deliver new pieces for the Queen to decide upon. It was during one of these visits that Aiden met her.  He was smitten instantly with her unusual beauty.  Most Westerners have dark hair with deep blue eyes.  Corrin had honey gold hair, and pale blue eyes, like an early spring day. Aiden was enchanted with her from the start. They were hardly apart from then on. After her tragic end, he swore he would never love another, burying his grief in the pleasant company of any fair lady of his choosing, causing him to gain the reputation as a bit of a womanizer.  Laurel knew that she would have no choice but to promise him, she would send for him without delay, if needed.

“Yes, I promise. Really Aiden, I shall be fine, do not worry about me. You have far too much to concern yourself with,” she smiled at him as he then turned to leave.

“I shall come for you when it is time to leave,” he called back to her.

 

The next few hours were a blur, things happened very quickly, with the surviving villagers conducting the funeral as quickly as it would be deemed appropriate. The Sentinels aided them in loading what supplies and personal belongings they could carry, or load into carts and wagons.  Many of the villagers had relatives in Gwenlais; some had family members in Heathwin.  Those who would end up traveling to the west were accompanied by a dozen warriors to escort them safely back home. The two Sentinels who were returning with the young man’s body from the Rabkin attack met up with them. They began to assemble the wounded and the children, having them ride in a hay wagon for their comfort.  A small cart was made ready to carry back Queen Milna’s body. Her only surviving personal guard insisted he would ride the horse pulling the cart, in spite of his injuries, consisting of a broken arm and badly injured right eye. Laurel requested that Aiden grant his petition, for she knew how devastated he was, that he could not save his Queen.  With all the arrangements now completed for their departure, they set out. The two parties separating and heading out in opposite directions. Aiden had Laurel’s mare prepared for her, having her ride in the front of the procession next to him. Followed by the Queen’s guard, the various carts and wagons of the villagers and two dozen heavily armed Sentinels. They all felt relatively safe as they rode further away from the village. Another Patrol party was close by and would be meeting them shortly.  After it had become dark, torches were lit to help guide the way. The path gradually became wider and smoother, as it was well traveled by those who went to Gwenlais for business or homecoming. They met up with the Patrol party from Gwenlais and stopped briefly, allowing the children and the wounded to rest from the rocking movement of the horse or oxen drawn wagons. Suddenly a tall, thin man of about forty-five seasons dismounted from his horse anxiously calling out, requesting to see Laurel. A young and handsome man of close to thirty seasons, tall as well, with intense blue eyes, which was unusual for the people of Gwenlais, joined him, dressed in the uniform of his rank as Captain of the Guards.

 

“I must see her Highness immediately, where is she?” the older of the two said, with a rapid, nervous voice. 

Aiden went up to him right away, motioning him over to the side of the path.

“It is alright Phineas. I will take you to her in a moment. She got off her horse to sit on the grass and fell asleep almost instantly,” Aiden spoke to him in a hushed tone. “I must warn you. She has suffered a terrible shock. I do not know how she will react when she sees you,” Aiden looked at him with concern, waiting for the Queen’s personal counselor, to take in what he had just said. 

 Phineas looked about nervously scanning the area, his thin features making his brown eyes seem almost too large for his face.  

“Would you please grant me the favor of seeing the Queen, before you bring Phineas to the Princess?” the younger man requested, his voice fighting back emotion.  

Aiden gave him a sad smile and putting a hand on the man’s shoulder replied quietly, 

“Of course I will Deaglan, come this way,” Aiden replied sadly.

Aiden led him to the small cart, her guard still faithfully at his post. When recognizing Deaglan, he dropped to one knee and began to sob pitifully.

“I failed her, Captain. I do not deserve to be here,” he spoke, in a broken voice. 

The three men were surprised and moved at the guard’s reaction.  Deaglan knelt down beside him putting his hand on the man’s trembling shoulder.

“By the looks of your injuries and the fact that you are they only surviving guard, I have no doubt in my mind that you fought like a Liger to save her Majesty.  No one, the King included, will ever think differently.  You are now bringing our Queen home; you have served her well Conagher,” Deaglan said consolingly.  

The guard looked up nodding gratefully for the kind words. He led Deaglan, Aiden, and Phineas, to the front of the cart. With trembling fingers, Phineas gently removed the covering off of the Queen’s face, making a barely audible gasp as he did so.

“Is she not still beautiful, Master Phineas?” the guard asked in a tearful voice.

“Yes. That she is,” Phineas replied, in a shaking tone.  

He recovered her face and stepped away to calm himself.

“I will begin to gather everyone together, so we may make our way back to Gwenlais Master Phineas. I will send a messenger ahead to inform the Ollams of the number of injured that will be arriving,” Deaglan, said in a calm and sad voice, his eyes filled with unbidden tears at seeing his Queen.

Phineas smiled sadly at him and nodded in acknowledgement as Deaglan turned and left.

“Sire will you please conduct me to the Princess?” he asked anxiously.  

Aiden did not speak, only nodding as he led Phineas to where Laurel lay sleeping.  As they walked in the darkness, Phineas spoke quietly. 

“How could this have happened?  I thought you had just formed some type of an agreement with the nearby Kindreds of the Rabkins,” Phineas asked, with confused anger.

“We did,” Aiden answered. It should not have happened. Caleb was relentless in getting this peace agreement established with all the Kindred Elders. It has taken him three seasons to do so. But we noticed something on one of the dead Rabkin bodies. They did not have the Kindred markings of the Rabkins in this region. They looked to be from the far eastern territory, beyond our borders. It does not make sense. But if I know Caleb, he will not rest until an answer is found,” Aiden answered with pride and confidence, in his older brother’s ability to be able to find reason for the unprovoked attack from a far off kindred. “Here we are, she is laying over there under the blanket.  Remember what I told you,” Aiden warned him.

 

 A Sentinel guard had been posted to watch over the sleeping princess, holding a torch in his hand as he kept his post.

“Would you be so kind as to allow us some privacy?” Phineas requested of the guard.  

The guard stood his ground, first looking over at Aiden, who then nodded his approval. The guard then stepped a few yards away still holding the torch.  Phineas approached Laurel’s sleeping form quietly. He knelt down beside her and gently touched her arm, leaning close to her face so he could speak to her.

“Your Highness,” Phineas spoke, barely above a whisper. “Your Highness, it is Phineas.  Princess Laurel, I am here to bring you home,” his voice warm and kind.

Laurel slowly opened her eyes, looking about trying to focus on her surroundings.  As she looked up and saw her mother’s counselor, smiling down at her sadly, she suddenly remembered where she was, all the terror flooding back to her all at once.

“Oh Phineas!" she cried as she sat up, falling into his arms, sobbing uncontrollably.

“I am here. I am here for you, my Lady,” Phineas said consolingly, as he held her protectively, while she fought to gain control of her emotions.

Laurel pulled away slightly to look at him, her face drawn and pale, and her lip swollen and bruised from her vicious encounter with the Rabkin. 

“My Lady,” Phineas said, with a voice filled with shock and concern, “You have been injured.  You must let someone attend to you,” he began to look around for Aiden, in order to have him find someone to help her.

“It is alright Phineas. There are injured among us who have far more grievous wounds than mine. Please make sure they are well cared for when we arrive home. These people have suffered so much,” her voice breaking with emotion.

“Of course your Highness.  Everything is at the ready. When we arrive, there will be more than enough to help everyone who is here.  The House of Healing has already been informed.  They were of course greatly saddened by the news of the Queen, and the other Ollams, and wish to convey their most heartfelt condolences.  As I was told by Mistress Gavenia, “we not only lost our Queen but our sisters as well.” I am truly sorry with all you have lost, and the horror you witnessed,” Phineas said softly, fighting back emotion. 

Laurel lowered her head for a moment lost in thought, before she asked Phineas a question she had been dreading.

“How is Father?” she asked in a whispery voice, not wanting to know the answer.

“He was doing better before I left to meet up with the Patrol. When he first heard the news he was, of course, well I am sure you can imagine, in quite a frantic state.  I was able to convince him for security reasons it would be best if I came alone,” Phineas replied, watching Laurel's reaction closely.

Laurel’s eyes began to tear up, knowing her father King Garron, to be a man of deep and often fiery emotions.  Seeing him again after this tragic event would be difficult to endure.  Sensing her feelings, Phineas reached over and gently put a hand on her shoulder.

“Your Highness, I will be at your side through all of this.  I was your mother's counselor, her entire reign, I will now be yours if you will have me.  My loyalty to you will be unwavering. You will not go through this alone, I promise you,” Phineas smiled at her, his eyes soft and kind.

“Phineas, I cannot imagine life without Mother at this moment. To not have you in my life as well, it would be unbearable,” Laurel said, as she moved to give her faithful friend a warm hug.

Aiden approached them quietly, not wishing to interrupt, their conversation, as he stood silently by until he was noticed.  Phineas saw his approach and began to stand, to acknowledge the Prince.

“We will have to continue our journey to Gwenlais very soon.  It grows late, and we should get the villagers off the road,” Aiden said with concern.

“Yes, I must agree with you, Sire.  It is really not the safest location to be, as night has fallen,” Phineas concurred.

As they made their way to the horses, Laurel noticed Deaglan, standing with her mare, smiling sadly at her. She walked over to embrace him. 

“I am so very sorry your Highness. My heart is truly grieved at the loss of our Queen. I am sorry I was not here for you both,” the young Captain said, his voice breaking with emotion.

“Thank you Deaglan. We both know that you being there was not possible at the time,” Laurel said to him, smiling through her tears, trying to sound reassuring.

Deaglan only smiled at her sadly, as he helped her onto her horse. He then mounted his horse and took his place at her side, while Phineas was on the other. They all resumed the ride back to Gwenlais, in an orderly and quiet convoy.  Even the young children were subdued by the rocking of the wagons and carts, and the cool night air. Laurel began to find it more difficult to keep her eyes open as she sat on her horse, occasionally being gently brought to wakefulness, by Phineas touching her arm.

 

After what seemed like an immeasurable amount of time, they came around a wide bend in the road, and there before them stood the Castle of Gwenlais. It stood as a beacon, welcoming them home from their arduous journey, as the entire city was illuminated by torches and lanterns. They could see the castle just above the city, on the hill waiting for them, it too fully illuminated and almost glowing. The castle itself was made of smooth white granite, with beautiful hand carved wooden pillars. Though not overly large for a castle, it was referred to as such, for the people of Gwenlais took great pride in the lovely white edifice on the hill. As their approach was made known, people began to file out from the houses and shops, reaching out to touch the Princess, wishing her well, offering her their condolences, many of them weeping.  Laurel was not able to contain her tears, as she saw the love and concern on the faces of her people, and began to weep openly.  This only made the people more emotional and wanting to be near her. Deaglan, concerned for her safety as the people began to crowd around her, pulled Laurel on to his horse, and then maneuvering through the crowd galloped up the hill to the castle. Phineas and Aiden were riding closely behind him. The villagers were met by the attendants and Ollams of the House of Healing, and brought back to the House to be attended to. The Queen’s body was brought up the hill slowly by her personal guard and with the Guards of Gwenlais, as well as the remaining Sentinels. The citizens of Gwenlais continued to follow the procession until they were told to please return home, as the castle gates were about to close. 

 

Laurel’s reunion with her father, King Garron was emotional and filled with the bittersweet joy of her returning home safely, but the extreme pain from the loss of his wife. When Queen Milna was brought into the castle, the King was inconsolable for a time, until Laurel was finally able to persuade him to come with her, to the main hall.  Phineas convinced Laurel that now was the time for her to be looked after. He summoned her maidservant Tulla, a young woman close to her age, as well as other female attendants, to escort the Princess to her private chambers. They were all grateful and happy to see the Princess alive and home safely, especially Tulla. She was Laurel’s personal attendant since her thirteenth season, when ladies of nobility were assigned such helpers. A bath was arranged and all the luxurious accessories along with it.  Laurel relaxed in the warm herbal scented water, letting the soothing scents wash away the pain and despair of the tragic day.  Tulla herself gently washed Laurel’s long hair, having already directed the other attendants to ready the Princess’ bed, and to provide fresh bath linens as well as Laurel’s favourite nightgown.  When Laurel emerged from her bath, she was immediately wrapped in a luxurious bath sheet, and her long hair towel dried and put in a long loose braid.  After dressing in her nightgown, she thanked all the attendants, giving them warm hugs and bidding them goodnight, all except for Tulla, who refused to leave her. Laurel sat at her dressing table, looking in the large oval mirror that was in front of it, gingerly touching her still bruised and swollen lip.

“Please my Lady, let me attend to your wound, I have a lovely salve in the toiletries, I will be just a moment,” Tulla said, concern in her soft-spoken voice, her pale skin flushed with emotion.

“Thank you, Tulla. I do not know what I would do without you,” Laurel spoke, trying to contain her emotions.

“You will never have to find out, my Lady. I will always be at your service,” Tulla answered as she brought in the salve and began to carefully apply it to Laurel’s bruised lip.  

Tulla looked at Laurel’s pale, tired face, and after applying the salve, took Laurel’s hand and spoke softly.

“You may tell me if you wish, what happened.  Perhaps it will ease your pain to release all the suffering from your mind,” Tulla prompted gently, her soft brown eyes filled with sympathy.

For the past five seasons, she had been Princess Laurel’s almost constant companion. Tulla herself was an only child and an orphan, having been raised by her elderly grandmother who was just recently widowed. Tulla had been introduced to serve as Laurel’s attendant by the head household maid Muirgen, who was a friend of Tulla’s grandmother. The two girls bonded quickly over the seasons, Tulla finding herself amused and very often surprised by Laurel’s outspokenness. This being especially so when she would sometimes sass or tease Prince Caleb, whom Tulla often found to be intimidating because of his intense demeanor, his masculine good looks, and being taller than most of the men of Gwenlais. 

“It was horrible, Tulla. It all happened so quickly. We had no idea or warning what was about to occur.  It all seems like an evil dream,” Laurel spoke in a faraway voice, and began to relate all that happened.  

The screaming villagers, the terrifying sounds of the Rabkins themselves, the horror of being pursued by one of them. The moment she felt she would perish at its hand, only to be saved at the final moment by Prince Caleb.  The devastation of realizing her mother’s death. She stopped speaking and looked over at her maidservant, to find her weeping silently at all that she had revealed. Laurel smiled sadly at her, finding herself too tired to cry.

“I am so sorry my Lady, I wish I could have been there for you,” Tulla said, in a sad, soft voice.

“I am grateful you were not, my dear Tulla.  You very likely would have suffered the same fate as the others. I am before you now, only because Prince Caleb arrived when he did. If not for him...,” Laurel’s voice trailed off, and she shivered at the unspoken thought.  

Suddenly Laurel remembered something and sat up straighter and held Tulla’s hands in hers.

“Tulla you must do something for me,” Laurel said anxiously.

“Of course your Highness, anything,” Tulla replied.

“You must alert me when Prince Caleb arrives, Prince Aiden said he expected him at some point.  Please let me know when he does. I feel my father will be quite emotional, and I want to relate my view of what happened at the village.  Promise me you will do this for me,” Laurel said imploringly. 

“I promise. I will let you know as soon as he is in the castle, my Lady. Only now please try to rest.  I will stay here with you, in case you awaken and need me,” Tulla said with concern.

Laurel consented to her request and climbed into her large warm bed, falling asleep, almost instantly.  

 

Caleb and the other warriors made their way slowly and with great caution, towards the Rabkin homestead.  It was eerily quiet, with no signs of occupants anywhere, only the pale flickering of a small fire in the center of the hostel.

Caleb signaled for the group to move forward, when suddenly three Rabkins appeared out of nowhere and instantly attacked the group with frenzied rage. Two of the closest warriors fell instantly, their throats torn out by the vicious claws of the Rabkins. Caleb turned and swung his sword and cleaved one of the creatures in half, as he swung again to block the blow of another, cutting off its claw-like hand.  It screamed in pain and rage ready to strike out again, but not before the Hunter leaped forward and broke the Rabkin's neck. The rest of the warriors fought with a ferocious efficiency, and quickly dispatching the last two Rabkins that burst out from one of the tall rectangular shelters in the camp.  As the confusion from the violent fight began to slowly ebb away, another Rabkin slowly emerged out of the structure from which the last two had come. It raised its hands slowly upward, head bowed, showing no sign of aggression. It dropped to its knees, head still bowed. By the long multiple braids hanging down its graceful deer-like head, Caleb recognized that this Rabkin was a female. She began to speak slowly in a voice sounding almost as if she were singing. She kept her head bowed and hands still extended upward.  Caleb approached her slowly, so as not to cause her to panic. Tolemais and two other warriors approached with him.

“I speaks with man Prince Caleb. Begs for mercy for Homestead.  Begs for mercy for younglings and old ones,” she spoke in a soft melodious voice.

“And why should we grant you mercy, Rabkin?  Many lives have been lost at the hands of your people this day.  No mercy was shown to them.  Tell me why we should spare you and your Homestead,” Caleb spoke in a low and dangerous tone.

The Rabkin female looked up at him for the first time.  No malice was shown in her large almond-shaped crimson eyes, only fear, and humility.  This was something Caleb had never seen in a Rabkin before, making him doubt his distrust of her.

“No. They not our Kindred. Not of our House. Our Kindred make truce with man Prince Caleb.  Not harm your House,” the Rabkin spoke, making wide, graceful gestures with her arms, trying to indicate her surroundings as her house.

“But are they not Rabkins as well, your people, your race?” Caleb inquired of her, in a more civil, less threatening manner. Wanting desperately to understand what happened, and why the truce was broken. The Rabkin stood up slowly and walked over to a dead Rabkin, grasping its arm. She then put her own arm beside it, showing both of their kindred markings. When Caleb and the others looked closely, they could clearly see they were completely different from each other.

“Not our Kindred. Not our House. Not family, they be strangers,” the female spoke again imploring him to understand her meaning.

“Why did you hide them?” Caleb continued, to draw her out.

“They threaten to kill younglings and old ones. My House,” she again gestured, with a sweeping motion of her arms.

Caleb sighed deeply, understanding why they hid here.  He could feel her desperation. He could not feel her hiding anything. It was a Homestead of mainly the young and elderly, and this female was their Elder, which is why she spoke for all of them and addressed it as her House. The rouge Rabkins came upon this defenseless Homestead and threatened harm if they were not given sanctuary.

“We will grant you mercy, but you must tell the Homestead Elders, that we did so and wish for the truce to still stand,” Caleb spoke, with kind authority.

The female Rabkin bowed her head once more showing her gratitude.

“She had nothing to do with the attack on the village. We will show them mercy,” Caleb said, to the Sentinels behind him.

Morene stepped forward her eyes filled with anger and indignation as she approached Caleb, her sword still bloodied and drawn.

“What are you thinking Caleb?  After what happened today at the village, have you gone completely mad?” she spat out, with contempt.

“You heard her desperation as well as I.  She had nothing to do with this. They are not from the same Kindred.  You saw the markings as well.  She denounced them as not being from her house; I could feel she was telling the truth. Rabkins do not lie, you know this,” Caleb spoke with an edge, as his patience was wearing thin from Morene’s continually challenging his decisions.

“It does not matter what you felt!  They are all the same! They all kill without regret, and without mercy! This filth and her pathetic group deserve no better than was shown the village or was shown to our villages as well.  I say we kill them all now and be done with it!  One less vermin pack to deal with!” Morene shouted at him, her eyes filled with hatred.  

She began to move forward, lifting her sword to strike the still kneeling Rabkin.  Caleb suddenly pushed in front of her, blocking her sword with his own.  He stepped even closer to her, their faces nearly touching, his eyes blazing with anger.

“You would dare defy me now? In front of the entire Patrol. Defy the peace agreement that was put in place, in order for you to satisfy your lust for vengeance?” Caleb questioned, his voice low and menacing.

“I will defy you and the Clanns if it gets in the way of what needs to be done,” Morene hissed out, between clenched teeth. 

She shoved at him to move forward, holding her sword across her body. With one swift move, he caused her to move off balance, sending her to the ground and using his own sword, knocking Morene’s out of her hand and kicking it out of her reach. Morene looked up at him in complete shock, her eyes wide, filling with tears of anger. He looked back at her, his face cold and stern.

“I will give you a moment to gain control of yourself, and then you will leave and return to Heathwin,” Caleb said, in a voice as stern as his expression.

She sprang up from the ground, her face livid and flushed.  She tore the matrimony chain that Caleb had given her on their wedding day, off her neck. Throwing it on the ground she then spat on it. Looking up at him with eyes filled with loathing.

“For an entire season as your wife, I have watched you shame our people, shame Heathwin with your ‘compassion.' I will no longer stand by and watch this disgusting display of mercy, shown to these vile creatures who do not deserve to live! I watched them kill my brothers. You saw them kill your grandfather. Does that mean nothing to you?” she screamed at him, in her rage and pain.

Caleb’s eyes softened as he remembered all that they had suffered as children. The war with the Rabkins had gone on since before they were born, all brought on by a tragic accident of a child’s death and the need for vengeance.  No, the war had gone on too long. Too much blood had been spilled on both sides. Caleb lowered his head for a moment, and then walked up to Morene. He gently placed his hand on one side of her face.

“It is time to end this Morene. Time to let the dead be put to rest.  It needs to be over. We must start somewhere,” he spoke softly, trying to reach her with his words.  

For just an instant, Caleb saw a glimmer of hope in her eyes as she softened her expression.  Then the cold hardness returned to her ice blue eyes.  The hardness she had used to cover her pain all these seasons.  She tore herself away from him, picking up her sword and sheathing it to her side. As she began to quickly move away from the group, heading back to the horses, she turned and gave Caleb one last contemptible look.

“It will never end for me. Not until we wipe them out completely.  I hereby renounce my marriage pledge to you.  I will return to my Father’s house and to my Clann. I no longer recognize your authority. Those of you who are of my Clann, who wishes to leave with me should do so,” Morene stated, with cold defiance.  

She waited for a moment to see if any would follow her. Only two Sentinels stepped forward. She looked at the group anticipating more to come, when none did, her eyes narrowed in anger.

“And what of you Rian? You and the others will not join us?” she questioned the young Keeper, standing next to Tolemais.

“I am a Sentinel my Lady.  My loyalty belongs to all of Heathwin, and to Prince Caleb,” the young man said respectfully, but with conviction.

“So be it, Sentinel. Do not expect a homecoming,” Morene said mockingly.

She then walked away with the two other warriors following her.  They mounted their horses and then rode away into the fast approaching darkness. Caleb stood for a moment and watched her leave. He then walked over and picked up the broken chain Morene had thrown to the ground. He placed it in the pocket of his coat and then walked back over to where his men waited for him.

“We will head back to Gwenlais. I am sure Aiden and the others are half way there by now.  There is nothing more for us to do here,” he said, in a tired, frustrated voice.

 

Caleb was not completely shocked by Morene’s reaction, well knowing her hatred of the Rabkins.  He was also not surprised by her ending their marriage, as it was an arrangement neither wanted, being done only to appease the bickering of their fathers. This was, however, not the way he thought it would end, in a humiliating display of anger and contempt. They did not love each other, and though they had known each other as children, they were not friends, having little in common. Caleb did not find her appealing though she was quite beautiful. Morene was often cruel and enjoyed bullying others.  Her father, Chieftain McCullan, allowed her disrespectful behavior, making allowances for her, as he lost his wife in childbirth, and his two sons, in a Rabkin raid. The first weeks of their marriage were passionate, though it was only a distraction they used to ignore their loveless union.  The passion then turned to disinterest and then finally disdain. Soon they rarely shared the marriage bed, Caleb often sleeping at the Sentinel Headquarters, or Morene at her father’s house. Then one day after visiting her father, she would only return to the Great Lodge no more than twice a week, much to the relief of the servants, whom she tormented incessantly. Aiden felt nothing but loathing for her. He could not bear to see Morene humiliate his brother whenever she felt inclined. Their mother found Morene contemptible, though Queen Alana kept her feelings and opinions to herself. The Queen was, however, quite upset with her husband King Fergus, for forcing Caleb to marry the daughter of the Chieftain. She had someone else in mind, whom she felt would be a much more suitable match, a marriage that would both give her son happiness and benefit the Kingdom of Heathwin. After Morene had begun to return back to the Lodge only infrequently, Queen Alana knew it was only a matter of time before Morene would renounce her marriage pledge. It was rumored she had not remained faithful to Caleb and had taken several lovers, in defiance. The Queen’s hope for the match for her son began to be thought of once again. 

 

Caleb and the rest of the Sentinels returned to their horses and rode off towards Gwenlais. They would not reach the Kingdom until dawn, then the Sentinels would retire to the Lodge that was built as a garrison there, and Caleb would go to the castle, to speak with King Garron, and see how Laurel was faring after her ordeal. The young Princess held a special place in his heart. As he rode silently in the darkness, he smiled at remembering her bravery at the village, at wanting to care for the traumatized children. Laurel was quite sheltered, and not accustomed to any sort of tragic occurrence. The Rabkin attacks rarely occurred in Gwenlais, mainly due to the Sentinels protection.  As payment for this protection, Gwenlais provided Heathwin with food and supplies, as the Kingdom of Gwenlais was mainly rich farmland and vineyards. Heathwin was a land of thick forest and mountains; it was also known for its harsh winters. The people of Gwenlais were grateful for the Sentinels, as the people of Heathwin were known for their abilities as skilled warriors and horsemen. Though the residents of Gwenlais also looked at their neighbors to the West as barbaric and uncouth, as those of Gwenlais were mainly farmers and merchants, most having no real experience or skills in needing to fight. King Garron himself shared the opinions of his people, at times even encouraging it, much to the chagrin of Phineas, who knew the ruling family of Heathwin very well, and held them in high regard.  The King’s daughter, however, did not share her father’s opinions, as she was very close to her mother. Queen Milna and Queen Alana, had been very dear friends for many seasons. Laurel’s mother would often speak of her high regard for the Sentinels and the Princes of Heathwin. Particularly Prince Caleb, whom was seen quite often, as he would lead the supply trips to and from Heathwin, and had done so for the last eight seasons.  Caleb and Aiden had come to know Laurel from their many trips to Gwenlais, as they occurred three times during a season. They found her to be charming, outgoing, and sometimes stubborn, especially if there was something she had her heart set on doing.  Aiden loved teasing her, and would frequently encourage her behavior if she would become impertinent or sass back at Caleb. Laurel had seen how sullen and sad Caleb was the last visit, just three weeks before. Morene and Caleb had been fighting with renewed frequency, and she did not accompany him on supply and harvest trips. Laurel began to tease him, more than usual, to lighten his mood. Caleb just smiled wryly at her boldness, as she would occasionally become too daring in her remarks. 

“Have you forgotten so soon your experience at the stables?” Caleb asked her, with a wry grin.

“No, I have not Sire. Besides that, I am too old to be spanked now,” Laurel said, laughing at him.

“I am about to prove you very wrong my dear, if you continue with your fresh mouth,” Caleb replied back, smiling sardonically at her.

Aiden, of course, enjoyed it when they would banter this way, and laughed and continued to embolden Laurel’s behavior, as it always seemed to put Caleb in a better mood.  Laurel looked at the Princes as her beloved companions, who in her opinion did not visit nearly enough. Aiden would go for walks with her during those visits. Often accompanying her into the city, to go shopping as her mother was often too busy to do so.  Caleb took her for long rides through the fields, encouraging her horsemanship. He would also play various games with her, such as Pass the Boar or Fidchell. Their friendship grew deeper as the seasons passed, and both brothers found themselves looking forward to seeing Laurel once again.  After his marriage to Morene, Caleb found himself becoming restless and bitter, from their constant arguing. His visits to Gwenlais became more enjoyable, as Laurel’s humor and happiness with seeing him, always soothed his mind and heart.  Caleb smiled again at remembering this, how she began to ride out to meet them when she knew of their return.  He did not, however, look forward at telling his parents of Morene’s renouncing her pledge. He felt bad they could not make the marriage work, yet at the same time felt a sense of relief that the inevitable had finally happened.  Caleb too had heard the rumors of Morene's unfaithfulness and had grown weary from confronting her, only to be met with neither denial nor admission, only her contempt at his questioning. 

Perhaps now we will both find what we need, he thought to himself.

 

The fingers of the dawn, slowly made their appearance over the gently sloping landscape. The castle of Gwenlais could be seen glistening in the not too far distance. Within an hour Caleb and his weary group would be there. He was anxious to see how Laurel was faring after her ordeal, as well as seeing how King Garron was holding up. The King was a very fiery tempered man, who did not have the best control of his emotions. He was though, one of the easier rulers of Gwenlais to deal with. His father and grandfather, and others before him, had been difficult to work with.  They would very often argue, as to how much food and supplies they would be sending to Heathwin. It was not until Caleb’s grandfather, King Niall, took away the Sentinels’ protection for a time, and after several raider attacks as a result, did the rulers of Gwenlais become more reasonable. There did however still continue to be tensions, and feelings of prejudice and mistrust, on both sides. Queen Alana’s and Queen Milna’s friendship, did much in beginning to ease those tensions and feelings. Now with her death, Caleb wondered if the tensions would increase as before.  As they approached the gates of the city an announcement was called out, as to Price Caleb’s arrival, and a messenger sent to the castle. When entering the castle courtyard, Caleb was met by Aiden and Deaglan. Aiden looked at the group for a bit before speaking, with everyone still on their horses. The Hunter was now harnessed, her heavy chain leash being held by Rian, sat down calmly next to Rian’s horse. 

“Where is Morene?” Aiden asked curiously.

Caleb smiled at him bitterly, as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the broken matrimony necklace.

“Really?! She decides to renounce her pledge now? At this time? The soith olc!” Aiden cursed, in their language. 

“It is no matter Aiden. We all knew it would happen at some point. It was a union which should have never taken place. We have more pressing matters to address,” Caleb said calmly, as he dismounted. “How is Laurel, Deaglan? Was she finally able to rest?” Caleb asked the Captain, with concern.

“The last I saw she was being ushered away by her maidservant. I have not seen her since. I wish to thank you, Prince Caleb, on behalf of us all, for saving her Highness life,” Deaglan said sincerely, as he offered Caleb, his hand. 

“You are most welcome Deaglan. I would have done anything to ensure Laurel’s safety. I only wish we had been in time to save Queen Milna. My heart is truly saddened by her loss,” Caleb replied, grasping Deaglan’s hand.

“Yes, this is a great tragedy for all of Gwenlais, and for Heathwin as well,” Deaglan said sadly. “King Garron is in the front room. He has not slept all night. Master Phineas, as well as counselor Tramaine, are with him,” Deaglan paused when mentioning the name of the King’s counselor, knowing he was resented by both brothers. Tramaine was pompous, and often belligerent towards both of the Princes, especially Caleb, as he was the one that King Garron most often dealt with, concerning business and political dealings with the two Kingdoms.

“Well, let us get this unpleasant task over with, shall we?” Caleb said with a heavy sigh, as they all headed into the castle.

 

Caleb dismissed the other Sentinels in his group to return to the Lodge, in order to rest from the arduous day before. The Lodge was a smaller version of the Great Lodge of Heathwin, which is where the royal family resided. It was built as a garrison in Gwenlais, to house the Sentinels who were assigned there, at various times of the seasons. The members of the royal family of Heathwin would also stay there when visiting Gwenlais. It was ruggedly beautiful and handsomely furnished, by the woodcarvers and carpenters of Heathwin. In that way, all who stayed there would feel at home, as the Sentinels would often remain several months at a time, until their replacements would be assigned for their stay. It would soon be filled with various members of Heathwin, as many would attend Queen Milna’s funeral, the King and Queen included.

Caleb, Aiden, and Deaglan, made their way into the large main room of the castle. King Garron looked up from his seat, his face pale and grief-stricken, as he looked at Caleb.

“May I offer my most heartfelt condolences, for the loss of Queen Milna, King Garron.  Her loss will be felt keenly in Heathwin as well. My mother is, I am sure, deeply grieved at this time. My parents, as well as the Clann Chieftains, will be here any day now,” Caleb said with sadness and respect. 

“Thank you, Prince Caleb. Thank you also for bringing my daughter back home safe. She is the one small light, in all this wretched darkness,” King Garron spoke in a choked voice.

 

“Your Highness. I wish to inform you Prince Caleb has arrived,” Tulla said quietly, lightly touching Laurel’s shoulder.

Laurel opened her eyes and sat up quickly. She looked about, slightly disoriented, trying to focus where she was.

“Tulla, please help me to find my robe. I wish to go downstairs and meet him. I know that Father will be very emotional, and Tramaine will not help the situation,” Laurel said tiredly, getting out of bed shakily.

Tulla quickly went to the wardrobe to do Laurel’s bidding and helped her to put on her robe. Tulla insisted on walking Laurel down the long staircase and then waited by the bottom of the stairs as Laurel made her way to the large and open front room. Laurel walked there quietly, as she could hear Tramaine’s arrogant booming voice above all others, coming from the room.

“So with all the men you had with you, I find it ridiculous that you could not save our Queen, only the Princess. I must ask you, Prince Caleb. Are you sure your priorities were in order?  I must be brutally honest and point out, that the Queen’s death is far more of a loss, than the Princess’ would be,” Tramaine said coldly.

All present looked at him in shock at his heartless words. Caleb narrowed his eyes at him in contempt, as Aiden cursed under his breath, in the language of Heathwin. The King said nothing, only stared blankly ahead, apathetically. Deaglan clenched his jaw and shook his head in disbelief.

“How dare you place her Highness life in such low regard?! I can assure you, her Mother would certainly not feel that way!” Phineas spoke out in anger.

“No, Phineas. I share Tramaine’s sentiment as well. How dare you indeed Prince Caleb, not ride past me, just so you could stop the Rabkin from tearing my throat out. My presence is quite insignificant compared to that of my dear mother. Her loss....will be felt by all for a very long time,” Laurel said, as she walked quietly into the room, her eyes filling with tears.

Everyone turned to watch her approach, as she walked to stand beside her father, who just looked up at her sadly.

“Your Highness I did not mean to....” Tramaine spoke, then was cut off abruptly by Laurel.

“Yes, you did. Do not try and deny it, for I understand your thinking. What I do not understand, however, is how you could try and place the blame on Prince Caleb, for my mother’s death. So tell me Tramaine, where were you, when the Rabkins showed up without warning? Or better yet, what would you have done, as you saw them attack and slaughter the women of the village before your eyes? What would you have done, as you saw one of them attack the Queen’s guards, and cut them down, just to get to her? What would you have done, as you watched the Ollams, stand in front of my mother, to die violently and horribly, to protect her?” Laurel said, tears now streaming down her face, as she walked towards Tramaine to confront him. 

“Your Highness, I only....” Tramaine trailed off, interrupted again by Laurel’s raised hand.

“I am not finished!” Laurel said angrily. “Do you have any idea what my Mother’s last words to me were? Of course not, you were not there! So I shall tell you. She told me to run. To run and do not stop. So you see, even though I do share your sentiments, my mother, however, sadly did not. And it is only because Prince Caleb also felt my life has value that I stand before you now, but not because he did not value my mothers’. You were not there Tramaine, to see how the Sentinels tried to save us. You were not there when I saw my mother’s broken body on the ground. She died were she stood, yelling at me to run, to save my own pathetic life. Believe me when I tell you, I would gladly have traded places with her, as it should have been my life, and not hers taken. It did not happen that way, and I shall have to live with that, and so shall you,” Laurel said with dignity, giving him one last look of contempt, as she then hurriedly left the room.

“Meaning no disrespect Sire, but your counselor disgusts me,” Caleb said in a low and hostile voice, as he turned to follow Laurel after she left the room.

 

“Laurel!” Caleb called out, as he watched her hurrying to the staircase, where Tulla still waited.

Laurel stopped and turned to face him as she recognized it was Caleb, calling to her. Her face filled with pain, as she was now shaking with her tears. Caleb walked up to her smiling warmly as he took her in his embrace and held her closely. He kissed the top of her head, as he felt her body tremble from crying.

“Though I do appreciate it very much, you did not have to put yourself through that. To wake early, to defend me,” Caleb spoke, in a warm deep voice. 

“Tramaine was right. It should have been me, Caleb,” Laurel said tearfully, her head against his chest.

“Look at me,” Caleb said seriously, as he lifted her face to look at him, his eyes intense. “Your mother did not feel that way, and neither does anyone else. Tramaine is a contemptible fool; you know this. I do not want you to say that again. Agreed?” Caleb asked her, his voice still serious, but his face warm and caring.

“Yes,” she whispered back to him, giving a shaking sigh.

“Now your Highness,” Caleb said, as he lifted her in his arms. “Let me bring you to your room. You need to get some sleep before the castle becomes filled with guests. It will soon become quite hectic and stressful. My parents will be here very soon, as well as countless others,” he spoke in a warm, soothing voice. 

He carried her up the stairs to her room, Tulla following closely behind. As they entered her room, Caleb carried her over to her bed and gently placed her down on it. Softly stroking her hair, as she laid against the pillows.

“Rest now dear. I am going to the Lodge to do the same. I shall be back this evening to check on you. Think no more of Tramaine’s stupidity,” Caleb said, as he smiled at her warmly. “I am very sorry mo chailin, for what you went through. I am here for you, we all are, remember that,” Caleb whispered, as he gently kissed her cheek, then stood up to leave.

“Thank you, Caleb, for everything,” Laurel replied in a soft, tired voice.

“You are most welcome my dear. I shall see you later this evening,” he said reassuringly, smiling at her once more before he left her room.

Tulla walked over and helped Laurel cover up, and then sat on the bed, holding Laurel’s hand as she watched her mistress fall asleep.

 



  
 


 2: FAREWELL TO THE QUEEN 
When Laurel awoke, her head was throbbing, her body ached. She was struggling to move, as she slowly uncovered and climbed out of her bed. Tulla had a fire lit in the fireplace, along with several candles throughout her room, as the sun was beginning to set. Tulla had been sitting in one of the plush upholstered chairs, waiting for Laurel to wake up. She walked over to her as she saw her getting out of bed.

“My Lady. Please allow me to excuse you from dinner this evening. You are so very tired, and I worry for you,” Tulla said with deep concern, taking Laurel’s hand, and putting her arm around her waist, as she walked shakily. 

“No, my dear Tulla, I cannot be excused. The nobles will all be here this evening. Poor Father is completely unable to do this alone, and I will not allow Tramaine to host the dinner. Just help me to dress, I shall be alright. Phineas as well as Prince Caleb and Aiden will be there. Deaglan will be there also, so I will have much support.  Mistress Gavenia will also be present, and I wish to discuss the viewing, as well as the burial arrangements with her. I shall rest soon enough, Tulla, but for now I have so much to attend to,” Laurel said, smiling warmly at her maidservant, as they walked over to Laurel’s wardrobe. Tulla picked out a dress of soft chestnut brown, which matched Laurel’s hair perfectly. It had a fitted lightly boned bodice, which laced in the front with no other embellishments. It was elegant and understated, and gave Laurel an air of confidence and grace. Tulla brushed and pinned back the front of Laurel’s waist length hair, allowing the rest to softly cascade down her back. Tulla had told Laurel several times, that her lovely rich brown hair, was Laurel’s best accessory. This evening Tulla would be sure it was noticed, her mistress would be the picture of beauty and poise. Shortly after Laurel had finished dressing, there was a knock on her door. Tulla went to answer it and was not surprised to see Phineas, smiling warmly, as she opened the door.

“Good evening, Tulla. I have come to escort her Highness to the dining hall,” Phineas said, in a quiet voice.

“She has just finished dressing, Master Phineas,” Tulla said, returning his smile, as she opened the door to let him in.

Phineas smiled at Laurel warmly, impressed at how quickly she had regained her poise. 

She looks so much like her mother; Phineas thought as she walked up to him. 

She had the same soft grey eyes, which could turn very stormy quickly with her temper. Her long wavy chestnut colored hair falling gracefully down her back. Though she was petite in height and stature, coming no higher than the top of Phineas’ shoulder, he knew her sometimes quick temper and vivacious personality, contradicted her fragile appearance.  

“Good evening, your Highness. I am here to escort you to dinner. Most of the guests have arrived, including Prince Caleb and Prince Aiden. Mistress Gavenia has asked about you. Whenever you are ready we can join the others in the dining hall,” Phineas remarked in a calm and caring voice, smiling at her warmly.

“I am ready Phineas. As ready as I shall ever be,” Laurel answered, with a deep sigh.

 

Taking Phineas’ arm they both walked out of the room, into the corridor and began to make their way to the staircase. Laurel could already hear the voices coming from the dining hall, as it seemed that all the guests with the exception of King Fergus and Queen Alana had arrived. It would take until later in the night for the rest of the guests to arrive from Heathwin. As Laurel and Phineas entered the dining hall, all the men stood from their seats, until Laurel was led by Phineas to her seat. King Garron sat at the head of the table, while Laurel as usual sat at his left, Caleb was seated next to her. It was not until Laurel sat down did she notice to her shock and agitation, that Tramaine was seated on her father’s right side. She looked over at him with narrowed eyes, as he casually sipped his wine.

“Tramaine! What are you doing?” she asked curtly.

“Excuse me, your Highness? What do you mean?” Tramaine asked self-consciously as everyone looked at him.

“Your seat! You are sitting in my mother’s seat! Get up!” Laurel demanded, her eyes stormy and angry.

Tramaine looked aghast at Laurel’s reaction, as most who were seated either grinned wryly or snickered. Most of the guest were indeed surprised if not insulted by Tramaine’s boldness to seat himself in such a place of honor, at the King’s right side. To now be humiliated by the Princess for his boldness, was quite amusing to most who were present, especially Caleb and Aiden.

“Now my dear, it is alright,” King Garron said in a quiet voice, reaching over and patting Laurel’s hand, his dark eyes looking sad.

“No it is not alright! My dear mother has not even been placed in her grave yet, and this pompous lout feels he has the right to sit in her seat? No one sits in my mother’s seat. No one ever shall. I will not tell you again to get up! Captain of the Guards, escort Tramaine to his usual place at the table” Laurel demanded, her voice becoming loud with her frustration.

Caleb reached under the table to place a hand on her knee, while giving Tramaine a meaningful look. Deaglan began to rise from his seat, looking over with a threatening grin of contempt, at the King’s counselor. 

“Yes, of course your Highness. My apologies,” Tramaine said rather sheepishly, as he stood up and moved to another place at the large table.

Laurel sat shaking with frustration, her lips trembling, as she looked at her father with great impatience. He glanced back at her with a frown, looking disappointed and embarrassed.

“Did you really find it necessary to create such a scene Laurel?” King Garron asked, in a low tone, rubbing his beard in a nervous manner. 

“Yes I did,” Laurel hissed back. “The audacity of him to feel he had the right to sit there...it just infuriates me,” Laurel answered back, in a sharp whisper, her hands trembling as she twisted her napkin in frustration.

Caleb placed his arm around the back of her chair, and leaned down to speak into her ear.

“Have a sip of my wine dearest, and calm down. You had every right to be upset, but do not let it distract you from the evening,” Caleb said, in a soft deep low voice.

Laurel took a deep breath and a long sip of wine. King Garron looked over at Caleb frowning, as he did not approve of Laurel drinking wine.

“I wish to convey the heartfelt sympathies from my mother and sister, my Lady,” Deaglan spoke up suddenly, as Laurel looked at him with a sad smile.

“Thank you Deaglan. Please relay my thanks and that I look forward to seeing them at the viewing tomorrow. Which of course sadly reminds me. Mistress Gavenia, are all the preparations for the final farewells finished?” Laurel asked, the Head Mistress Ollam.

“Yes your Highness. Your mother has been dressed in her formal Ollam tunic and her hair arranged in the normal long braid, as worn by all Ollams,” Mistress Gavenia answered, in a warm and sympathetic voice. 

Her lovely face and bearing giving no indication of her nearly seventy seasons, except for her pure white hair, her appearance belied her age. 

“And her neck…were you able to hide the bruises and scratches?” Laurel asked, her voice beginning to choke up with emotion, which she was trying to control.

King Garron looked down in despair, as Caleb placed his arm around Laurel’s shoulders, giving her a sad smile.

“Yes my dear. We were able to hide all traces of the attack. You have not gone to see your mother yet?” Mistress Gavenia asked gently.

“No….I have not yet had the opportunity. I hope to this evening,” Laurel said in a quiet more subdued voice.

“We shall go together my dear,” King Garron replied, as he reached over and held her hand.

Laurel smiled at him sadly, and taking a deep breath, once again addressed the funeral arrangements.

“I do not wish for Mother to have a formal procession. She would not want that. She did not care for anything overly stately or ostentatious. Just a simple procession with the Royal guards leading. Father, Phineas and I, King Fergus and Queen Alana following as well as Caleb and Aiden. I would like you to lead the procession, Deaglan, as you are the Captain of the Guards,” Laurel said with quiet affirmation, looking over at Deaglan.

“It would be my honor, your Highness,” Deaglan smiled, as he looked over at Laurel.

“I also would like for the Ollams to meet us under the ancient locust tree, in the field behind the House of Healing. That is where I wish Mother to be laid to rest. It was her favourite tree. My earliest memories are of us sitting under that tree, as she would read to me. Allow the people to come as they will, to pay their last respects, for they all loved her and will miss her greatly. I do not wish for Mother’s memorial service to be despairing and sullen. I wish it to be a celebration of her life and all the things she accomplished and loved in life. Food from the harvest and music. Mother loved and appreciated both, she would not want people to be miserable,” Laurel said in a small sad voice, her eyes brimming with tears. After pausing for a few moments, she began again. “My dear Phineas, I would greatly appreciate, if you would give the memorial speech rather than a Scribe. You knew her as well as Father and I, and she did not just consider you her counselor, but her dear, and most trusted friend. It would only be fitting if you did this,” Laurel looked over at him, as the sorrow of her loss began to overtake her.

“Of course Princess Laurel, I would only be too happy to do so,” Phineas spoke, with barely contained emotion.

Caleb noticed Laurel becoming overwhelmed and placing his arm around her once again, looked over at Deaglan meaningfully. 

“The Princess needs a bit of air Deaglan if you would be so kind?” Caleb said as he addressed the young Captain.

“Yes, of course,” Deaglan replied, standing up and walking over to Laurel’s seat quickly. “Come, my Lady, let us get a bit of air on the terrace,” Deaglan said quietly, as he and Caleb helped Laurel to stand.

Laurel only nodding in reply, as she allowed herself to be led out of the dining hall. Again the men stood in respect as she and Deaglan walked out. 

Deaglan directed Laurel to the beautiful grapevine covered arbor and had them both sit on a comfortable settee. Laurel sighed heavily and leaned her head against Deaglan’s shoulder as he smiled at her warmly.

“Oh Deaglan, I still cannot believe she is gone. I keep thinking I am going to wake in the morning and when I go to breakfast she will be there, having her tea and porridge just like every morning,” Laurel said in a tired small voice.

“I know. It took me nearly a week to fully accept my father’s death, even though I was with him. I kept expecting him to show up at the armory or the Lodge telling me I had more work to do and to stop socializing,” Deaglan spoke in a warm deep voice at remembering his father, the former Captain of the Guards.

“I remember last week when I spoke with your sister. She mentioned how your father would always know where to find you, as you were always at the Lodge visiting the Sentinels, especially when Caleb and Aiden were here. Caleb told me, being close in age, you became good friends over the seasons,” Laurel recalled smiling at him.  

They looked at each other for a few moments, their gaze not leaving the others face. Deaglan smiled at her warmly, seeing the emotion in her soft grey eyes.

“I never meant to hurt you Deaglan. I hope you know this. You have always been a dear friend to me, and I am very grateful you still are,” Laurel said in a whisper, her eyes glistening with tears.

“I know this Laurel. You cannot force your heart to feel something it does not. I know your father wished it, but I could never have you marry me if you did not love me in that way,” Deaglan replied back in a low soft voice, reaching over and gently wiping a tear from her cheek.

“You are a kind and wonderful man Deaglan, and any woman would be most fortunate to have you as her husband. It is just….” Laurel trailed off in sad frustration, as she was unable to find the words to explain her jumbled feelings.

“Shh. There is no need to explain my dear Laurel. We have known each other our entire lives. We saw each other nearly every day for a time. We grew up more like brother and sister than lovers. I am well aware your heart feels for another,” Deaglan smiled, at her eyes widening in surprise. “Your secret is safe with me. I wish to inform you, Lady Morene renounced her marriage pledge. So, your heart may feel a bit of comfort with that knowledge, as we all felt it would happen at some point,” he said, with the same knowing smile.

“Caleb did not mention this to me. Though I am not surprised, he was only concerned with my feelings when we spoke. So much has changed in the last season has it not?” Laurel asked, with a sad smile.

“Yes, indeed. But know this my Lady, there is one thing that will stay constant in our lives. I shall always remain your friend and your loyal servant no matter where our lives place us,” Deaglan spoke with conviction as he held her hand, his soft blue eyes warm and kind as always.

Laurel leaned over and embraced Deaglan as she leaned her head against his chest.

“Thank you Deaglan. My heart is very comforted in knowing this. I shall need your friendship now more than ever in the coming days,” Laurel sighed.

“I know Laurel, and you shall have it. You only need send for me, and I shall be here for you. Let me escort you to your room. You need your rest in order to be able to meet with King Fergus and Queen Alana, as well as the Chieftains tomorrow,” Deaglan said, as he helped her to stand. 

They walked together back into the lobby, and up the staircase in a relaxed manner, paying no mind to the voices from the dining hall. They walked upstairs, and as they reached Laurel’s room, they saw Tulla in the corridor, who had been patiently waiting for her Mistress. 

“Goodnight Laurel, please try and get some rest, I will tell everyone you have retired for the evening. I will be here first thing in the morning when you meet with King Fergus and Queen Alana,” Deaglan told her, as he leaned down and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“Thank you Deaglan, I look forward to their arrival. I shall try and rest now. Please give your mother and sister my regards,” she replied with a tired smile.

“I will. Goodnight,” he said as he turned, and made his way down the hall to the staircase. 

He found Caleb waiting for him at the end of the staircase, smiling in a friendly manner.

“How is she?” Caleb asked, as he looked up the stairs.

“She is much calmer now. I feel your mother will be a great source of comfort to her. She mentioned she looked forward to your parent’s arrival,” Deaglan answered with a knowing grin.

“My mother adores her. She will be quite doting I have no doubt. Thank you for looking after Laurel, Deaglan, I am happy you were able to calm her. Laurel is very fortunate to have your friendship,” Caleb answered, giving him a pat on the shoulder.

“I am grateful for hers as well,” Deaglan said pausing thoughtfully for a moment. “Prince Caleb may I speak with you candidly?” he asked, his voice and expression becoming serious.

“Yes of course Deaglan,” Caleb replied, looking at him curiously.

“I am aware that you and Aiden know her Highness very well, I do also. I have watched her grow up, I have seen her joys and her sorrows, her heartbreaks,” Deaglan saying this last expression meaningfully. “Know that, when she gives her heart, she does so completely and without reservation. I felt you should be aware of this, in light of all that has occurred,” Deaglan told him, looking at Caleb intently.

Caleb returned his gaze, then smiled as he was aware of what Deaglan was trying to put across.

“I appreciate your candor Deaglan. I will certainly keep what you have told me in mind. Aiden and I were just headed back to the Lodge, after I say goodnight to Laurel. Why do you not join us for drink and relax for a bit? Being around all these nobles has been most tedious,” Caleb replied grinning wryly. 

“Indeed it has. I will meet you at the stables,” Deaglan smiled good-naturedly as he turned and walked towards the large front doorway.

Caleb then made his way upstairs to Laurel’s room, knocking on her door quietly. Tulla opened the door looking a bit surprised to see Caleb.

“Good evening, Tulla. I am here to say goodnight to her Highness,” Caleb said smiling charmingly. 

“Yes, Sire. She has just changed and gotten into bed. I was just about to leave for the evening,” Tulla answered shyly.

“Do not let my presence deter you. I will not be long. Goodnight Tulla,” Caleb replied, as he walked past her and into Laurel’s room. 

Tulla stood in the doorway, until she heard Laurel happily acknowledge Caleb’s arrival, then smiling left, closing the door behind her.

“I am so glad you came to see me before you returned to the Lodge,” Laurel spoke with a happy but tired smile.

She was sitting up in her bed, her hair in a loose long braid, wearing a high-necked white nightgown, holding a book. Caleb approached her with a broad smile, as she looked more relaxed.

“I could not leave without saying goodnight and checking on you, now could I?” Caleb asked her, as he sat on the edge of her bed and leaning over and kissing her forehead softly. “My parents will be arriving late in the evening. They will be here first thing in the morning to have breakfast with you and your father. Is there anything I can do for you before I go to the Lodge?” Caleb asked, in a warm deep voice.

“No, that is alright. You have done so much already Caleb. I am just feeling a bit restless, so I will read for a short while,” Laurel answered, with a small sigh.

“Restless are you? I noticed your Fidchell board all set up on the table. Shall we play a short game? Perhaps that will help you to feel more relaxed,” Caleb suggested, as he reached over and squeezed her hand.

“Alright, perhaps a quick game. Tulla and I usually play a game before she leaves for the evening,” Laurel said, as she got out of bed.

Caleb stood up and after helping her with her robe, they both walked over to the table, then began to play one of Laurel’s favourite games. They played for a short while, when Laurel looked up and smiled at Caleb remembering their past games.

“How many times do you think we have played this?” Laurel asked smiling brightly, as she slid her piece across the board.

“Possibly a million by now. Do you remember the first time we played it?” Caleb asked, grinning in amusement at watching Laurel concentrate on her next move.

“Yes I do. I was ten seasons, and it was during the Harvest season. I had a horrible cold and had to stay in bed and was quite frustrated. Then you and Aiden came to see me. Aiden brought me a lovely cloth doll, which I still have by the way. And you brought me my Fidchell board, which we are playing with now,” Laurel recalled smiling mischievously, as she moved her piece again.  

“Well I obviously taught you too well, because you have just won,” Caleb said leaning back in his seat, and smiling wryly at her.

“Did you let me win Caleb?” Laurel asked, with a smirk.

“Of course not dearest. I enjoy your pouting far too much when you lose,” Caleb answered back, with a light laugh.

Laurel laughed back then covered her mouth as she yawned, blinking her eyes drowsily.

“Come mo chailin, let me help you back to bed. You look exhausted,” Caleb said in a soft deep voice, as he stood up and helped to her feet.

They walked back over to the bed, and Caleb helped Laurel with her robe as she climbed back into the plush bed, allowing Caleb to adjust the covers. Leaning down, his arms on either side of her he tenderly kissed the top of her head.

“Get some rest now dearest. I shall see you in the morning,” Caleb spoke, his voice warm and caring, feeling concerned with Laurel’s drawn tired face.

“Caleb. I am sorry for what happened with you and Morene. I appreciate you taking so much time to look after me. I know this must be very difficult for you,” Laurel mentioned holding his hand, her eyes soft and luminous. 

“Thank you for saying that Laurel. Do not concern yourself with it however. I will be fine. Except for the timing, none of it comes as a surprise. I know you are aware we did not get along. The fighting had become much worse, and neither of us were happy, but as I said, this is nothing you need be concerned about. My only concern at this time, is helping you get through this ordeal. Everything else will be dealt with later. Just rest now my dear,” Caleb said as he caressed her cheek, then pulled the covers around her shoulders as she turned on her side. “Goodnight Laurel,” he whispered as he leaned down and kissed her temple.

“Goodnight Caleb,” she whispered back as she closed her eyes. 

Caleb smiled as he walked towards the door, blowing out the large pillar candle on the table, closing the door softly behind him.

 

He made his way quickly downstairs and to the stables, not surprised to find that Aiden and Deaglan had already gone back to the Lodge. He rode back to the Lodge quickly, as a chilling rain was beginning to fall. After securing Lorcan, his large roan stallion, into the Lodge stables, Caleb made his way into the Lodge, a chorus of greetings coming from the large open main room. Caleb grinning, walked over to sit in his favourite chair as Aiden, Deaglan, as well as the other Sentinels were all seated and enjoying pints of ale and, thick slices of bread, cheese, and smoked sausages.  

“I knew you would be taking your time saying good night to Laurel, so I convinced Deaglan to come with me to the Lodge, so we would not have to wait in the stables all night,” Aiden mentioned with a knowing smile, as he sipped his ale.

“How was Laurel feeling when you left?” Deaglan asked smiling, but with mild concern.  

“A bit anxious, so we played a game of Fidchell and when she became tired, I helped her to get comfortable, then said goodnight,” Caleb replied thoughtfully, pausing for a moment. “She told me she was sorry for what happened with Morene. I thought she was very sweet to say it, though I am quite sure she is not. Whenever Morene happened to be around her, she was always saying something rude to Laurel. I still cannot believe how heartless Morene was to her at the village. The woman does not have an ounce of compassion,” Caleb said bitterly, taking another drink of his ale.

“I assume you are speaking of your former wife?” Queen Alana asked intensely, as she walked into the large room.

The men in the room suddenly stood up, as the King and Queen of Heathwin walked in, and sat down in tired frustration in two plush leather chairs. Queen Alana was a tall and elegantly beautiful woman. Her soft black hair reaching past her waist, slightly disarrayed with her ride from Heathwin, not detracting from her beauty. Her soulful deep blue eyes that her son Aiden shared were tired but still alert as she looked at her sons.

“Please, everyone sit down, there is no need for formality this late in the evening,” Queen Alana spoke with a heavy sigh.

“We did not expect you quite so soon,” Caleb spoke in a soft low voice, looking at his mother intently, seeing her grief and frustration.

“We left as soon as we were given the horrible news. Your dear mother insisted we only stay at the river camp long enough to eat and change horses. The Chieftains will be arriving sometime tomorrow,” King Fergus replied, his handsome features lined with fatigue and concern for his wife, as he glanced over at her with a sad smile.

 

Queen Alana and Queen Milna had become dear friends soon after Queen Milna’s marriage to King Garron. Milna was not of nobility, she had been an Ollam for several seasons, when she was called upon to help care for King Garron, after his receiving a grievous injury from a hunting accident. King Garron fell in love with Milna’s loving and compassionate nature. Her beautiful soft grey eyes always filled with warmth and happiness, whenever he spoke with her. After his injury had healed, King Garron could not stop thinking about her. He would visit her quite often at the House of Healing, which always caused a stir of excitement. His parents had been older when Garron was born, and he was an only child. Considered one of the tallest men in Gwenlais, elegant and refined in appearance, but having a stubborn nature and quick temper, like his father. He was married for only a brief time to the daughter of a wealthy nobleman. It was an arranged marriage, and even though they got along well enough, they did not love each other. His wife and newborn son died tragically in childbirth, which left him in shock and miserable, especially for having lost a male heir. His parents were deeply grieved and they soon passed away, shortly apart from each other, thus leaving Garron heartbroken and forlorn. He became bitter and reckless, hence his injury. But upon meeting the lovely and kindhearted young Ollam, he fell in love with her almost instantly. They married soon after, and when introduced to the rulers of Heathwin, they too were taken with her kind spirit and beauty. Queen Milna and Queen Alana’s friendship did much to help heal the uneasiness between the two Kingdoms. The fact that even after becoming Queen, Milna still served as an Ollam, endeared her to the people of both Gwenlais and Heathwin, becoming known as the ‘Queen Ollam of Gwenlais’ to all. When Laurel was born, it added to her parents love and joy for each other, as she was the first daughter born to the royal line of Gwenlais in ten generations, though Garron was secretly disappointed he was not given another son. Now with Queen Milna’s sudden and tragic passing, many wondered, how this might affect the relationship between the two realms.

 

“Your former wife,” Queen Alana spat out, “was the first to give us the grievous news of Milna’s passing. She then informed us that she renounced her marriage pledge to you and wished to have the rest of her things sent to her father’s home,” Queen Alana said, with unhidden contempt. “Please tell me you accepted her decision in giving you back her necklace,” she continued in the same tone.

Caleb did not speak, simply pulled the necklace from his pocket and showed it to her, with a bitter smile.

“Good. Be sure and show that to her arrogant father,” the Queen stated with frustration.

“Yes Mother, I am aware of what needs to be done,” Caleb replied in a weary voice.

“You did not take long to accept her decision,” King Fergus stated, with a sad smile.

“There was no reason to take any time. Her unfaithfulness to me is no secret, whether she admits it or not. After her contemptible display and lack of respect for me in front of the Patrol, and how she treated Laurel, I will not take her back. It is not poor Laurel’s fault she has lived a sheltered and quiet life. That is not a reason to treat her with such disdain,” Caleb said, his eyes flashing with his anger. 

“What did she do to poor Laurel to make you say she was heartless? Not that I am surprised,” Queen Alana inquired angrily.

“She yelled at Laurel, saying she was blubbering and dishonoring her mother’s memory, as Laurel sat on the ground crying and holding her mother’s body. So as I said, the woman does not have an ounce of compassion in her,” Caleb replied bitterly. 

“Oh, the poor dear girl. I will go to her first thing in the morning,” Queen Alana said tearfully, bringing her hand up to her mouth, to stop her lips from quivering.

King Fergus reached over and took his wife’s hand, bringing it up to his lips and kissing it gently. Caleb and Aiden, as well as all present, looked at the Queen with sad and sympathetic faces. Aiden sat thoughtfully for a moment, then reached over and lightly hit Caleb’s arm, smiling at him sardonically, before speaking. Caleb looked at him with wry bemusement, wondering what he was up to.

“Now, if you wish to speak of a woman with compassion, I would like to point out the lovely Elsa, at the Blue Dragon. Now there is a lass with compassion,” Aiden said grinning wickedly, with dancing eyes, at mentioning the very well-known tavern wench of the busy town of Welstone, in Heathwin.

All the men in the room laughed at Aiden’s comment, all aware of his fondness for Elsa and her companions, at the Blue Dragon Tavern.

“She has shown me compassion on several occasions,” Aiden continued, as Caleb smirked at him, hitting his brother roughly on the arm, as the laughter continued.

The laughter suddenly ceased when Queen Alana cleared her throat and looked at Aiden with a disapproving glare.

“I do not find it funny one bit Aiden that you bring up your favourite wench at this time” Queen Alana said, with a low and angry tone. 

“I am sorry Mother. I meant no disrespect. I was only trying to bring levity to this grievous situation. I also find it ridiculous that Elsa would indeed have more compassion than the soith olc, Caleb was briefly married to,” Aiden replied, in an angry and sad tone.

“Yes, about that,” Queen Alana said standing up suddenly, as she looked over at her husband. “Did I not tell you Fergus that this is exactly what would happen? That Morene would do nothing but cause Caleb and this family grief. And for what? To just appease the bickering between you and the miserable woman’s father? I hope Chieftain McCullan is happy now. He has still not gotten his way, and now his daughter is more unruly and disrespectful than ever. You forced our eldest son to marry a woman he clearly did not love, or even like for that matter, just to have it end this way. Her actions towards Laurel are inexcusable, and her father had damn well better apologize to Laurel and Garron for it, or I will have a few words to say to him myself,” Queen Alana said in a scolding and bitter tone. “I am exhausted and I am going to bed,” she stated angrily, before storming off to her room. 

“Yes my love, I will be there shortly,” King Fergus called out sheepishly.

Hearing the chamber door slam in the distant corridor, caused King Fergus to moan softly in exasperation, as he rubbed his temples with his hands, and everyone else just looked at each other in surprise and embarrassed amusement.  

“By the Maker, I shall never hear the end of it,” King Fergus spoke with quiet defeat. “I truly am sorry you suffered this way Caleb. It was never my intention to have you go through this,” he said, looking up at Caleb woefully.

“I know Father. I feel though, now is not the time to worry about me or Morene’s situation. Laurel and Garron need us right now, that is all I wish to concentrate on. So I say we all get some rest, as tomorrow will be both busy and unpleasant,” Caleb replied, smiling sadly at his father.

“I agree. I shall see you all in the morning. Good to see you again Deaglan, and goodnight,” King Fergus said as he rose up slowly, and walked tiredly out of the room.

“Thank you Sire, and goodnight,” Deaglan replied smiling kindly.

When King Fergus was well out of hearing range, Caleb reached over and punched Aiden, hard on the arm, causing Aiden to jump slightly in surprise.

“What were you thinking by mentioning Elsa, you brainless twit,” Caleb asked him grinning wryly.

“I told you, I was trying to lighten the mood,” Aiden replied laughing jokingly, and rubbing his arm.

“Oh you lightened it all right. They heard Mother slam the door back at the castle,” Caleb replied, as the others laughed.

 

As the cold, pale light of dawn crept up the walls of Tramaine’s private quarters, he sat at his desk, his mood dark and sullen as he stared straight ahead at nothing.

How dare that contemptible little wench humiliate him that way, at the dinner with the nobles and the Princes of Heathwin. If only the wretched Rabkins had succeeded with their mission. Then he finally would be rid of the presence that threatened to ruin his plans and the plans of his powerful acquaintances. He would have to put the other scheme into action, though it was much more of a risk. No bother, it would be worth it as no one would suspect, so long as the right threats and motivations were in place. Soon, no more would he be serving the fools of Gwenlais. Soon he would be the one to be reckoned with. He would make the barbarians of Heathwin bow to do his bidding, if they intended to eat and survive their wretched winters, Tramaine thought as he sat in the dark room. 

A knock at his door took him away from his bleak and self-regarding thoughts. 

“Come in,” he said brusquely, as a small and nervous-looking man in a hooded tunic entered the room.

“A new message just arrived Master Tramaine,” the man spoke in a nervous low voice as he shut the door and walked up to the desk.

“From which falcon?” Tramaine asked with trepidation.

“The grey falcon sire,” the man answered licking his lips nervously as he handed the message to Tramaine.

“Have you read it yet Falconer?” Tramaine asked, not putting his hand out to take the offered message.

“I have indeed Master Tramaine,” the man replied in a soft uneasy voice.

“Then just tell me what it says. My head is pounding, and I am not able to read at this time,” Tramaine demanded tiredly as he leaned forward on his desk, with his head in his hands.

“They simply wish to know if the plan succeeded, and if not, why?” the Master Falconer informed him.

“You can tell them, that the mindless Rabkins they sent succeeded in killing every woman in the village, including the Queen and her pathetic Ollams, but NOT the intended target!” Tramaine exclaimed with rage as he pounded the desk in frustration.

“Do you really wish to reply in that manner sire?” the Master Falconer asked with a warning tone and look.

Tramaine leaned back in his chair with a deep sigh, rubbing his temples for a moment before replying.

“No….I think it would be best to pass blame on the contemptible barbarian from the West. If he had not shown up we would be well on our way with our vision. What were the cursed Sentinels doing at the camp in the first place?” Tramaine asked himself, rubbing his finger against his lip thoughtfully. “You know it is rumored he can communicate with the Rabkins? Our acquaintance is not the only one. The Rabkins in this area must have helped him in some way,” Tramaine mentioned distastefully with narrowed eyes.

“The rumors would be concerning who?” the Master Falconer asked carefully.

“Prince Caleb you fool! Have you not been listening to anything I have told you?” Tramaine spat out haughtily.

“Forgive me sire, I am but a simple bird keeper,” the Falconer said with a soft and humble voice.

“Hmm. Yes. Well, give me until later in the afternoon and I shall have a return message ready to send. Prepare the white and brown falcon as well. I will have a new message sent to our other acquaintance. We will have to get the new plan underway soon, as it will take some time to have it fully executed,” Tramaine explained to the Master Falconer.

There was another knock on the door, and Tramaine gestured for the Falconer to step out of sight as he walked over to answer his door. Upon opening it, there stood a short, smiling man of about fifty seasons, with kind brown eyes.

“You sent for me Master Tramaine?” the man asked in a friendly but reserved manner.

“Yes Milo. Please inform King Garron that I will not be attending the breakfast with the King and Queen of Heathwin. I have a pounding headache and will not be at my best this morning. If he should need to speak with me, I shall be available later in the day. I am sure that Phineas is more than adequate in his ability to flatter and grovel to the rulers of Heathwin,” Tramaine said with blatant disdain.

“Very good Master Tramaine. Will there be anything else?” Milo asked politely.

“Just have my breakfast sent up at the usual time and make sure you apologize for my absence. Is that clear enough for you?” Tramaine replied with haughty disregard as he rudely shut the door in Milo’s face.

“Not as if they would miss you anyway,” Milo grumbled under his breath, and rolled his eyes, as he walked away to inform the kitchen staff of Tramaine’s request for breakfast.

 

Laurel lay awake in her bed, going over the arrangements she would have to see to. She still had not been able to bring herself to see her mother, as she lay in state in a spacious and sun-filled room off of the main lobby. The old gardener had the room filled with the Queen’s beloved silver roses, as well as large and decorative pots filled with rosemary and lavender, which were the Queen’s favourite herbs. The King and Queen as well as the Chieftains of Heathwin, along with the citizens of Gwenlais would all come today at various times to bid farewell to the Queen. Laurel hoped she would be able to say her goodbyes in private, not wishing for others to see her grief. She could not forget how cruelly Morene had spoken to her when she had first seen her mother’s broken and battered body at the river village. She then smiled sadly to herself as she remembered how quickly Caleb had come to her defense, and how loving and compassionate both he and Aiden had been to her.  She looked forward to seeing Queen Alana, but was saddened at knowing how heartbroken the Queen would be, for she was quite aware of how close the Queen of Heathwin and her mother had been. Laurel sat up in her bed slowly, as her muscles felt tight and stiff from having a restless night filled with troubling and sad dreams. There was a soft knock at the door, Laurel smiled again, knowing it was Tulla.

“Come in,” Laurel answered quietly.

“Good morning my Lady. I hope that you slept well. I have just been informed by Milo, that the King and Queen of Heathwin arrived late in the night and would be joining you for breakfast,” Tulla said with a melancholy tone, as she walked over to Laurel’s bedside.

“Thank you Tulla. I am afraid I did not sleep well, I have no doubt my face shows this,” Laurel smiled wearily. 

“It is to be expected your Highness,” Tulla replied smiling back sympathetically.

“Is that the dress I requested?” Laurel asked, as she looked down at the item Tulla was holding. 

“Yes my Lady, or at least I hope I have chosen the right one. I know you requested your Mother’s favourite when she was not at the House of Healing. I do believe this is the one you wished for,” Tulla said handing Laurel the dress.

It was a long and flowing, soft pale blue trumpet-sleeved dress, with a fitted bodice and underskirt of shimmering silver. Queen Milna wore it often, when the dignitaries of Heathwin would visit. 

“Yes Tulla this is indeed the one,” Laurel replied softly bring the dress up to her face and breathing in softly. “It still smells of Mother’s favourite lavender soap and scented water,” Laurel stated with glistening eyes.

“Are you sure my Lady, that you wish to do this? Will it not just add to your heartbreak?” Tulla asked in a shaking voice, as she reached over and held Laurel’s hand.

“Yes, my dear Tulla. It will be my own way of saying goodbye and honoring her memory. I will wear her dark green dress tomorrow at her funeral,” Laurel answered standing up and holding the dress up to her. “Come Tulla, help me to dress, so that I may be ready for when Phineas comes to escort me to breakfast,” Laurel said with a soft sigh.

After Laurel dressed, Tulla placed Laurel’s hair in a long loose braid down her back. Tulla stepped back for a moment to look at Laurel, her eyes shining with tears and her lips trembled as she tried to contain her emotions. 

“What is it Tulla?” Laurel asked with concern as she looked up from smoothing out the front of her dress. 

“It is just….you look so much like her my Lady. It is….quite moving,” Tulla explained, as tears began to run down her cheek.

Laurel then walked over to the full-length gilded mirror and stood in front of it, her breath catching for just a moment.

“I…I truly never realized until just now, how much I do,” Laurel’s words caught in her throat as she looked at the image staring back at her.

Just then came another soft knock at the door. Tulla dried her eyes and went to open it. Phineas stood smiling in the hallway, as Tulla opened the door wider for him to enter, giving Phineas a meaningful look. Laurel stepped away from the mirror to walk towards him.

“Good morning your Highness I….” Phineas stopped short as he looked at Laurel in stunned silence for a breath’s moment. “I am….here to escort you to breakfast my Lady,” Phineas continued in a low soft voice.

“Good morning Phineas. I am ready,” Laurel replied with a cheerless smile, as she entwined her arm through his and allowed him to lead her out the door.

“You look most lovely this morning my Lady,” Phineas told her in a subdued tone filled with emotion.

“Thank you dear Phineas. I wished to wear this in Mother’s memory,” Laurel said looking over at him. “You loved her. Did you not Phineas?” Laurel asked him after a short pause, as they began to walk down the stairs.

“Yes…yes, Princess. I loved her very much, and I always shall,” Phineas replied, smiling at her with tears in his eyes.

As they reached the lobby, several servants were milling about including Milo, who all stopped and stared in wonder and surprise as Phineas and Laurel made their way into the dining room. Phineas acknowledged their expressions by giving them a knowing smile.

“By the Maker,” an older maid declared softly holding her hand to her mouth, tears streamed down her face, watching Laurel walk into the dining room. 

“Yes, my dear Muirgen. Tis as if she is still with us,” Milo replied, putting a kind hand on her shoulder, watching Laurel walk away. 

As Phineas and Laurel entered the dining room, all present stopped talking and stared at them in surprise. King Garron, put a trembling hand to his mouth, his eyes filling with tears.

“Milna?” he asked in a shaking voice. 

Laurel smiled at him benevolently, with kind empathy.

“Good morning Father,” Laurel replied softly.

King Garron, then as if waking from a dream, blinked tiredly and cleared his throat.

“Good morning my dear girl,” he answered uncomfortably, then took a long sip of his tea.

“You look beautiful this morning dearest,” Caleb suddenly spoke up smiling warmly at her.

“Thank you Caleb,” Laurel answered shyly, beginning to feel self-conscious.

Deaglan’s eyes filled with tears as he smiled at her. Queen Alana then stood up and walked over to where Laurel and Phineas had stopped for a moment. The Queen embraced her warmly, then placed her hand on the side of Laurel’s face.

“Come my dear, come and sit next to me,” Queen Alana said in a loving tone, taking Laurel’s hand and leading her to the table.

Laurel walked with her, as a servant pulled out chairs for both of them. Even though the staff had made an exceptional meal, Laurel could only pick at her plate, taking only a few bites of fried toast, and sipping her tea.

“Have all the final arrangements for the viewing been made, Phineas?” Laurel asked quietly, not looking up from her plate.

Queen Alana looked with concern and curiosity, over at Caleb and Aiden.

“Yes your Highness. The musicians from the House of Healing have just arrived, the flowers have all been arranged. The doors will be open to allow visitors to arrive after the midday meal has ended,” Phineas replied in a warm quiet voice.

“And the lone guard? Conagher wished to be the Sentry for the viewing. Was this arranged?” Laurel asked, looking up only briefly as she then looked back down at her plate, absently rearranging things on her plate.

“Yes, your Highness. I spoke with him myself, just before I went upstairs to escort you to breakfast. Everything that you requested has been done. The vendors and farmers have all volunteered to display and offer the wares and products which were the Queen’s personal favourites. The beekeepers have already moved their hives to the Ollam meadow. Your mother’s brother and his family will be arriving later today, and their rooms have been prepared as well. Everything has been completed my Lady, you may now take a deep breath and try to relax,” Phineas said smiling at her reassuringly.

“Yes, that would be nice would it not?” Laurel asked smiling sadly.

“Perhaps after breakfast my girl, we could go together and say goodbye to your mother,” King Garron offered, looking at Laurel with a warm but doubtful smile, already knowing her answer.

Laurel looked up at him, twisting her napkin nervously, her eyes becoming stormy and tearful.

“Perhaps a bit later Father, I wish to first go and see how the vendors and farmers are doing with their arrangements in the Ollam meadow,” Laurel replied trying her best to keep her voice level and calm.

Queen Alana reached over and placed her hand on Laurel’s, as she was still clutching the napkin. 

“I shall ride over with you, my dear. I am very impressed with all the arrangements you have made. I find it refreshing how you have chosen to celebrate your mother’s life, and not mourn her demise. It will undoubtedly be a lovely and memorable ceremony,” Queen Alana said with encouragement. “Caleb and Aiden, will you please go to the stable and see to it that our horses are prepared, so that you may join us as well,” Queen Alana directed her sons, giving them meaningful glances.

Both brothers looked over at her slightly surprised, and smiling amusingly at her.

“Of course Mother, we have just finished,” Caleb replied as he hit Aiden’s arm, with Aiden quickly shoving a piece of bacon into his mouth. The two of them then stood up and left the room.

“If you do not mind my Lady, I too wish to join you all at the Ollam meadow,” Deaglan requested quietly.

“Thank you Deaglan. I would be most happy to have you join us,” Laurel replied smiling warmly.

“I shall go and ready my horse as well,” Deaglan stood up and followed Caleb and Aiden out.

Queen Alana then looked over at King Fergus, who smiled at her lovingly, knowing that he was about to be told what he should do as well.

“Fergus, the Chieftains should be here at any time now. Why do you not bring Garron over to the Lodge so that he may meet with them in a more relaxed setting?” Queen Alana suggested, smiling at him expressively.

“That is a wonderful idea mo ghra. Come, Garron, let us go and relax at the Lodge for a bit before it becomes hectic, and we shall leave dear Laurel in the capable hands of my doting wife. Come along Phineas, join us as well,” King Fergus said, as he stood up smiling kindly at both King Garron and Phineas.

“Yes, that sounds like a superb suggestion. The citizens will be making their way here soon, it would be less stressful to allow them to come here first before the formal ceremony begins this evening. It will be nice to speak to the Chieftains in a quieter place,” King Garron said as he stood up and walked over to Laurel, and kissed the top of her head. “I shall see you later this evening my dear,” he said in a low voice smiling sadly as he turned to leave with King Fergus and Phineas.

“Yes Father, I shall see you then,” Laurel said quietly, as she smiled mirthlessly back. 

“Come my dear. I am sure my sons have the horses ready by now,” Queen Alana suggested after a few moments, allowing the men time to leave.

 

As Laurel and the Queen made their way to the stables, just a short walk from the main courtyard, they could see that King Fergus and King Garron along with Phineas, were just leaving for the short ride to the Lodge of Gwenlais. It was built to serve the purpose as a garrison, to house the Sentinels and occasionally the wives of the newly married men, assigned to Gwenlais for their stay of several months. It was also where the Royal family, as well as the Chieftains, would stay when they came to Gwenlais. It was designed and built by the same crafters in Heathwin, with the help of the local carpenters of the Gwenlais region. It was ruggedly beautiful, built to blend into the natural surroundings, like The Great Lodge of Heathwin, as well as all the other homes and buildings. Though the citizens of Heathwin were not as refined and elegant as those of Gwenlais, this being the prevailing opinion, they did, however, have a profound and deep respect for nature. They felt manmade buildings and homes should never take away from the beauty of what was around them. The ‘farmers’, as they referred to the citizens of Gwenlais, were overly concerned with what their gaudy homes and shops looked like, so most thought. The Great Lodge of Heathwin, which was three levels high, housed what was referred to as the Grand Hall, dozens of many other rooms, private bedchambers and baths, along with smaller halls, and the Library. In addition, there were three lovely homes built adjacent to it. By comparison, the Lodge of Gwenlais was only one level, and had its own stables. It had a large and spacious open front room, with a massive fireplace on one end, and was filled with comfortable plush, deep chairs and couches. On the other end of the room was a massive dining table which comfortably seated over two dozen people. The kitchen was not overly large, just big enough to allow the cook and five servants, to help in making the meals. There were five large baths and, of course, private quarters for the royal family, two large bunk rooms as well as smaller private quarters for the married men who sometimes had their wives with them. It was warm and inviting and furnished in the style that the people of Heathwin were familiar and comfortable with. This way, the several months stay for the assigned Sentinels was comfortable and easier to deal with, while they were away from their beloved Heathwin. 

 

As King Fergus and King Garron entered the large main room of the Lodge, they were greeted immediately by the four Clann Chiefs of Heathwin. Remy was the oldest, as he was the only one to have worked with Garron’s father. He was the Chief of Clann Athdara, which consisted of three family groups, who were mainly wood cutters and builders and crafters. Phariss, Chief of Clann Jarlath, though the smallest Clann, it consisted of two large family groups who were primarily artist and merchants. There was also Argon, Chief of Clann Faolan, and the largest Clann, which consisted of six different family groups. Most of the families had long-standing histories of being Sentinels or in the service of the royal family as envoys or bodyguards. Argon himself was the Head of Security for the Kingdom of Heathwin. The Queen herself belonged to Clann Faolan. The families also were known for their opulent orchards and cideries. Then there was Chieftain McCullan, Morene’s father and Chief of Clann Donncha, consisting of three family groups. Most of these families were either breeders, trainers, or Keepers, of the large and powerful Scimitar cats, used exclusively by the Sentinels for defense. The first to approach both Kings was Chieftain Argon; he smiled sadly as he took King Garron’s hand.

“May I express on behalf of us all, King Garron, our most heartfelt and deepest sympathies. Queen Milna was a most gracious and remarkable woman. Her loss will be felt throughout both our Kingdoms,” Chieftain Argon said with compassion and eloquence. 

“Thank you Argon, thank you all. I cannot express the deep sadness my heart feels at this time. I can only say that I am most grateful for your compassion, and I cannot thank your sons enough Fergus, for saving the life of my daughter,” King Garron replied in a shaking voice.

“It goes without saying, Garron, how fond my sons are of dear Laurel, how fond we all are of her, especially Alana,” King Fergus said with a kind smile, putting his hand on King Garron’s shoulder.

Chieftain McCullan then approached King Garron, the large and brawny man, several inches taller than all the men present, with the exception of Argon and King Fergus. His pale blue eyes, normally intense and penetrating, were now soft and mournful, as he embraced King Garron warmly.

“Your dear wife was a kind and loving woman. She was a good friend to my sweet Tiernan. I know your pain well my friend. When I lost my beloved in childbirth, I truly thought I would not live. But let me assure you, the pain will get easier to deal with. That pretty little lass of yours will no doubt help in easing your burden. Come on then, let us sit down and talk of good times long past, and sample some of your fine ale, and I have to tell you, I have had a hankering for some roast gork since we arrived,” Chieftain McCullan said with a light laugh, slapping King Garron on the back in a friendly manner. Chieftains Remy and Phariss also embraced King Garron warmly as they all moved into the large and comfortable front room. Phineas smiled knowingly at King Fergus, and then went to the Lodge kitchen to inform the cook to have a roast gork, a highly favored animal raised for its succulent rich meat, and ale prepared for the guests.

 

As Laurel, the two Princes, Queen Alana, and Deaglan, approached the Ollam meadow, they noticed that the vendors and farmers were very busy in completing the beautiful displays of their wares and goods, that Queen Milna had been so fond of. After dismounting, as the group began to approach the displays, Queen Alana walked over to Caleb and spoke quietly to him in their language. Caleb looked at her intently answering her back in kind, then walked over and placed his arm around Laurel’s shoulders.

“Come mo chailin. Let us go over to the beekeepers. I wish to have them explain to me why the bees are so ridiculously large,” Caleb mentioned with a charming smile as Laurel laughed lightly at him.

The bees were indeed large. They were the width and length of a man’s hand. Unlike most beekeepers that were in Heathwin, who used smoke to subdue their bees, the apiarist of Gwenlais played small wooden flutes to calm their bees. The honey they produced was rich and dark and fragrant. The Ollams prized it for its healing properties, as well as using it to mix with various herbal and plant based medicines and healing salves. The bees themselves were highly valued and used throughout Gwenlais at all of the farms and fields to pollinate the crops. The large hives could be seen scattered all about Gwenlais. Queen Alana smiled at the two of them walking together; Deaglan and Aiden noticed the Queen’s expression, grinning at each other knowingly.

“My dear Deaglan, I must inquire something of you,” Queen Alana suddenly spoke up.

“Of course your Majesty,” Deaglan replied, smiling at her.

“Am I correct in assuming that Laurel herself is making all of the funeral arrangements?” Queen Alana asked, her voice not hiding her concern.

“Yes Queen Alana, you are indeed correct. King Garron has been far too distressed and….well apathetic to see to any of the arrangements,” Deaglan said, in a sad low voice.

“So he has left all the planning and arranging to poor Laurel?” the Queen asked, becoming more concerned.

“Yes, my Lady. I am afraid that is the case. Your sons, as well as Phineas and myself, have been looking out for her Highness. Caleb has been most attentive and rarely leaves her side. I find that quite admirable considering what he himself has just had to deal with” Deaglan said while giving Aiden a knowing look.

“Yes, well I do not find that surprising at all,” Queen Alana stated with a satisfied smile, as she glanced over again at Caleb and Laurel. 

 

“Good day Princess Laurel. I am so happy you were able to join us today. Is everything progressing to your satisfaction?” a kind elderly man standing with his wife, queried.  

“Everything looks lovely, thank you, Fraser. I appreciate your bringing over the lavender to put in the viewing room, so early this morning,” Laurel spoke in a subdued voice, trying her best to smile as the old herbalist took her hand gently.

“Aye, it was an honour, my Lady. As we were one of the first to view your dear mother in state. She is as beautiful as she ever was,” the herbalist’s wife replied, with tears in her eyes.

“Thank you Grainne,” Laurel answered with trembling lips, her eyes filling with tears. 

Caleb allowed her a moment to compose herself before speaking.

“Come dearest, I see that Mistress Gavenia and some of the Ollams have assembled under the locust tree. Let us go and meet them,” Caleb instructed as he gently guided her away, placing his arm around her shoulders once more, smiling politely at the elderly couple.

When Laurel and Caleb had walked some distance, the elderly woman leaned over to her husband to whisper to him.

“I heard this morning Fraser, by the head maid Muirgen, that the Prince’s wife forsook her marriage pledge to him, and he sent her back to Heathwin,” she whispered to him conspiringly. 

“You cannot believe every bit of gossip you hear from the household staff Grainne, you know this,” Fraser chided gently, as they continued to watch Caleb and Laurel walk together towards the locust tree.

“Twas not gossip husband. Muirgen herself saw Prince Caleb in the courtyard, talking to his brother and the young Captain, holding up a broken matrimony necklace. You know what that means do you not? When he took back the necklace?” Grainne asked him, her voice filled with nervous excitement.

“Of course I do you silly hen. The Prince accepted her decision,” Fraser said, pausing for a moment to smile at Caleb and Laurel. “This should prove to be most interesting,” he said then, smiling at his wife.

 

As Caleb and Laurel walked closer to where Mistress Gavenia and the other Ollams were standing, an Ollam, who Laurel recognized as one of the former doe meds her mother had trained, approached them smiling warmly.

“Good day dear Laurel. I hoped I would have the opportunity to speak to you alone today. Sire, would you mind if I steal her Highness away for a bit?” the attractive young Ollam asked with a charming smile, her hazel eyes warm and friendly as she reached for Laurel’s hand.

“No, not at all. And who would you be my dear?” Caleb asked, smiling back at her.

“Caleb this is Blathnaid. She was trained by my mother personally, and knew her very well,” Laurel introduced them, with a benevolent smile.

“I am happy to make your acquaintance Sire,” Blathnaid said, as she bowed her head slightly.

“Likewise Blathnaid. So, where shall I meet you my dearest?” Caleb asked, turning his attention to Laurel.

“I suppose back with the horses, as it seems that everything is being arranged as I had hoped,” Laurel replied as she glanced around.

“Very good then. I shall meet you shortly,” he said as he leaned down and kissed her lightly on the cheek before she turned and walked away with the young Ollam.

Caleb watched them for a few moments as he saw them walk up to Queen Alana, Aiden, and Deaglan. Then as Laurel and Blathnaid continued to walk together, Deaglan suddenly turned to look at Caleb, smiling in acknowledgement as he joined the two young women. Caleb smiled back, impressed with the young Captain’s kind and attentive demeanor towards Laurel. His mother and Aiden continued to walk up to him, and when catching up, they all continued to walk towards Mistress Gavenia, who seemed to be waiting for them.

“Good day your Majesties. As you noticed, I sent Blathnaid over to distract Princess Laurel away from here. The workers have not yet finished with Queen Milna’s gravesite, and I did not wish for her Highness to see it yet as it will be upsetting enough for her tomorrow,” Mistress Gavenia spoke with concern, watching Laurel in the distance.

“That was most sensitive and kind of you Mistress Gavenia. I fear the poor dear will soon become overwrought as all the preparations have all fallen upon her,” Queen Alana replied, looking over and watching Laurel as well.  

“Yes, I feared that might happen. King Fergus has still not come to speak to me concerning Milna’s personal things left here at the House of Healing. I shall not press the matter. However, I will simply keep them for Laurel until the proper time comes to give them to her personally. I wish to express my appreciation to all of you, for caring for Princess Laurel. Especially to you Prince Caleb, as you have been most attentive. The poor dear was quite distraught, and rightly so when that arrogant, pompous fool Tramaine, dared sit in her mother’s place in the dining hall,” Mistress Gavenia said, with a look of contempt.

“Are you quite serious? He actually sat in Milna’s chair?” Queen Alana asked incredulously. 

“Oh yes, Mother. He walked into the dining room and sat down as if he belonged there,” Caleb answered her, with a disdainful grin.

“I wish you could have seen his expression when Laurel yelled at him to get up, I wanted to kiss her right there. The miserable, contemptible bastard. Oh….excuse me Mistress Gavenia,” Aiden looked over and apologized.

“That is quite alright Sire, I rather agree with you. Princess Laurel was very effective at putting him in his place. I wish to again commend you Prince Caleb in helping her Highness to calm down from her distress,” Mistress Gavenia smiled at him.

“I could not bear to see the poor girl so angry and upset. Sadly her father did not help the situation,” Caleb replied with an irritated tone, looking over meaningfully at his mother. 

“What did he do?” Queen Alana asked, with an exasperated voice and expression.

“It is more of what he did not do. He asked her if she felt her being angry was necessary. He did not support her all. She truly has been carrying the responsibility of Queen Milna’s funeral herself. She has been so distressed and preoccupied she has still not been in to see her mother,” Caleb spoke, with a sad and concerned tone.

“I was afraid that had happened, after I heard her make an excuse to Garron for not wanting to go with him, to see her dear mother” Queen Alana said, shaking her head and pausing thoughtfully for a moment. “I feel my dear boys, we will have to help Laurel with this. After the nobles and Chieftains have paid their respects, I will quietly suggest to Laurel that she accompany me. If the both of you are with us, I feel it will be easier for her to deal with,” Queen Milna suggested, to them both, a resolute look in her eyes. 

Caleb and Aiden looked at each other with slight smiles, well knowing their mother was not making a request.

“Of course Mother. Just let us know when you wish for us to accompany you,” Caleb replied, with a perceptive grin.

“Please inform her Highness that I will be arriving after the dinner hour and that everything is all in place,” Mistress Gavenia requested, as she turned to leave. 

“Of course Mistress Gavenia. We should head back ourselves now. I think we have left Laurel waiting long enough,” Queen Alana said as they all turned and walked towards the horses where the three of them still waited. Blathnaid was embracing Laurel goodbye, then walked away to the House of Healing just as the Queen and her sons approached Laurel and Deaglan.

“So my dear are you ready to return to the castle? Mistress Gavenia wishes you to know that everything will be as you intended, and that you will see her this evening,” Queen Alana stated reassuringly, as she noticed Laurel becoming anxious again.

“Yes I do suppose we should head back. I have no doubt the viewing ceremonies have begun and more than likely it is very crowded at this time,” Laurel said glancing up the hill, wringing her hands nervously.

Caleb stepped forward taking her hands in his, rubbing his thumbs across the tops of them smiling at her warmly, and then looking over at Deaglan.

“Perhaps Deaglan, we should enter the castle through the back gate? It will take a bit longer, but is should help us avoid any crowds that may have gathered,” Caleb suggested.

“I completely agree with that suggestion. That way my Lady, you will avoid all the people who have undoubtedly arrived, and then you will be able to relax for a bit in the rose garden,” Deaglan mentioned as he turned towards Laurel.  

“That sounds most lovely Deaglan,” said the Queen. “It will be like old times my dear, when you and your mother and I, would have tea in the garden and have our little chats away from everyone. Why do we not enjoy a nice quiet afternoon in the garden Laurel?” Queen Alana asked in a kind caring voice, as she reached over to smooth Laurel’s hair back that a light breeze had blown stray tendrils across her face.

“Yes….yes, I would enjoy that very much I think,” Laurel replied in a small voice, her anxiety becoming more apparent with the reality of what was taking place, beginning to enter her consciousness. The Chieftains and the nobles of Gwenlais would all be there this evening, along with the heads of the merchants’ guild and the harvest masters, as well as some of the wealthier more prominent farmers and vineyard owners. As the Princess of Gwenlais, she would be required to greet them all and play the role of gracious hostess, in spite of her grief and nervousness. Queen Alana looked over at her sons and Deaglan with sad concern.

“Then come dearest. We will head back now, as it will take a little longer to reach the back gate,” Caleb said as he began to help Laurel on to her mare.

“I will be going through the main courtyard myself. The guards have already assembled there by now to control the crowds. I will remain the entire time at the viewing ceremony your Highness. Then I shall come and inform you when the crowds have begun to disperse,” Deaglan informed Laurel, walking up to her and reaching up squeezed her hand for a brief moment, as she rested it on the front of her mare’s saddle.

“Thank you Deaglan. Thank you also for joining us in the meadow,” Laurel smiled down at him sadly.

“It was my pleasure my Lady. I shall see you all soon,” Deaglan stated, as he got upon his horse and quickly rode away.

 

With his departure, everyone then remounted and headed back to the castle, towards the back entrance. They would have to ride towards the city, but would turn off the main path before reaching it. Looking over they could see the crowds already making a mass exodus out of the city of Gwenlais towards the castle. The line reaching all the way up to the high hill where the castle stood, the main path was crowded but orderly, as the Guards and the Sentinels were on horseback riding among the crowds, to keep things from becoming chaotic. Caleb and Aiden rode directly in front of Laurel and the Queen in order to shield Laurel from the crowd, and allow her some privacy as they headed towards the back gate. The ride was quiet and peaceful, the leaves had just reached their peak colour and were beginning to turn to a warm deep brown, as an occasional breeze would blow them gently from the trees. The Harvest had been completed several weeks ago, and the fields now lay empty, awaiting their winter rest. When they had finally arrived at the back gate, the two gatekeepers upon the wall opened them quickly when seeing their approach. The old gardener had been alerted to their presence and was there to greet them as they entered the beautiful and secluded rose garden.

“Good day your Majesties, your Highness. I had the servants move the garden settee closer to the chime willow, I thought it would be soothing and relaxing for you. I also asked Milo to have afternoon tea brought out here for all of you. Master Phineas was looking for you my Lady. I shall inform him as to your whereabouts,” the old gardener said in a caring tone, his kind brown eyes crinkled with his warm smile.

“Thank you, Crayton. I very much appreciate your kind attentiveness,” Laurel said graciously, with a tired smile.

The old gardener simply inclined his head and smiled as he turned to find Phineas. They all moved to the where the seating area had been placed, under a small but prolific willow tree. It hung overhead, its delicate flower covered tendrils hanging just above their heads. With each breeze, the tendrils would make a delicate chiming sound. Each time the petals would fall to the ground the chiming sound would become more pronounced as well as a slightly sweet but woodsy scent being released. 

“Mother would often sit under this tree, especially after a long day at the House of Healing,” Laurel said reflectively, as she looked up at the hanging branches above her.

“Dear Milna had tried, on several occasions, to give me small chime willows to take back to Heathwin, as she knew how fond I am of it myself. Alas, the winters proved to be much too harsh for such a delicate tree,” Queen Alana smiled at remembering, as she reached up to cause more petals to fall around them.

“There is not much that is delicate in Heathwin Mother,” Caleb grinned at her sardonically.

“No matter how many plush couches and pillows you place in the Lodge,” Aiden replied back, as he and Caleb smirked at her.

Queen Alana, looked at them with narrowed eyes, but grinned drolly as Laurel giggled at the two brothers teasing their mother. 

 

Just then Milo, as well as several servants entered the garden area bearing trays, bringing in the fare customary for afternoon tea in Gwenlais. A full tea service for the four of them, as well as dainty cakes filled with jam. Small and delicate pieces of sponge like bread filled with a creamy herbed cheese, delicate pastries stuffed with creamed spinach and pearl onions.  Laurel thanked Milo and the servants as Queen Alana began to pour the tea, and the servants left them alone once again. Caleb and Aiden looked at each other and began to laugh lightly at the elegant, if not frail looking fare placed in front of them, not at all resembling the heartier and more robust food they were accustomed to having in Heathwin for the midday meal. Queen Alana gave them a disapproving look as she continued to pour the tea, while Laurel giggled at their mocking grins as they picked up the small pastries.

“Pay no mind to them, Laurel, they are just rude brutes,” Queen Alana said glaringly as she sipped her tea. 

“We are not rude Mother. I mean really, if I ate the entire tray of whatever these ridiculously small morsels are, I would still be starving,” Caleb replied, laughing as he put two of pastries in his mouth to prove his point.

“What is the green stuff in them?” Aiden asked, making a disgusted face as he broke one apart. 

“It is spinach,” Laurel answered laughing at his expression.

Caleb and Aiden then exchanged sickened expressions as Caleb took a cloth napkin and spit the contents of his mouth out into it. He then stood up and put the folded napkin in a potted plant, then walked back over to the seating area. Laurel laughed with mirth as Caleb sat back down and gulped down a full cup of tea. 

“Caleb! That was completely disgusting. I cannot believe you did that,” Queen Alana spoke with utter disdain as she shook her head.

“What?! I loathe spinach, you know this,” Caleb said, still making a face of complete revulsion as he drank another cup of tea. 

“Serves you right, shoving two of them in your mouth you muc,” Aiden said in their language, laughing heartily as well.

“Call me a swine again and I shall be shoving a few things in your mouth,” Caleb replied, in a threating tone.

They both looked over, smiling in amusement at Laurel who was still laughing, and wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Look what you two idiots have done. The poor dear is now quite beside herself, and she has not even been able to drink her tea,” Queen Alana scolded, as Laurel’s laughter was renewed, with the Queen calling Caleb and Aiden idiots.

Caleb and Aiden looked over at each other again, smiling at Laurel’s reaction, happy to see her amused and distracted from her sorrow and anxiousness. 

“Come now mo chailin, finish your tea, and we shall take you back to the Lodge and show you what a real afternoon tea is supposed to be,” Caleb said warmly, reaching over and handing Laurel her cup.

“Oh….oh alright,” Laurel replied in a shaking voice, as she tried to compose her laughing.

 

Just as Laurel was relaxing and drinking her tea, voices could be heard coming towards them. They all looked up at the sound of Tramaine’s loud and abominable voice echoing in the walled area of the garden, leading a nervous frail looking man and a short, plump egotistical looking woman with him. Both were gaudily dressed, not at all in respect to the somber dignity that the circumstances required. 

“Oh good, there you are your Highness, Milo said you would be here. I am pleased to announce that your Uncle Connor and Aunt Bedelia have arrived,” Tramaine proclaimed as if declaring a matter of great importance.

Laurel’s smile disappeared, and her nervous anxious demeanor returned as she stood up to walk over to greet them. Queen Alana gave Caleb a meaningful look as he too stood up, to stand with Laurel.

Laurel was not close to her mother’s only brother, and barely tolerated his wife, who was loud, rude and quite opinionated, becoming more so after Milna’s marriage to Garron. Even though they were not of nobility, Laurel’s uncle being a simple solicitor, who managed the money books for several merchants in Gwenlais. His wife always felt, after her sister-in-law married King Garron, that certain rights and privileges were owed them. She was also known as being a bothersome quidnunc. 

“Good afternoon Uncle Connor, Aunt Bedelia. Thank you for coming,” Laurel said with a half-smile and tense voice.

She hugged her uncle first, who smiled at her warmly, and politely hugged her for a brief time, seeing her anxious bearing. Bedelia, on the other hand, was a different matter altogether. When Laurel leaned in to give her a hug, Bedelia grabbed on to Laurel pressing her against her ample bosom, in an exaggerated suffocating hug. Laurel gasped in surprise, then rolled her eyes upward in annoyance.  Connor looked over at Laurel and smiled at her in sympathy, as Caleb frowned and raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“You poor dear child. We are now here to comfort you in your hour of need,” Bedelia bemoaned, in a loud and grandiose manner.

“Amadan bo,” Queen Alana spoke in the language of Heathwin, an insult to Bedelia’s behaviour, as she glared from across the garden, while Aiden looked over at her with a snide smirk.

Laurel managed to pull herself away from Bedelia’s smothering grasp and then sighing, composed herself enough to address her comment.

“Thank you Aunt Bedelia, but really do not concern yourself, I am being well looked after by Phineas and Deaglan, as well as the royal family of Heathwin,” Laurel then gestured to the Queen and her sons.

“Yes dear, that is all well and good, and it is most gracious for you to mention all of them. But dear Laurel, we are your family, so I feel that Connor and I should stay here, at the castle, for the winter at the very least,” Bedelia’s voice taking on an edge of insistence. 

Laurel’s eyes went wide at her suggestion, as Caleb moved closer, placing his hand on the small of her back, as he looked over with a sarcastic grin hearing his mother cursing under her breath. Phineas had walked in just as Bedelia mentioned her suggestion to stay through the winter. He stopped short, with Bedelia’s back to him, he gave her a look of utter derision. 

“No, Aunt Bedelia, I really feel that will not be necessary. As I said, I am well looked after. Father and I have much support. I feel the best way for us to heal, is to carry on as normally as possible. All the individuals I have mentioned to you are very much like family to both Father and myself. Queen Alana was Mother’s dearest friend, in fact, I look at her like another mother to me,” Laurel stated as she looked over and smiled at Queen Alana, who returned her smile benevolently.

“Oh….I see. Very well then,” Bedelia paused for a moment as she looked with cold aloofness about the garden area. “I was just telling Connor on our long ride here from Alderwoods, that I knew Milna remaining an Ollam would be her undoing. Really, she had every luxury available to her, which any woman could possibly wish for. Instead, she chooses to still tend to the sick and infected. Yes, the Queen of Gwenlais indeed,” she said, with unabashed contempt and jealousy.

“Bedelia please,” her husband Connor replied, in a weak attempt to control his wife’s heartless attitude. 

Queen Alana and Aiden stood up and walked over to where Laurel was, as Caleb placed his arm protectively around her shoulders. Phineas walked over to join Laurel, his face livid at Bedelia’s callous remarks. The actions of everyone took Bedelia by surprise which caused her to glance about nervously. 

“My mother was proud of her position as Queen, and never did she not appreciate it, or the seriousness of what it meant. However her position as an Ollam, is what she was most proud of. It is that position that made Father fall in love with her, and then later made all of her subjects love her as well. My only hope, is that I will be able to live up to the legacy that she left behind,” Laurel said in a dignified and tearful voice as she trembled with emotion, doing her best to contain her rising temper.

“Well said, darling. Phineas, please inform Garron we will be attending to Laurel at the Lodge until the evening’s ceremonies. Come, my dear,” Queen Alana said with indignation, as the three of them lead Laurel away out of the garden gate, giving Bedelia scornful looks.

“Yes your Majesty, I shall inform him immediately,” Phineas replied with a smug smile. “If you will excuse me Connor and Bedelia, I need to speak to the King,” Phineas replied as he turned to leave. “Oh yes, and by the way, I wish to inform you, your rooms are no longer available. I shall have Milo gather your bags and will have you brought to the inn in the city, you will be most comfortable there,” Phineas added with a sly smile as he once again turned to leave.

“That is preposterous Phineas, why would their rooms no longer be available?” Tramaine questioned angrily. 

Phineas then walked up to Tramaine with narrowed eyes, standing only inches from Tramaine’s face.

“I feel in light of recent events, that it would be best to have them stay at the inn. Unless of course you would rather have me tell King Garron, that you insist the woman who just insulted both his beloved dead wife and his beloved daughter, needs to stay here,” Phineas replied in a low and hostile voice.

“I shall escort them myself,” Tramaine answered, after a brief pause as he walked out of the garden, gesturing for Connor and Bedelia to follow him. 

Phineas watched them leave, with a feeling of satisfaction he had not felt for a long time.

 

By the time the four of them had reached the Lodge, Laurel had calmed down and was smiling once again, at Aiden and Caleb who were encouraging Queen Alana’s thorough disdain for Bedelia. As they walked into the Lodge they were greeted by King Fergus as well as the four Chieftains.  The Clann Chiefs all came forward to offer their condolences to Laurel, which she accepted graciously. Chieftain McCullan was the last to speak with her, as he stepped forward the tall and burly man took her small hand in both of his, towering over her like a bear. He was a formidable looking man, as tall as Caleb, but broader with a steely-eyed gaze, and an often loud and rough gravelly voice. At this time however his eyes were softer and kinder, his voice lower and more subdued. 

“I am most sorry to hear of your mother, dear lass.  I was just saying to your father, how much she meant to my own dear wife, when she was alive. I also wish to….apologize to you for my daughter’s treatment of you at the river village. Now I will not make excuses for her behavior, but alas she has also suffered much, and she has had to become hard natured to deal with her loss,” Chieftain McCullan reasoned, as he spoke quietly to Laurel, glancing over quickly to Caleb who was standing close by.

“Thank you, Sir, I do appreciate your kind words. I also understand Morene’s actions, even more so with the loss of my own mother,” Laurel replied in a low soft voice as she struggled to control her emotions, to which McCullan smiled and nodded in acknowledgement. 

With their conversation finished, Caleb and Aiden walked up to Laurel to lead her to a quiet corner in the large open room, when McCullan gestured to Caleb for his attention.

“Sire, I wish to have a word with you alone please,” the Chieftain requested.

“Of course,” Caleb then smiled over at Laurel. “I will join you shortly dearest,” as he squeezed her hand for a moment, and watched Aiden lead her away.

Caleb and McCullan then walked into a large study just down the corridor, and closing the door, both men sat at the large rectangular table across from each other. Caleb looked at the Chieftain intently as McCullan sighed deeply, putting a hand to his temple before looking back at Caleb.

“In all honesty lad, I do not know what to say to you. I saw Morene for only a brief time at the family home. She told me she had renounced her pledge to you, that she was done living a lie. She went on to relate how she could no longer stomach your compassion for the Rabkins, and that you had fought with her and sent her back to Heathwin. Now, I tried to tell her you were well within your rights to do what you did, that you could have done far worse for her display. And that she needed to ask for forgiveness and beg you to take her back, but she would have none of it,” McCullan explained his voice and face showing his pain and frustration.

“After her contemptible treatment of Laurel at the village, and her final act of defiance of me at the Rabkin homestead, I will not take her back. I accept her renouncement McCullan,” Caleb said in a low but intense voice, as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the broken matrimony chain and placed in on the table.

McCullan sighed deeply once again as he stared down at the necklace.

“I know you owe me nothing lad, but what I am about to reveal to you, I would ask that you keep it between us, for the sake of my dear wife’s memory,” McCullan requested, his voice choked with repressed emotion.

“I am aware of her unfaithfulness, McCullan,” Caleb interjected. “I have been for a time now. Morene would never admit to me, but she would never deny it either. Far too many saw her with another. In all honesty I reached such a state of complacency, I no longer cared. To answer the question in your eyes, no I was not unfaithful to her. I did not feel the need to be when I was sure it would only be a matter of time before the whole…arrangement would soon be over. I hope she finds what she needs McCullan, as I intend to do the same,” Caleb expressed with an acrimonious smile as he stood up. “Now if you will excuse me. My only concern at the moment is to help Princess Laurel and her father through their ordeal. Reassure Morene, I will sign the renouncement testament when we return to Heathwin. She will be a free woman within the week,” Caleb said, as he turned and left the room.

McCullan did not speak back, only stared at the broken necklace for a long moment, before pounding his fist on the table in frustration. The realization of his dreams of his Clann being joined with the ruling family, coming to a sad and bitter end. He did not reveal all that he knew to Caleb, and decided it would do more harm than good. He would be keeping the shameful secret to himself.

 

As Caleb walked back out into the spacious front room of the Lodge, he saw that Aiden had Laurel sitting at the enormous dining table, with Tolemais, Rian, and other Sentinels as they talked and laughed loudly at a Patrol story that Tolemais was relating. Laurel was smiling happily, occasionally putting her hand up to her mouth when the story took on an intermittent bout of salaciousness, as Tolemais continued to relate how several tavern wenches the Patrol had rescued from slavers, were more than willing to show their gratitude. Caleb shook his head as he walked up to the table, then sat down next to Laurel, not believing that this particular occurrence was the one Tolemais chose to relate in front of Laurel. 

“Our Commander,” Aiden spoke up, as he gestured over to Caleb, “then tells the very thankful and gracious ladies, that it is all in what the Sentinels do and that no other show of indebtedness is necessary,” Aiden said as he winked at Laurel.

“Yes, well our reputations tend to proceed us. I did not care to add this wrinkle to it as we have enough to deal with. Many of the outlying towns and villages throw their daughters at us as it is,” Caleb remarked with a mordant grin, causing snickering to commence even more.

“I still fail to see why that is a problem,” Aiden replied dryly as the others laughed, while Rian hit him roughly on the arm.

“I must admit, you certainly make quite the impression when you show up here in Gwenlais. With all of you on your very noble steeds wearing the royal insignia on their harnesses, and with all of you wearing your long black riding coats, and being quite tall and dark haired, then having a Scimitar cat with you at all times, when you ride through the city. All the people are most excited when you show up, especially the young ladies. Is it not true, that several of the young men in your company have taken brides from Gwenlais?” Laurel asked, with a demure smile. 

“Well yes, and poor Gawain is still trying to. Seems her father thinks we are all barbarians. You have been trying to gain the old man’s favor for almost a whole season, have you not?” Rian asked the smirking young Sentinel.

“Yes, but I have yet to win him over. I will confess to all present, if the grumpy old gent does not give us his blessing soon, I will be riding off with my sweet Iris. Then he will have a reason to be sulking and moping about, and not letting us pick a wedding date,” Gawain expressed with conviction. 

“I am sure he will come around soon enough Gawain. If Iris’ father needs convincing, I will be more than happy to speak to him of your character,” Caleb offered, with a warm smile.

“Thank you Sire. I am most appreciative. It may actually come to that,” Gawain said gratefully with a weary sigh.

Caleb then looked around and not finding what he was looking for turned to Aiden.

“Where are Mother and Father?” Caleb asked quietly, which caused Laurel to giggle and to Aiden smile at her reaction.

“They had to go speak in private, as Mother was still quite agitated by Bedelia’s less than sympathetic behavior towards Laurel. She was saying some very colorful descriptions of Laurel’s aunt in old speak, and Father wanted them to have a bit more discretion,” Aiden explained with a laugh. 

“I have no doubt. Now what of you, your Highness? Did you have anything to eat? I noticed everyone has had something, but I fail to see a plate in front of you,” Caleb mentioned, with a discerning grin.

“I had a bite. I am fine,” Laurel replied, trying to be vague.

“You had two ridiculously small nibbles from my plate, and it is only because I made you,” Aiden expressed with a chiding tone though he still grinned at her teasingly.

Laurel looked over at him, rolling her eyes with a slight pout.

Caleb stood up and put his hand out, “Come with me. The servants have left for the day, but we will go to the pantry and find something for you. Do not look at me like that. Now stand up and come with me,” Caleb said in an officious tone, as Laurel very self-consciously, stood up and took his hand, and Caleb led her to the kitchen. 

“Must you always be so overbearing and grumpy?” Laurel asked in a low voice, her pout more pronounced. 

“When it comes to you yes. You are very stubborn and you do not listen,” Caleb answered her. “The evening ceremonies are going to begin shortly and you have had nothing to eat all day. How do you intend to host the ceremonies if you end up passing out from stress and lack of food?” Caleb asked pointedly as they entered the kitchen.

“I had breakfast,” Laurel tried arguing back.

“You most certainly did not. You took one bite of toast, drank your tea and simply moved things around your plate. You had nothing in the garden thanks to your outlandish relatives. Now sit down right here, I will go and fix us both something, and you will eat what I put in front of you, without argument,” Caleb said sternly, as he had her sit at a small but sturdy built table near the fireplace.

“You are being very bossy Caleb,” Laurel said in an injured tone, her lips beginning to tremble.

Caleb placed his hand down on the table, leaning down closer to her bringing his other hand under her chin, raising Laurel’s face to look at him. He smiled at her warmly when he looked into her sad stormy grey eyes.

“Yes I am,” he answered in a deep soft voice. “Do you not think I have noticed that you are doing all the planning, and all the arranging? You have taken care of everything mo chailin, down to the last detail. Now tell me, who is taking care of you? You very easily dismiss Phineas, Tulla, and even Deaglan, when they show their concern. You will not dismiss me, Laurel. While I am still here, I will make sure you eat enough and rest enough, and you will not tell me otherwise,” Caleb spoke in a warm, but intense voice. 

Laurel found herself not able to answer him back with any impertinence, only swallowing hard to control her emotions. Caleb saw the effort she was making to control her tears, he then leaned in and kissed her forehead gently.

“I shall be back in just a few moments. We will just relax here in the kitchen away from all the noise for a bit. Have something to eat, and in a short while I shall escort you back to the castle, and I will remain at your side all evening. We will get through this together, and should it become too much for you, I will be taking you away from all of it. You will have enough to contend with tomorrow. I will be only a moment,” Caleb said as he smiled at her again and tucked her hair behind her ear. Laurel smiled at this gesture as he had never done it before.

He came back as promised in a short time, with apples, cheese, barley and oat bread, a rich fruit chutney, pickled vegetables, a smoked sausage, and what was left over from the roasted gork. Laurel only had a small portion of the gork, as the meat of the fat, small animal, was very rich, and she found it too overwhelming when served cold. Caleb asked who she expected to be at the evening ceremonies, keeping her talking and distracted, noticing she ate more when engaged in conversation and not focused on her fragile nerves. They both ate until they were satisfied, after which Caleb suggested Laurel take a brief nap before they needed to return to the castle.  

“No…it is fine Caleb. Really I shall be alright,” Laurel expressed, trying her best to convince him.

“Your eyes look exhausted dearest. The ceremonies do not begin for several hours now,” Caleb countered back smiling knowingly.

Laurel sighed, pausing for a moment, not wanting to argue with him knowing he meant well.

“I just do not wish to be alone at this time Caleb. I….I fully admit that my anxieties are getting the better of me,” she replied, in a small voice.

“You do not have to be Laurel. There is a very large plush couch near the fireplace that is seldom used. Most everyone prefers to sit at the table or in the chairs. We will go to the couch, and then you can lie down and put your head on my lap. I shall cover you with a blanket, and then you can have a bit of rest before you must deal with all the arduous details the night will entail. Come mo chailin, it is not a suggestion,” Caleb stood up, and once again held out his hand to her.

As they made their way back to the large front room, Caleb stopped and walked over to a door just inside the room. Opening it, Laurel noticed it was a linen closet filled with sheets, towels, and blankets of every description. He reached in and pulled out a light woolen blanket, and then led Laurel over to the couch he had described earlier, it was as he had mentioned not occupied. Most were indeed sitting at the long, broad table or in the heavy plush leather chairs. All noticed them as Caleb and Laurel walked into the room, but did not call out or make mention of their presence, noting Laurel’s tired demeanor and Caleb’s concerned expression. They sat down getting comfortable, and then Caleb covered Laurel with the blanket as she lay her head on his lap. He spoke quietly, as he gently stroked her hair, his deep voice soothing and calming as he told her to close her eyes and rest. For the first time since that horrible day at the village, when her life shattered and broke to pieces, she felt safe and warm. There was a feeling of peace and hope, slowly making its way into her broken heart, as she surrendered to her exhaustion.

 

“Laurel. Laurel, we should be leaving soon dearest,” Caleb spoke softly, as he lifted the hair away from her face and gently tucked it behind her ear.

Laurel opened her eyes, trying to focus where she was, forgetting for a moment she was at the Lodge. She sat up slowly, and turned to find Caleb smiling at her warmly, as she moved her legs off the couch placing her feet on the floor. 

“We can leave whenever you wish. There is still time before the ceremonies begin, then you will be able to refresh yourself before everyone arrives,” Caleb mentioned, as he absently took a few strands of Laurel’s hair and slid them between two fingers.

“Yes, I suppose we should leave. I will have to change, and Tulla will insist on doing something with my hair. I confess I do not relish the idea of meeting with all the nobles and their wives. I find most of them petty and annoying,” Laurel replied sounding tired and giving a small pout.

Caleb laughed lightly as he leaned over and softly kissed her forehead.

“Of course you do mo chailin. They are nobles. It is their calling to be petty and annoying,” Caleb smiled at her charmingly, as he stood up and held his hand out to her.

Laurel smiled back wearily, took his hand stood from the couch, and then walked with Caleb to the door, where they were met by King Fergus and Queen Alana.

“We shall see you very soon darling. We will be with you the entire evening,” Queen Alana spoke in a warm and comforting tone, as she embraced Laurel.

“Thank you, your Majesties. I appreciate so very much, all of you for being here and helping Father and I through our grief,” Laurel said, attempting to control her emotions.

“Of course dear. There is nowhere else we would be at this time,” Queen Alana said, releasing Laurel from her embrace.

King Fergus did not speak, only smiling benevolently and embracing Laurel warmly before Caleb led her out the door. They did not take long to reach the castle, as Caleb walked with her into the main lobby, they were greeted by Phineas.

“I will inform your father you have returned my Lady. Is there anything I can get for you at this time? A warm cup of tea perhaps?” Phineas enquired, as he walked with Laurel and Caleb to the staircase.

“No, that is quite alright dear Phineas. I will just see what Tulla has laid out for me and then just relax quietly in my room until I need to greet everyone,” Laurel answered, with a soft sigh.  

“Very good your Highness. I shall meet you at your room in short while then,” Phineas replyed, as he gave Caleb a concerned glance. 

“Come dearest, I shall escort you to your room,” Caleb said as he smiled knowingly at Phineas, just before walking up the staircase with Laurel.

When they had arrived at Laurel’s door, Caleb kissed her lightly on the cheek and promised to see her again in the lobby when she arrived to greet the guests for the viewing. 

“Try to relax for a bit dearest. I will see you soon,” Caleb spoke in a warm deep voice, as he turned and headed for the stairs.

Tulla embraced Laurel, happy to see her again after her tiring day. They sat quietly talking together as Laurel went on to relate the events of the day. Bedelia’s less than gracious attitude, Queen Alana’s reaction, and how they insisted she join them at the Lodge. Tulla had laid out a lovely pale blue tunic dress, that was soft and flowing as it had no waist, only an ornate u-shaped collar, and soft trumpet sleeves. Tulla wished for her Mistress to not only look lovely and regal, but to also be comfortable as she noted with concern, the weariness in Laurel’s grey eyes. Tulla informed Laurel that she herself would be leaving for a short while as she would be attending the servants’ time to say goodbye to their beloved Queen. Laurel then told Tulla to take the rest of the evening to be with her grandmother, as she well knew her dear attendant would be quite emotional after the viewing ceremony.

“Please Tulla, I insist. I will have much support this evening, I will be fine. If you wish you may help me dress for the evening and braid my hair for me, but other than that, I will be quite fine,” Laurel said reassuringly, to her faithful friend.

Tulla did not argue the point further, knowing she would be emotional, and not much comfort to Laurel, as Queen Milna treated Tulla as a beloved daughter and less like a servant. Giving Tulla the same tutors as Laurel, as well as lovely clothes and plenty of comfortable provisions for her and her grandmother’s modest dwelling. After finishing Laurel’s hair, Tulla hugged Laurel and bade her goodnight as she made her way downstairs, to pay her last respects to her beloved Queen.

 

Laurel sat in quiet reflection after Tulla had left, trying to calm the rushing thoughts that filled her mind. She had asked Caleb once again why the Rabkins would have attacked the village. Why would they kill all of the women, including her mother and the other Ollams? The explanation that these Rabkins were not from the Kingdoms of Heathwin or Gwenlais did little to ease her mind. The Rabkins that were from her region were seldom seen, people only catching a glimpse of them by the forest’s edge. They were elusive and less prone to acts of aggression, unlike the Kindreds that lived in the forests and mountains of Heathwin.  Caleb had explained to her there were two very distinct groups or Kindreds as they referred themselves to be. The Cydros Kindred, which lived primarily across the river Caldune in the Kingdom of Heathwin, tended to be more aggressive, fighting back first. The Ogmore Kindred, which lived mainly in the lush forest of Gwenlais, were more subdued, more willing to try and find a peaceful end to conflicts. Caleb did his best to try and ease her fears, and she trusted his knowledge and opinions on the strange and mysterious race of beings. Caleb was the only human with the ability to communicate directly with them, to understand their strange musical sounding language. He was the only one in both Kingdoms the Rabkins would seek out. Many found his ability peculiar and frightening, making him seem even more intimidating to most. Laurel, however, never felt that way about her Prince from the west, a secret endearment she would only call him in her heart. She knew his heart was kind and true, and he had always treated her parents, especially her mother with the utmost respect. He had always treated her with kindness and sometimes impatient amusement. Laurel’s youth, however, would often times make her impertinent and her teasing would go too far, as she was spoiled and never reprimanded by either parent for speaking out. It was not until she became a bit older, did Caleb scold her if she became too fresh, as this was not something that was often tolerated in Heathwin. When finally in her twelfth season, Laurel realized, that Caleb had limits to how much of her sometimes rude outbursts he would tolerate. She had a tantrum in front of his Patrol and became very disrespectful, and refused to apologize. Laurel’s heart was utterly broken that Caleb had taken her in the stables and punished her for it, not speaking to him at all, the rest of that day. She could not however be angry with him for long, especially after he had bought her a gift, as a token to once again win back her favor, she then forgave him. He knew of course that she would, for his mo chailin, as he often called her in the language of the westerners, was quite smitten with him. She smiled with the thought that the two Princes had always been close to her for as long as she remembered. Even more so, since the tragic day at the river village. Caleb especially had been most loving and protective, and perhaps a bit overbearing. It was not intentional, just an aspect of his personality, as a result of having such enormous responsibilities thrust upon him at an early age. She sat in peaceful thoughtfulness a while longer, and then there was a quiet knock on her door.

“Come in,” Laurel answered the knock, already guessing it was Phineas.

Phineas walked in quietly with a warm smile, leaning down to squeeze her hand.

“Good evening, my Lady. I am here to escort you to the ceremony. All the guests have arrived. Prince Caleb is waiting in the lobby for you as promised,” Phineas stated in a calm, but sad voice.

Laurel looked at him with a look of melancholy and wistfulness, and then stood up from her comfortable seat. 

“I am ready Phineas. I shall make an attempt to put on a brave face, though inside I am shaking like a leaf,” Laurel replied in a small nervous voice.

“We shall all be here for you, my dear Princess. You will not have to face your sorrow alone,” Phineas answered back in a calm, warm voice, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Come let us go and meet the guests,” Phineas directed her gently, taking her arm and tucking it under his.

As they made their way downstairs Laurel could already see that the lobby was filled with the nobles, harvest masters, wealthy merchants of Gwenlais and all of the Chieftains as well. Caleb and Aiden were waiting by the stairs and talking with Deaglan, who then looked up and smiled as she and Phineas reached the bottom.

“You look lovely this evening dearest,” Caleb spoke in a warm deep voice taking Laurel’s hand as he leaned down and kissed her cheek. “As you can see, it appears everyone is here. There is quite a number actually in the viewing room itself. Your father is in there now, he is with a noblewoman I have never met. She is quite tall, as tall as Mother actually, long pale gold hair, emerald green eyes. Very striking, her daughter is with her, she looks almost identical. I have never seen anyone like them in Gwenlais until now,” Caleb explained as he looked about the lobby.

“That would more than likely be Lady Ellos. And you are quite right, none in Gwenlais have those features. She is not from here. She married Lord Moran about nineteen seasons ago, and had their daughter shortly after,” Deaglan explained, as he gestured over to them as they walked into the lobby.

“Yes, Lady Ellos herself is recently widowed. She and Mother were good friends. Her husband, Lord Moran, was one of the few nobles that Father actually enjoyed spending time with, as he was not overly flattering or condescending,” Laurel mentioned as Lady Ellos then caught her eye and made her way over to Laurel.

“Well, I shall now make my way into the viewing room as well. I shall be there if you need me your Highness,” Phineas said quietly, as he smiled warmly at Laurel, and then gave Caleb a meaningful look before he turned away.

A moment later Lady Ellos and her daughter approached Laurel.

“I am so very sorry dear Laurel for your loss. I was just saying goodbye to dear Milna, with your father. She was truly an extraordinary woman and a dear friend, and I too shall miss her greatly,” Lady Ellos said in a kind voice as she placed her hand against Laurel’s cheek, her beautiful, tearful emerald eyes, filled with sympathy.

“Thank you Lady Ellos. My mother loved your visits to the house, and looked forward to the lovely luncheons you would have together. Thank you again for coming. I have no doubt Father was most happy to see you, as your loss has also been quite recent,” Laurel answered, attempting to keep her composure. 

“You are most welcome dear, and yes I dare say he was. In fact your father has invited me to dine with him and a few close friends after the ceremony. My dear Marina of course will be returning home to see to my two youngest children,” Lady Ellos smiled warmly, at her almost identical daughter, standing shyly next to her.

“Oh, please forgive my rudeness. Prince Caleb, Prince Aiden, may I present Lady Ellos and her oldest daughter Marina,” Laurel introduced, them rather hurriedly.

Lady Ellos and her daughter smiled and turned their beautiful eyes to the handsome Princes of Heathwin. Both Caleb and Aiden smiled charmingly back at them, as Caleb took Lady Ellos’ gracefully offered hand.

“I am most happy to make your acquaintance’s dear ladies. May I also offer my condolences on your recent loss as well,” Caleb remarked in a deep and rich voice, the men of the western realm were known for.

“I too am most charmed to meet you Lady Ellos, and you as well Miss Marina,” Aiden replied just as charmingly, as he took Marina’s trembling hand in his. 

“Thank you Prince Caleb and Prince Aiden. I was unaware of how charming the men of Heathwin can be,” Lady Ellos remarked with an alluring smile, as she looked over and found her daughter smiling shyly, with a pretty blush as Aiden was still grinning at her. 

Laurel looked over in amusement at Deaglan and Caleb, as Aiden found it difficult to take his attention away from Lady Ellos’ enchanting daughter.

“If you will excuse us now gentlemen, I must find an escort for my dear Marina, so that she may go and care for my younger children,” Lady Ellos remarked taking Aiden’s attention away for a moment.

“I would be happy to escort Miss Marina home Lady Ellos, as I am also going to be escorting my mother and young sister home as well,” Deaglan offered charmingly.

“Why thank you, Captain that was most kind of you, now my mind shall be at ease for the rest of the evening. Goodnight my dear I shall see you later,” said as she kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Your Majesties, it was most charming to meet you both. And good night dear Laurel,” Lady Ellos, said quietly as she embraced Laurel warmly. “If you should ever need me, I am always at your service,” she spoke in a sad voice her eyes tearing up again.

“Thank you, Lady Ellos. I am very appreciative,” Laurel replied back her eyes misting over as well. 

Lady Ellos smiled once more as she gracefully walked away, then began to mingle through the crowd, making her way to the private dining room.

“My dear Laurel, I wish to inform you my mother and sister will be waiting by the main entrance to speak with you, they should be there shortly. After you have had a chance to speak with them, I will be escorting everyone home. I shall be staying with them this evening, unless of course you wish me to return, which will be no trouble at all,” Deaglan mentioned with concern.

“It is no trouble dear Deaglan. You have been so busy these last few days, I have no doubt your family needs you at this time. I shall be fine this evening,” Laurel remarked with a warm smile, as she reached out and held Deaglan’s hand.

“Yes, she will have far too many people looking after her this evening,” Caleb spoke up, as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

“Of that I have no doubt,” Deaglan said with a light laugh. “I shall go and find my mother and sister and we shall meet you at the door whenever you are ready Laurel,” Deaglan smiled captivatingly, as he went to find his family.

“Would you care to walk to the door with me Marina?” Laurel asked in a tired voice, though still doing her best to smile.

“Of course Laurel, again I am so sorry,” Marina offered in a sweet soft voice, as she placed her arms about Laurel’s neck to embrace her, the top of Laurel’s head just reaching at eye level with Marina, as she was quite tall like her mother.

Laurel embraced her back warmly, and when their emotions were getting the better of them both, released each other as they smiled shyly at the two brothers, then made their way over to the main door of the castle. Caleb and Aiden watched them as Laurel then embraced a petite woman with long deep brown hair, sprinkled with silver, and a young girl of similar stature, who had deep blue eyes. She was no doubt Deaglan’s younger sister, for when he approached them their resemblance was unmistakable. Soon the group dispersed but not before Deaglan glanced over at Caleb and Aiden, who then made their way over to Laurel. The two Princes stood with her until the guests either said goodbye or made their way into the private dining room. The last of these were her Uncle Connor and Aunt Bedelia, who had decided not to join the late dinner event and instead returned to the inn. The Chieftains also gave their greetings, smiling at her in sympathy, as they made their way to the dining room as well. King Fergus and King Garron as well as Phineas, were the last to walk out of the viewing room. 

“Will you be joining us for dinner my darling, or will your two faithful hounds from Heathwin be spiriting you away somewhere?” King Garron asked with a laugh, looking over at Caleb and Aiden, who just smirked at him mordantly.

“I am not sure Father. I may simply return to my room,” Laurel smiled back at him, with a weary sad expression.

“Well do try to join us if you can,” King Garron said, trying to sound encouraging, as he leaned down and kissed her forehead.

King Fergus smiled at her benevolently as he gave his sons a knowing glance then turned and followed King Garron and Phineas into the dining room. Laurel let out a deep and heavy sigh, Caleb reached over and held her in his arms, as Laurel placed her arms around his waist and leaned heavily into his chest.

 

“Laurel dearest. Would you come with me, to say goodbye to dear Milna?” Queen Alana suddenly spoke up, as she stood in the doorway of the viewing room.

Laurel looked over at her, surprised at first, not expecting the Queen to be there. She stood patiently in the doorway, smiling kindly, and waiting for Laurel to respond. Laurel looked up at Caleb and then Aiden, who did not speak, only smiled back at her reassuringly. Caleb released Laurel from his embrace, then took her hand and gently led her over to where his mother stood. Queen Alana reached out her hand to Laurel, then walked her into the room. Laurel stopped for a moment, looking over at where her mother was lying in state. Mistress Gavenia and several Ollams, Blathnaid included, approached Laurel, all of them embracing her warmly.

“Goodnight my child. It is time to say goodbye to your dear mother, so that you may have peace. We shall all be at the meadow in the morning,” Mistress Gavenia, said in a soft low voice, she then left quietly with the other Ollams.

Laurel stood looking over at her mother’s still form, her eyes filling with tears, as she began to tremble uncontrollably. Queen Alana looked over at her sons for a moment who stood quietly by, both looking somber and concerned.

“Come dear. Let us say goodbye together,” Queen Alana gently directed, as she walked Laurel to over where the Queen Milna lay in peaceful repose. “Is she not beautiful Laurel? She looks so peaceful as if she is sleeping,” Queen Alana remarked smiling lovingly down at her friend. She gently touched Queen Milna’s long chestnut colored braid. “Sleep well my dear friend. I shall miss you,” she whispered with heartbreak, as she leaned down and gently kissed Queen Milna’s forehead.

Queen Alana then looked over with a tearful smile and had Laurel stand next to her mother. Laurel slowly and almost timidly reached over and touched her mother’s face, then leaned down and kissed her twice, once on each cheek.

“Oh Mamm, I shall miss you so much. I do not…I do not know what to do. Father is so helpless. Why? Why did you not listen Mamm?!  Now you are gone!  I feel so alone,” Laurel then leaned down and embraced her mother, sobbing uncontrollably, telling her Mother how much she loved her.

Queen Alana placed her hand on Laurel’s back and looked over tearfully, at her sons who were tearful as well, at Laurel’s emotional response.

“What did she mean by not listening?” Queen Alana asked in their language.

“I do not know Mother,” Caleb answered in a voice choking with emotion, as he tried to compose himself.

Queen Alana then gestured for both brothers to come over to where she and Laurel were standing, Laurel still sobbing and overcome with grief.

“Take her back to the Lodge. I will inform her father she will be spending the night with us,” Queen Alana instructed.

Caleb walked over and took Laurel gently up in his arms, and began to carry her out of the room.

“Shh, it is alright mo chailin. You are coming with us now. Shh, I have you dearest, it is alright,” Caleb said in a deep soothing voice as Laurel wrapped her arms tightly around Caleb’s neck, crying into his shoulder, as Aiden followed him out quickly.

By the time they had reached the Lodge it was dark, and a chilling rain had started to fall. Caleb still carried Laurel into the Lodge, as Aiden spoke to one of the Sentinels present, whose wife happened to be with him on this garrison visit. The young woman appeared in only a few moments, helping Laurel to a small private room, and assisting her in changing into a warm nightgown and robe. They were both quite comfortable but comically too long, as the young woman was, as most of the women in Heathwin, much taller than those of Gwenlais. Laurel thanked her as she sniffed back tears, to which the young woman, hugged her warmly and then showed Caleb into the room, where Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed.

“How are you now mo chailin? Do you feel any better since you were able to release some of your pain? You have been so brave, my poor Laurel,” Caleb spoke gently, as he tucked a stray tendril behind her ear.

“Thank you, Caleb, though I do not feel very brave,” Laurel replied, her voice still shaking from crying.

“You have been amazing with all that you have arranged. Come and lie down now dearest, you are so tired,” Caleb quietly directed, as he began to move the covers from the bed and to help her lie down, only to be met with her resisting him.

“No, please Caleb. I…I cannot be alone at this time. I do not wish to be in here by myself,” Laurel entreated, sounding as if she would cry again.

“Shh, alright dearest, alright,” Caleb replied in a soothing voice as he held her to him. “Why do we not go back into the main hall, and we can sit on the couch once again. I shall get you settled, I will change and join you just a few moments after. How does that sound?” Caleb asked, as he gently caressed her back. 

“Yes…I would like that,” Laurel replied with a soft shuddering sigh.

“Very good. Let us go then,” Caleb answered back, taking her up in his arms again.

“I can walk Caleb,” Laurel said, in weak protest.

“No, no not tonight,” Caleb responded with a sly grin, as she giggled burying her face into his neck.

After he had brought her over to the couch, Aiden walked over and sat down with her immediately, holding her in his arms and kissing the top of her head. 

“Our Princess does not wish to be alone tonight, so we shall be spending the evening on this enormous couch,” Caleb mentioned with a smile, as he crouched down in front of her. “Well, after I change and bring us some tea, of course,” he said as he reached over, and pulled at the too long sleeves, of her borrowed nightgown and robe. 

“Sounds wonderful. Then you can listen to us playing Tablut and telling Patrol stories all night. I can promise you, dear Laurel, the stories will become even more colourful than the last one, as they always do as the night goes on,” Aiden remarked, with a charming, roguish smile.

“Oh, they most certainly will. Hopefully, you will fall asleep before they get too bad,” Caleb stood up and grinned at her drolly, as she giggled back at him. 

After a short time, Caleb returned and saw that Aiden was still sitting with Laurel quietly talking to her, as he was happy to see she looked much calmer. He brought over a large mug of tea with a small plate of sweet biscuits, with a pillow and a heavy blanket under his arm. Placing the tea and biscuits on the table he then placed the pillow and blanket down on the couch as Aiden stood up. 

“Well, goodnight love. Get some rest. I shall make sure it is adequately loud and amusing for you,’ Aiden smiled charmingly, as he warmly kissed her cheek.

“Goodnight Aiden,” Laurel replied sleepily as he turned and winked at her, making his way to the large table across the room.

“Come sit here dearest, and have a few sips of tea. Is the fire warm enough for you? I can add more wood if you would like,” Caleb asked sounding concerned, as he noticed the circles under her eyes.

“No, really I am fine Caleb, you have done so much for me already,” Laurel answered in a small tired voice, as she leaned against him.

“Very well then. Here have some tea and then perhaps a biscuit or two,” Caleb offered, handing her the large mug of tea.

She took a few long sips then handed the mug back to Caleb as he handed her the plate of biscuits, which refused at first. 

“Please, just eat one for me, and I shall not bother you again tonight. They are actually quite good,” Caleb smiled convincingly.

Laurel giggled and took one and began to nibble it and then before she realized, she had finished it.

“It really was quite good,” she remarked finishing the last bite.

“I told you it was. How about having one more? They are very good with jam,” Caleb smiled at her teasingly.

“No, perhaps in the morning,” Laurel smiled and then tried to stifle a yawn. 

“All right then. Come here now and lie down with me,” Caleb said very casually, as he turned on his side placing a pillow at his head, pressing his back against the wide and plush leather couch.

“We are going to lie together on the couch?” Laurel asked, in a slightly embarrassed voice.

“Of course silly. The floor is freezing, and I am most certainly not lying on it,” he answered her with a sly smirk. “There is more than enough room for you to lie down on your back,” Caleb spoke as he opened his arm, to have her lie down next to him.

“But…I sleep on my side,” Laurel mentioned, in a shy voice.

Caleb looked at her smirking again, as he rolled his eyes, and then turned and lay on his back.

“Here now lay down on your side, and then when you finally settle down, I will cover us up with this ridiculously large blanket. Unless of course you find something else amiss,” Caleb replied, with the same smirk.

Laurel smiled at him sheepishly, as she lay down next to him, her head nestled in the crook of his arm. She then slowly and bashfully placed her arm across his waist, which caused him to smile at her shyness.

After a brief moment of silence had passed, Laurel stirred a bit in Caleb’s arms before speaking.

“I shall miss her terribly Caleb,” Laurel spoke in a soft voice, barely above a whisper.

“I know you will dearest, but you will get through this. I will stay as long as I can. If for any reason I must leave sooner than I wish to, just remember, I shall think of you each day, and remember that this was the day I watched mo chailin grow up. You are no longer my little girl from the rolling fields of the east. You have become quite the lady, Princess Laurel of Gwenlais, and I am very proud of you,” Caleb whispered warmly, as he leaned over and tenderly kissed her temple.

“Thank you, Caleb. I cannot tell you how much that means to me,” Laurel whispered back, her eyes filling with tears. 

“Get some sleep now, you have a busy day ahead of you. Then you can just rest and heal through the winter. In the Planting season when I return, I shall arrange with your father and Phineas to have you return with us to Heathwin for a time. Would you like this?” Caleb asked, smiling at her warmly.

“I would like that very much Caleb,” Laurel answered, her voice for just a moment, sounding like her usual animated self.

“Very good. Now close your eyes, and get some rest. Pay no mind to the crazy hooligans at the table,” Caleb chuckled softly, as Laurel giggled at the loud, raucous laughter at the other side of the room.

Soon the sound of singing could be heard, it was an old song that was sung entirely in the language of the westerners. Laurel looked at Caleb, her eyes wide with delight, as she listened to the deep rich voices of all who were singing. 

“Do you know this song, Caleb?” Laurel whispered.

“Of course. It is a song that is always sung before we all come home from Patrol,” Caleb whispered back.

“Would you sing it to me?” Laurel asked him, voice becoming drowsier with each word.

Caleb smiled at her warmly and then as the next verse commenced, he began to sing in a soft deep voice. Laurel was smiling as she closed her eyes, happy that his rich voice was the last thing she heard before drifting off.

 

The towering figure walked hurriedly down the wide corridor, the moons’ glow shining in from the windows above. His long robes fluttering softly behind him with his fluid gait, the nerves pulsating in his round head could clearly be seen on his hairless grey skin. He paused to take a deep breath before he entered the private chamber, walking in without knocking as he was being expected. Walking up to his Master’s spacious chaise, he did not speak, as he waited for his presence to be acknowledged. The two females dressed in the usual harem slave garb, the tall, slender human female, was massaging his neck, the other a Rabkin female her long multiple braids bound back by a copper band, was feeding the Master dainty pieces of melon. The Master hissed softly opening his black, unfeeling eyes, similar to the soulless eyes of a serpent, as he looked over at his steward, standing anxiously nearby.

“Has the grey falcon returned Gruffudd?” the Master asked, seemingly calm.

“Yes, Master it has,” Gruffudd answered with a tense hiss, his long grey tongue flicked out nervously. 

“Was the mission successful?” the Master asked, looking at his steward intensely.

“No Master. She still lives. Our acquaintance blames the Rabkins and the barbarians of the west,” Gruffudd replied with trepidation, as he stepped back slightly.

The Master hissed again, becoming more intense until he rose to his full height, his hiss becoming a roar of rage as he threw his goblet across the room, causing the two females to run into a corner huddling together.

“Send the slayers to the Rabkin homestead! Have them kill all the younglings and females of the ones who were sent. This will show them that failure will not be tolerated,” the Master bellowed, his voice echoing through the spacious chamber.

“As you wish Master,” Gruffudd said with a deep bow, leaving the room as quickly as he could, not wanting to face his master’s wrath any longer.

 



  
 


 3: THE BETRAYAL OF MORENE 
Laurel awoke to the sounds of strange music being played. A beautiful yet haunting sound could be heard from outside. She sat up and looked around her eyes still foggy from sleep, noticing Caleb and Aiden were not in the large front room. Her eyes caught a movement, and she saw Tolemais, Caleb’s second, was walking towards her, a warm smile on his face.

“Good morning, your Highness,” he spoke with a deep voice, in the rich pronounced accent of a Westerner. “I was told to inform you as soon as you were awake, to come with me outside to the front entrance of the Lodge,” Tolemais explained as he held out his hand to Laurel.

Laurel smiled at him with a bemused expression, taking his offered hand and standing up. Tolemais then led her towards the main door of the Lodge, the strange music becoming more audible as they came closer.

“What is that music Tolemais?” Laurel asked in a small voice.

“That my Lady, is what I am bringing you outside to see,” Tolemais answered, his bright blue eyes twinkling as he spoke.

As Tolemais opened the large door, the music became even clearer, as Laurel was led out onto the large entryway. To her surprise and delight, there stood the Pipe Players of Heathwin. They stood in their full formal garb, wearing the knee length red and black tartan kilts and their black tailored coats with brass buckles, and heavy black boots. Twenty men all stood in line playing their unusual looking instruments in perfect harmony, accompanied by the ever present four drummers.  They were playing a tune that was somber yet powerful and stirring. Laurel smiled in delighted surprise as she watched the men play the pipes with skill. It was hard for her to imagine such beauty coming from what appeared to be misshapen bags of flour, with long thin, hollow reeds coming out of them, one of these reeds placed at the lips of the players, who were blowing air into them.

All who were in the Lodge including the royal family stood and watched them play, smiles of enchantment on everyone’s faces. Caleb suddenly looked over towards Laurel, his smile broadening as he approached her.

“Maidin mhaith mo chailin. Come over with me and watch the Pipe Players,” Caleb said as he leaned down and kissed her forehead, taking her hand and bringing her over to where the rest of the family stood.

Queen Alana smiled as she reached over and held Laurel’s hand while the Pipe Players and drummers finished their melody. Everyone applauded and gave shouts of approval as the players smiled and nodded their appreciation. One of the players, an older brawny man with a snow-white well-trimmed beard, stepped forward and then stood before Laurel, bowing graciously in respect.

“Maidin mhaith, your Highness. My name is Brogan, and I am the lead Pipe Player, as all the men in my family have been for six generations. It is with great sorrow and with great pride that I request that you would give us the honor of leading the procession to Queen Milna’s final resting place,” Brogan requested, with the deep rich voice that men of the west were known for.

“Thank you, Brogan. It is I who am honored to accept your generous offer. My mother had the privilege of having you play for her introduction to Heathwin. She spoke of it many times to me. It is a fitting way to have her be laid to rest,” Laurel replied graciously, in a soft, hushed tone, smiling though her eyes were tear-filled.

Brogan smiled warmly bowing once again before he took his place back with the other players.

“Come my dear. Let us go back inside for a bit of breakfast before Caleb returns you to the castle,” Queen Alana kindly instructed, as she took Laurel’s hand once again and walked back to the Lodge.

They all had a light breakfast of toast and fresh berry jam, with chicory root tea. Laurel then changed back into her dress from the night before and met Caleb in the large front room. He held his hand out to her, and they walked together out to the front of the Lodge to Caleb’s waiting horse. Caleb rode Lorcan at a leisurely pace, not wishing for Laurel to feel rushed. Queen Milna’s funeral and burial would take place in the afternoon, so there was plenty of time for Laurel to become ready.

“I am most happy the Pipe Players are here Caleb. Mother was so impressed by them. It will be a glorious way to remember her,” Laurel said softly, as she leaned back against Caleb’s chest.

“It will indeed mo chailin,” Caleb replied smiling, lightly kissing the side of her face.

By the time, they had reached the castle the large cart that was to carry the Queen to her final resting place was in the courtyard. Several servants were just finishing the lovely floral details that had been placed on it. One of the farmers who grew flowers specifically for the royal arrangements was there himself, overseeing the final stages as well as having arrangements already being brought to the burial site.

When seeing Caleb and Laurel enter the courtyard, the farmer walked up to them bowing his head slightly with respect and taking Laurel’s hand. 

“Good morning, your Highness. My name is Erroll. It is a great honor to be here and see to your beloved mother’s final journey. I have taken great care in the selection of blooms chosen, as I well remember her favourites at this time of the season. Rest assured my dear Princess, she will be laid to rest embraced in the beauty of the blooms she loved so well,” Erroll stated, with sad eloquence and respect.

“Thank you, Erroll. I take great comfort in seeing how much the people of Gwenlais loved my mother,” Laurel replied, smiling with glistening eyes.

Erroll then released her hand and stepped back smiling as Caleb then led her into the castle. Phineas was in the lobby sitting in a comfortable plush chair, reading and enjoying a cup of tea. Looking up he smiled at both of them, and stood up and walked over to greet them.

“Good morning, your Highness, Prince Caleb. I hope that you slept well my Lady,” Phineas stated, in his usual warm, concerned voice.

“Under the circumstances I slept very well Phineas. I shall go and bathe and relax a bit before the funeral. Has Tulla arrived yet?” Laurel asked, with a tired smile.

“Yes, she has been anxiously awaiting your arrival. She has already arranged a bath to be prepared for you. I shall tell your father you have arrived,” Phineas explained with a caring smile, pleased that she looked less distressed than yesterday.

“Thank you, Phinny. Thank you, Caleb, I shall see you later then?” Laurel asked, reaching for his hands.

“Yes, dearest. I shall meet you here in the lobby when it is time to leave,” Caleb replied reassuringly, leaning down and kissing her cheek lightly.

Laurel smiled at them both then made her way upstairs, with Caleb and Phineas watching her.

“How is she really?” Phineas asked in a more serious tone, as Laurel stepped out of view.

“I feel she is doing much better today. She slept well through the night, and was most pleased when the Pipe Players arrived,” Caleb answered in a calm voice, moved by Phineas’ concern for her.

“Thank you for that Caleb. The Players are most extraordinary, and it is truly a fitting way to escort Queen Milna to her burial,” Phineas said, trying to control the emotion in his voice.

“They did not even hesitate in their arrival when I sent the request. They are most honored to be here. I shall take my leave now Phineas, give Garron my regards and tell him we will all be here soon, to arrive with them for the funeral,” Caleb replied with a kind smile, placing a hand on Phineas’ shoulder before turning to leave.

 

The day progressed quietly, the mood subdued but not completely solemn, as all the arranging was done with love at remembering the Queen, and all the things she loved in her life, just as Laurel had wished it to be. The royal family of Heathwin soon arrived followed by the Pipe Players. The Queen’s casket had been placed upon the beautifully decorated cart, carried by the Gwenlais Guards, including Deaglan, who stood waiting in the courtyard to lead the procession to the Ollam meadow.  King Garron and Laurel, as well as Phineas and Tulla, walked out of the Castle together. Tramaine stated he would arrive a bit after them, insulted that Laurel had not invited him to be part of the funeral procession. When everyone was on horseback, the Pipe Players and drummers began their haunting melody and slow march down the hill to the Ollam meadow. The cart bearing Queen Milna’s casket followed, being driven by the surviving Guard. The Gwenlais Guards came next being led by Deaglan, all wearing their formal uniforms. The two squads making an impressive display as they proudly escorted the King and Princess, as well as the royal family of Heathwin with all four Chieftains. Another twenty Sentinels in formal garb, bringing up the rear. The people of Gwenlais lined both sides of the wide roadway, many throwing flowers in the road, most were tearful, and expressing heartfelt words of condolences to King Garron and Laurel, who would reply with kind smiles or a wave of acknowledgement. When they finally reached the meadow and burial site, the entire staff of the House of Healing, as well as all of the Ollams were present. A visiting group from a House further to the eastern borders of Gwenlais were present as well to pay their respects. King Garron and Laurel were then escorted, with Tulla by her side to the seating area along with all the guests from Heathwin. 

 

Phineas walked to the front of the cart which still held Queen Milna’s casket, the Gwenlais Guards standing on either side of it. When all the guests and royal family were seated, Phineas looked out and smiled first at Laurel and then the enormous crowd, which seemed to fill the meadow. Then looking over at Laurel once more, he began to speak in a clear voice, which, helped by the slight breezes was easily heard throughout the clearing.

“Dear loved ones and friends. Beloved subjects of Gwenlais. Today we say farewell to our Queen. To our wife, mother, sister and dearest friend. All who knew dear Milna, as she preferred to be called by her given name, knew she would not wish us to be sad and mournful. She would wish us to remember all she loved and held dear in her heart. The greatest loves of her life were her deep love and respect for the Maker. For her family, King Garron, and her daughter, Princess Laurel. Her close friends, her sisterhood in the healing arts of the Ollams, and of course, all of you, dear people of Gwenlais,” Phineas said with a wide sweeping gesture, as the crowd cheered.

Tulla reached over smiling tearfully at Laurel and holding her hand tightly as they listened to the crowd’s response to Phineas’ words. Phineas held up his hand to indicate he wished to finish speaking as the crowd quieted down.

“Let us remember our Queen with glad hearts, and pride in the knowledge she was the only Queen Ollam of Gwenlais. Her devotion to her craft and to her people was never discarded by her, for the sake of title. As her beloved daughter and only child said yesterday, my mother was most proud to be Queen, but even more proud to be an Ollam. Let us also rejoice that we shall always be reminded of our dear Queen, by the presence of our daughter of Gwenlais, Princess Laurel. Let us also remember the kindness of our friends and allies of Heathwin, whom our Queen greatly respected and cared for as well. We shall end our farewell by laying our beloved Queen Milna to rest, embraced by the land she loved, to sleep in eternal peace. Our Elder Scribe will offer a prayer, and we will then sample the many wonderful gifts the rich farmlands of Gwenlais gives to us, and to Heathwin, by the kind generosity of our farmers and gardeners. All of Milna’s favourite crops, herbs, and flowers as well as other wares. There will also be music for all to enjoy, as Milna truly appreciated and loved music. So may I now please ask our Elder Scribe to approach,” Phineas concluded as he took his seat next to King Garron.

 

Suddenly, Conagher the last surviving guard, who had driven the cart carrying the Queen’s casket, leaped upon the cart and shouted out to the crowd. “Join with me people of Gwenlais, three cheers for our Queen! Milna!” the guard began to shout, as the crowd answered him with a resounding shout of Hurrah!! 

This was done twice more, King Garron’s eyes filled with happy tears as the last triumphant shout seemed to shake the very ground. The crowd then became silent as the Elder Scribe took his place and after offering a prayer, the Guards of Gwenlais took the casket carefully from the cart, then slowly with several ropes lowered it into the ground. King Garron, Laurel, Phineas as well as the royal family of Heathwin all approached the grave, and each threw in a single silver rose, which was offered by the old gardener. The Ollams stepped forward and did the same, Mistress Gavenia being the first to do so. They all slowly walked away as the music began, and the people began to look upon the many good things that the farmers and other vendors, who freely offered their crops and wares for that day, had brought with them. The Sentinels who had escorted the families to the funeral also kept the crowds at bay as King Fergus, Caleb and Deaglan convinced King Garron it would be best for security reasons to do so. Tramaine of course, arguing the point that the guests from Heathwin were naturally mistrusting. Still with the calm authority of King Fergus, King Garron was persuaded to allow this security measure. 

 

As the sun slowly began to set, and most of the guests had offered their condolences to King Garron and Laurel, Phineas suggested they all return to the castle, as a special dinner was being prepared for all the guests from Heathwin, Mistress Gavenia, as well as several nobles and wealthy farmers. Lady Ellos was among those guests as her husband had been a good friend to King Garron, and she herself was a close friend of the Queen. Connor and Bedelia were also invited out of courtesy. Bedelia would carry on quite often, throughout the evening meal, offering her loud opinions whether they were welcomed or not. Queen Alana would look at her with undisguised disdain from time to time.

“I really cannot believe how the guard just leaped upon the cart and whipped the crowd into a frenzy,” Bedelia complained, rolling her eyes in an exaggerated manner.

“Yes, Aunt Bedelia, but I was quite moved by the gesture, as our people freely expressed their love for Mother,” Laurel replied, trying to be patient, as Caleb smiled at her.

“Yes, dear I do realize this, but really it was so loud, I actually thought my heart would stop for a moment,” Bedelia expressed placing one hand on her heart, the other fanning the front of her face.

“Well apparently it was not loud enough,” Aiden said in a low voice, in old speak, causing his parents and brother as well as the Chieftains to snicker or clear their throats, trying not to laugh.

Phineas just looked over at him with a wide grin. 

Laurel tried her best not to snicker or giggle at Bedelia’s obnoxious remark, and whatever Aiden’s reply was. Looking over at Caleb, who was seated next to her with an impish grin, as he squeezed her knee under the table. Aiden, of course, had no problem with laughing lightly, as Marina smiled at him shyly from across the table, with King Garron looking on in amused puzzlement. Bedelia simply ignored what was going on around her and continued with her opinions throughout the meal.  As most of the guests began to leave, and everyone remarked what a lovely service it had been, congratulating Phineas on his splendid memorial speech, the activity in the castle became more relaxed and comfortable. The only guests remaining were the Royal family and Chieftains of Heathwin. They all moved into the large sitting room, talking with a peaceful melancholy, of old times shared together. Sipping pints of ale, as the Queen enjoyed a glass of wine, calmly tending to her embroidery which she had brought with her, as she found it relaxing. Caleb looked over and saw that Laurel had become very quiet, leaning her head against his arm.

“Why do we not go and sit on the terrace mo chailin?” Caleb suggested, in a low whisper.

“I would like that,” Laurel whispered back smiling tiredly as Caleb stood and took her hand, led her out of the room.

The Queen and Aiden did not miss this as they looked at each other with knowing grins. Sitting together out on the terrace, the starlight sky above them, Laurel sighed deeply as she leaned heavier into Caleb’s side as he placed his arm around her shoulders.

“It was a lovely ceremony was it not Caleb?” Laurel asked in a small voice. 

“It was indeed mo chailin. You should feel very pleased with all that you accomplished,” Caleb answered back in a soft deep voice.

“I am pleased, but I could not have done it without all the help and support I received. Especially yours Caleb. I could not have done this without you,” Laurel said, her voice becoming emotional.

“As I said before dearest, I am here for you, we all are. I will be staying for the next week if it is possible,” Caleb mentioned, as he kissed her temple gently.

“But, what of the issue with Morene. Will that not cause you to have to hurry back?” Laurel asked with concern, her eyes soft and luminous.

“Do not worry for that Laurel. It will be over soon. I have no doubt she has arranged the necessary renouncement testaments already. This was an unfortunate decision our fathers made for us; that should not have happened. Do not give it another thought mo daor. I only wish for you to rest and relax through the winter. Think of visiting with us in the Planting season,” Caleb mentioned smiling at her warmly noticing she suddenly looked so very tired.

Taking her in his arms he walked back into the main lobby and carried Laurel upstairs, to her room. Opening the door he placed her down gently, lightly kissing her cheek. 

“Goodnight mo chailin. Rest well dearest,” Caleb said in a warm soft voice as he turned and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

Laurel smiled and sighed softly, changing into her favourite nightgown, then climbing into her soft, warm bed. Feeling a sense of peace for the first time since the tragedy.

 

“Saying goodnight to our Princess I see. Are you ready to head back to the Lodge? Mother and Father have just left, though the Chieftains are still here. Deaglan and a few of the other Sentinels are all ready for a few pints and some serious Tablut playing,” Aiden asked with a wry grin, as Caleb walked down the stairs and towards the main entrance. 

“I certainly am. As far as serious Tablut playing, I do not feel that will be possible with our usual group,” Caleb grinned back as he hit Aiden lightly on the back as they left the castle and headed to the stables to retrieve their horses.

They talked in a relaxed manner, both impressed with how well the day had gone, how well Laurel had fared, impressed with her calmness and maturity. Just as they were turning to go onto the path that led directly to the Lodge, Caleb stopped for a moment, and looked off into the dark forest as if listening.

“What is it?” Aiden asked in a concerned whisper looking in the forest as well. 

“They are here. The Rabkins, there are at least four of them, waiting on the edge of the forest,” Caleb answered softly, as he dismounted off Lorcan. 

Aiden stayed behind holding on to Lorcan’s reins as Caleb approached the forest’s edge and waited for a moment. An instant later the four Rabkins emerged from the forest. Four Rabkin males stood towering over Caleb, more than a head taller than he was. The Rabkin that stood in the center, appeared to be of great importance as his neck frill, of fine feathery hair was much fuller than the others. He also wore an elaborate stone necklace and many beaded armlets, as well as a full skirt of woven grasses. The others appeared to be warriors, as they wore bracers of flat stones on their wrist and carried staffs taller than themselves, with leather slings across their chest.  The first male to approach Caleb, placed his arm out straight in front of him, as Caleb did the same. They then placed their arms on top of each other and grasped elbows, this being the typical male greeting of the Rabkins.

“Good night fall, man Prince Caleb. I come to you now with great sadness, in what I must tell you,” the Rabkin male said in their unusual almost musical voice.

“Good night fall, Elder Bleddyn. What is so troubling to the Kindred people you risk traveling so close to the human city?” Caleb asked with concern. 

Aiden watched from the slight distance, still fascinated by his brother’s ability to communicate with this mysterious race of beings.

“It is with deep heart sorrow to tell you of the vile act done to the Kindred people by your mate,” the Rabkin Elder answered shaking his head sadly.

“What do you mean Bleddyn? What has happened?” Caleb asked in shock, his stomach suddenly feeling as if in knots.

“Your mate return to Homestead of old ones and younglings. She and her warriors kill them all, all but one youngling who run away and hid in the forest. The youngling go to my Homestead and she tell us what happened. We return with her, and see it be true. As custom we make their graves at their Homestead and collapse their huts, no more will the Kindred people live in that place, filled with death and sorrow,” he explained looking at Caleb with sad and mournful eyes. “Please man Prince Caleb tell us, you have no part of this, much like your birth he that did not raid upon the Homesteads of the Kindred people,” Bleddyn requested, in an almost desperate tone.

Caleb lowered his head for a moment trying to accept all that had just been revealed to him, shaking his head in disbelief. Looking back up at the Rabkin Elder with tears in his eyes, made the Rabkin appear as if smiling in relief, Caleb’s expression telling him what he had hoped Caleb would say.

“I swear upon my life Bleddyn, I did not know of this. Is the youngling sure it was who she thought?” Caleb asked his voice filled with anger and confusion.

“She say it be the same human female that be with you at the Homestead, looking for the strangers. The female with long black hair and angry eyes,” Bleddyn answered with the same sad, calm expression.

“I again swear I had no part in this. I would never allow an attack on a defenseless Homestead, who caused no harm. She was also no longer my mate Bleddyn. She took back her promise to me,” Caleb explained in a voice filled with remorse.

Bleddyn then looked over at the other Rabkins who all nodded in agreement, to some unspoken understanding between them, then Bleddyn looked at Caleb once again.

“We believe you man Prince Caleb, and do not hold you at fault. But understands, the Kindred people of the west the Cydros, do not share our thinking at times. They more inclined to take revenge, to settle blood debt. There be much anger with them. I fear they will take vengeance for killed Homestead. You must return to your land in the west man Prince at first light of sunrise, seek out the Cydros Elder Dyfri. He may listen to you if you can make him see it was not of your doing. May peace be with you man Prince Caleb, may you have success in your quest,” the Ogmore Kindred Elder said, then turned as they all disappeared into the forest.

Caleb turned and ran back to where Aiden remained waiting for him. Caleb then leaped upon Lorcan and looked at Aiden with anger and as well as fear.

“What has happened Caleb?” Aiden asked anxiously as he followed Caleb, who began to gallop towards the Lodge.

“Morene! She returned to the Homestead where we found the strange Rabkins from the other region. She killed the entire group, her and whatever followers she brought with her,” Caleb exclaimed angrily.

“By the Maker! Why would she do this? The soith olc!” Aiden yelled in frustration.

“The Ogmore believe me that I did not agree to this. The Cydros however, as you know are a different story. They plan on seeking revenge, and Bleddyn sought me out to warm me. We have to make our way back to Heathwin at first light. I pray that I can find Dyfri in time to stop whatever bloodshed is planned,” Caleb explained as they galloped as fast as they dared in the darkness, reaching the Lodge quicker than usual.

Once they arrived they quickly brought their horses to the stables running out to enter the Lodge leaving the stable hands looking at each other in confusion. Bursting through the door, Caleb explained quickly to everyone what had just happened. King Fergus was sitting at the table, Queen Alana in one of the plush chairs, her hand to her mouth with tears streaming down her face. King Fergus then stood up and approached his sons, placing his hands on Caleb’s shoulders.

“Leave at first light for the river camp, take the two squads with you, your mother and I will remain for only the day to see to Garron and Laurel, then we will be on our way to arrive at the camp before nightfall. Gawain, would you please go to the castle to inform Chieftain McCullan his presence is needed at this time, tell him only that,” King Fergus instructed the young Sentinel. 

“Yes Sire,” he replied as he left the Lodge hurriedly. 

King Fergus then looked back at Aiden and Caleb, their faces still showing their shock and anger.

“Come my boys, sit down for a bit and relax,” King Fergus said in a calm warm voice putting his arms around their shoulders and leading them to the table, not speaking again until they were all seated. “Now the first thing you must do Caleb is seek out this Dyfri. I feel he will listen to you, if I remember correctly, was his son not the one who first shared with you?” King Fergus asked, concerning the unique Rabkin ability called sharing.

“Yes he was. That does not mean I will be able to convince him. The Cydros take the blood debt very seriously,” Caleb spoke in anger and desperation, as he suddenly stood up and threw his chair across the room in frustration and anger. “What was she thinking? What did she hope she would accomplish by this? Did she not care about the lives that could be lost because of her selfish need for vengeance?” Caleb shouted in growing frustration, as he raked his hand through his hair, standing in the middle of the room his breathing becoming labored.

The Queen then stood up and walked slowly over to him with a sad smile, reaching out and touching the side of his face.

“My dear boy. If anyone can convince the Cydros to not seek vengeance, it is you. What you suffered as a child from this…sharing, was not for nothing. Look at all you have accomplished since then. The attacks upon Heathwin have all stopped. The Rabkins seek you out. You have gained their trust and respect, which has not happened since the days of old, since Caleb the First. You will do this my son,” Queen Alana said, in a soft reassuring voice.

“And what if I do not Mother? What if I am not in time, or worse they refuse to listen to me?” Caleb asked, his eyes and voice filled with emotion.  

“You will do your best, as you always do. If you are not in time or cannot convince them, neither will be your fault. But you will try, and you will do your utmost to save your people, as you have always done, and no one will blame you. Now go sit down and I will fix you all tea, and bring out the lovely brown bread that was just baked this morning, and we will sit and talk of how we will proceed,” Queen Alana said calmly as she led Caleb back to the table.

 

At dawn Caleb, Aiden, Tolemais, and a greatly troubled Chieftain McCullan, thundered out of Gwenlais with the two squadrons of Sentinels. They reached the river camp before midday, their horses and themselves fatigued from riding so arduously all morning. Caleb took a long drink of water from the river’s edge and after Lorcan had drank his full, Caleb removed the reins and saddle and began to wipe him off with a course piece of sackcloth. Placing his hand in Lorcan’s mane walked him about slowly, easing the horse’s rapid heartbeat and breathing. Aiden walked up to Caleb handing him a piece of freshly roasted venison, on a large grill fork. Caleb looked over and smiled ruefully, as he took the fork and began to eat the venison hungrily.

“We need to let the horses rest Caleb. If we push them too soon they will collapse on the way,” Aiden remarked, in a calm but concerned voice.

“I know Aiden. I just have this terrible feeling we will not be back in time,” Caleb replied pausing thoughtfully for a moment taking another bite of the venison. “I never should have agreed to marry her Aiden. Morene would never have been part of my Patrol, or had a reason to be in Gwenlais. She should never have become Sentinel, as she respected no one,” Caleb mentioned, with obvious disdain.

“It was only allowed out of sympathy for McCullan. If his two stupid sons had not gone off on a raid with their own group they would still be alive,” Aiden retorted, shaking his head.

“Well do not believe that. They were belligerent and constantly disobeying orders. The last time I wrote them up, just before their demise, I told them one more infraction and they would be dismissed. Their own father found them impossible to work with. Thought if they became Sentinels they would finally grow up, so much for that,” Caleb remarked, as he stroked Lorcan’s neck.

“Well everyone is giving McCullan a wide berth. I will admit that today, I actually do feel a bit sorry for him,” Aiden said, as he looked over towards the camp.

“I am afraid I do not share in your sympathies. After what his sons put him through, he should have kept Morene in line. I certainly tried, but by the time we were together, the damage had already been done. I still cannot understand her thinking behind how she treated Laurel at the river camp,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

“Morene cannot stand anything or anyone who seems the least bit passive or meek,” Aiden replied with contempt.

“Our little Princess is not all that meek or passive. She is just not openly aggressive or hostile to everyone she meets,” Caleb replied with a wry grin, as he began to lead Lorcan back to the camp.

 

Queen Alana stood at the gravesite with Laurel, holding her hand and smiling thoughtfully, as Laurel stood quietly for a moment looking down at her mother’s grave.

“Erroll did a wonderful job with the flowers did he not?” Laurel asked suddenly, as she came out of her thoughts.

“He most certainly did my dear. I am most impressed how he could have arranged this splendid flower bed so quickly,” Queen Alana remarked, genuinely impressed.

“They all loved her. It will be so empty without her here,” Laurel said her eyes filling with tears, as Queen Alana embraced her warmly, becoming tearful as well.

“Are you sure Laurel, you will not join us in Heathwin? I do not wish for you to be alone all winter. As you know my dear, Morene will no longer be there to upset you. She had moved out of the Lodge before we arrived here,” Queen Alana stated, hoping to convince Laurel to come back to Heathwin, realizing her father would more than likely be of little comfort to her.

“No…no my Lady. As much as I appreciate your generous invitation, I feel my father needs me to remain here for the winter. Caleb did however say he would arrange for me to return during the Planting season. I look forward to it very much. I wish I could have had the chance to say goodbye before he left, and to thank him and Aiden for all their support,” Laurel mentioned, with a sad smile. 

“They know how much you appreciate it dear Laurel. As I mentioned at breakfast, Caleb was most concerned about leaving so abruptly, and not being able to say goodbye to you himself. I shall however convey your sentiments as soon as I see them again. I am so sorry we must leave you so soon,” Queen Alana told her with remorseful tone, placing her hand on the side of Laurel’s face. 

Laurel smiled back at her, moved by the Queen’s compassionate concern for her.

“I understand your Highness. I hope whatever unfortunate event that transpired will be remedied soon, for all of your sakes,” Laurel offered smiling warmly, as they began to walk back to their waiting horses and their escorts.

“Thank you dear. I am sure it will all be resolved soon,” Queen Alana replied, as they had all decided to not tell Laurel of the tragic events that took place, and to those that was still a possibility.

King Fergus had mentioned it only to King Garron and Phineas, telling them they would send word when the matter had been settled. By midday the King and Queen of Heathwin said their goodbyes and made their way toward the river camp, hoping to hear some encouraging news by the time they had arrived.

 

Just as Caleb and Aiden and the rest of the Sentinels had finally relaxed and were sitting back by the fire drinking hot mugs of chicory root tea, a lone Sentinel came racing into camp on horseback, coming from Heathwin. He dismounted quickly and ran up to where Caleb and Aiden were sitting by the fire. 

“Sire! I bring urgent and disturbing news,” the young Sentinel declared breathlessly.

“What is it Leod?” Caleb asked, as he and everyone around the fire stood up, a feeling of dread in the pit of Caleb’s stomach. 

Chieftain McCullan walked up to them, his fist and jaws clenched in anxiety.

“Sire, the small village of Avoch has been attacked by a large group of Rabkin warriors. There are casualties, I am not aware at this time of how many?” Leod told him, his eyes filled with emotion.

“The Maker help us all!” Rian suddenly cried out, as this was his home village. “Do you not see what she has brought upon us all Chieftain? Your daughter’s murderous act has brought the wrath of the Rabkins upon us once again!” Rian continued to cry out in his rage and pain, as Aiden placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder, trying to calm him. 

Chieftain McCullan could not answer back, his face registering shock and disbelief as his eyes too filled with tears at the thought of the smallest village of his Clann being attacked.

“Leod, were there any women or children among the casualties? My Mother and sisters would be home this day,” Rian asked in desperation.

“I am sorry Rian, as I mentioned, all I know is that there are casualties, I know neither the number nor the specifics,” Leod answered him sadly. “I was however given this to give to you Prince Caleb, the village Elder said you would know its meaning,” Leod mentioned as he handed to Caleb a large piece of birch bark with a symbol on it.

Caleb took the piece of bark and looking at the symbol saw to his anguish the shape of some kind of organ, looking almost like a heart. It had at least three dozen small curved lines drawn through it, Caleb closed his eyes and bowed his head slightly, his jaws clenched as he tried to regain his composure. Opening his eyes he saw the entire camp was watching him, waiting for him to reveal what the symbol meant.

“What is it mo dhearthair, what does it mean?” Aiden asked him quietly.

“It is the symbol of the blood debt. This is a heart, these lines drawn through it represent the number of Rabkins that were killed at the Homestead, as I know how many were there. They took as many lives from us as was taken from them,” Caleb spoke his voice hoarse with the emotions he was struggling to hold back.

Rian looked at the symbol again, tears streaming down his face.

“Over thirty. They killed over thirty? Avoch is village of no more than eighty. Damn you McCullan! Damn you, and your wretched murderous daughter, for what she brought upon us,” Rian cried out in his despair, as he and several other Sentinels began to weep, for as they were also of the same Clann.

Chieftain McCullan began to sob wretchedly, looking over at Caleb in painful desperation.

“Mo dhearthaireacha! We have no time for our sorrows. Our people need us. We must return to Heathwin now. Everyone mount up, we will ride straight to Avoch, only stopping to change out our horses. Leod ride quickly back to the Lodge and inform Cahir we will be there soon, tell him to have fresh mounts readied for us. Tolemais, please stay behind and wait for my parents. I wish to have this grave news coming from you in my stead,” Caleb directed commandingly.

“Of course Sire. Safe journey to you,” Tolemais said in a saddened and serious voice.  

Within just a few moments, they had all readied their horses and rode off at a gallop.

By late afternoon, the King and Queen and the other Chieftains had arrived at the river camp, Tolemais informed them immediately of what had occurred. Queen Alana was completely distraught and had to sit down, as King Fergus held her gently in his arms, she sobbed into his shoulder.

“I know mo chroi. We shall remain the rest of the evening and will leave at dawn. Our sons are almost there by now, and remember Cahir remained in my absence, he will know how to keep everyone calm until Caleb can arrive,” King Fergus spoke to her soothingly.

King Fergus had complete confidence in his adopted son’s ability to maintain order until Caleb returned to take over command. Cahir was Caleb’s childhood friend and orphaned at a young age, by a Rabkin attack. He was now a Sentinel Captain and well respected by the people of Heathwin.

“Oh, Fergus. What has happened? Has our past returned to us once again?” Queen Alana sobbed. 

“Let us pray it has not mo chroi,” King Fergus whispered lovingly.

 

It was early evening when the group reached the tiny village of Avoch. The village was strangely quiet as they entered. The entire village populous seemed to be in the small square, which Caleb found hearting as he counted quickly that there was nearly seventy people, not including Cahir and a group of two dozen soldiers and Sentinels. Rian secured his Hunter before walking through the crowd, his heart leaped with joy as he heard his name being called and a young girl ran up to him, throwing herself in his arms sobbing hysterically. Two other women, one not much older than the first and one clearly their mother also ran up to him. Rian embraced them all and kissing each one in turn, crying in joy and relief that his sisters and mother were safe. Caleb and Aiden smiled and walked towards Cahir leaving the young Sentinel to be with his family. 

“Tell us what happened my friend,” Caleb said sadly, with a deep weary sigh.

Cahir smiled at him in sympathy, knowing his friend would be taking this very personally as it involved his wife. Cahir’s handsome but intense features, softened a bit by his warm and sympathetic smile. His short cropped black hair and close beard, made his ice blue eyes more piercing.  

“It all happened very quickly. They were in the village for a very short time. They killed a dozen men with slings and sharp staffs and then left as suddenly as they came. They left the strange symbol on one of the staffs. I assumed you would know what it meant,” Cahir explained, watching Caleb’s expression intently as he noticed Caleb looking around the village and back down at the parchment like piece of bark in his hands. 

“They killed only a dozen? Forgive me, I do not mean to make it sound so trivial,” Caleb said, in response to Cahir’s raised eyebrow. “It is just, there are thirty six lines on this symbol. If they only took a dozen lives here in the village, they are not finished. They mean to take more,” Caleb said in a hushed tone, his anxiety rising as he thought what this meant. “You are aware of Morene’s betrayal are you not?” Caleb asked Cahir meaningfully.

“I am well aware. The day after Morene returned to Heathwin, she collected a group of at least two dozen men, two were Sentinels from her village. They rode off heading for Gwenlais again, then returned late the next day. I took a squad with me to find and question her, but she rode away before we arrived and has not been seen since. We feel she is now hiding in the forest. She will return to her father at some point, now that he has returned,” Cahir explained as he looked over at McCullan trying to comfort the people of the village. “We will begin to search for Morene and her group again at dawn,” Cahir said in a hushed tone as he watched McCullan with a group of the villagers approach them.

“So, Caleb, when do we begin to hunt down the vermin who did this?” McCullan said in a haughty, conspiring tone.

“We want vengeance Sire!  We will begin the hunt now! The vermin’s blood will flow this day,” the village Elder Anlon shouted as the people shouted back in anger, on the verge of hysterics.

Aiden and Cahir looked at each other with concern, then looked over at Caleb watching him slowly lose his grip on his anger, his eyes narrowing with each shout from the group.

“Enough!” Caleb shouted out to the crowd, who instantly fell silent looking at him with surprise. “You would dare question me in this way? Who do you think you are to tell me what shall be done and when we shall proceed? Anlon! How many Rabkins were there when this happened?” Caleb asked the village Elder angrily.

“There was perhaps two dozen or so Sire,” Anlon answered back sheepishly.

“Oh really? Two dozen or so? So what you me telling is, that you are not even sure how many there were!” Caleb shouted at him again, which caused the rest in the group to shrink back slightly. “What do you think you pathetic fools will accomplish in the night? In the forest, where they move about as easily as fish in a stream? You clumsy fools would be stumbling around in the darkness, and be dead before you realized it. Look around you, now! The women, children and old ones were all spared were they not?” Caleb asked, giving them a moment to answer him.

“Yes Sire. They were indeed all spared. Twelve men were killed, all swiftly, my mother herself said they died almost instantly,” Rian suddenly spoke up coming forward with his mother and sisters.

“So there were two dozen Rabkin warriors in this village? You are all well aware, with that number, they could have wiped out this entire village in short order. Yet….they did not. Does anyone know what this is?” Caleb asked, as he held up the bark parchment for all of them to see. “The Rabkins call this a notice. It is telling everyone that a blood debt is owed them. Thirty six lives in exchange for the lives that were taken from them,” Caleb explained, his voice strong and clear.

“How were thirty six lives taken from them? No one here attacked the Rabkins,” Anlon asked in genuine confusion, looking at the others around him.

“Correct, no one here did. But Chieftain McCullan is well aware who took those lives,” Caleb said bitterly as the Chieftain looked about nervously. “Seeing as I am involved in this as much as he is, I will explain. My former wife, as she renounced her pledge to me before this occurred, went directly against my orders and returned to the borders of Gwenlais. She and a group of two dozen men, attacked and killed a defenseless Homestead consisting only of one female Elder and the rest old ones and younglings, while only one youngling escaped. Thirty six defenseless very young or very old Rabkins perished without cause, at her hands and those who were with her. The Rabkins responsible for Milna’s and the Ollams’ deaths, as well as the lives of those in the village, were not even from our region.

Morene was aware of this. Yet her need, no, her lust for vengeance, had to be satisfied and the attack on your village in a result of this,” Caleb explained in a strong and officious tone.

“But why our village Sire?” a small voice asked.

Caleb looked towards the voice and smiled sadly, at seeing it was a young woman with two small children. He could see her eyes were red and swollen from crying.

Caleb walked towards her, then gently caressed the head of the young child she was holding. 

“What is your name my dear?” he asked, the young woman gently.

“My name is Soairse, Sire,” she answered in a trembling voice, her beautiful deep blue eyes filled with pain.

“Was your husband among the casualties?” Caleb asked her in a warm deep voice, as he held her hand.

“Yes Sire, he was. He was struck by a stone from a sling. He…he died instantly,” Soairse broke down in tears as Caleb embraced her, the child standing next to her began crying as well putting her small arms around his leg.

“I am so very sorry for your suffering Soairse. Do you have any other family here in the village?” Caleb asked her as she moved back to look up at him.

“No…no Sire. My family lives in Welstone. My father and mother have a small shop there. I am not even sure if they have gotten word of what has happened,” she answered tearfully.

“Leod will escort you there in the morning, as he has family in Ardara,” Caleb told her, as he looked over seeing Leod nodding in acknowledgement. “To answer Soairse’s question,” Caleb stated clearly as he placed his arm around her shoulders. “This village was chosen for several reasons. It is one of the villages of Clann Donncha, Morene’s Clann. It is also the smallest and most vulnerable. The Homestead that was decimated was likewise. The ones who are truly responsible for this outrage will be found and face justice. No more lives will be taken from our villages. The soldiers will remain and guard the village the rest of the night. Those of you who lost a loved one today, are welcome to return with Captain Cahir, as he assembles more Sentinels in the search for the rebels. The Grand Hall will be arranged as a temporary shelter, you will be given food and a place to sleep until the rebels are caught and you feel safe to return. The rest of you, return to your homes and stay there. Should the rebels come, no one is to give them safe haven. To do so will be considered harboring fugitives,” Caleb declared in a commanding voice.

 

“You would dare call my daughter, your former wife a rebel?! A fugitive?” McCullan asked in despair and rage.

Caleb looked at him coldly before answering. Gently letting go of Soairse, he stepped forward to face the Chieftain. 

“That is exactly what she is McCullan. She and her group went against a direct order. She broke the peace agreement that we all strived to achieve, for the good of all of Heathwin. Her saying to me, in front of the entire Patrol, that she would defy me and all the Clanns, to do what she felt she must do. They then went to a defenseless Homestead and slaughtered defenseless beings without cause. She incurred the Rabkins’ wrath, hence why they left the notice of a blood debt,” Caleb explained in a calm and unemotional manner.

“What?!” Anlon exclaimed. “A blood debt? McCullan you fool! Do you not see what your daughter has brought upon us? Sire, they killed twelve in our village, there are two dozen more lives left to fill is there not?” Anlon asked with concern.

“They are now seeking the lives of the ones who took the lives of the Kindred in Gwenlais. We will be searching for them at first light as we make camp just outside of the village. The word will be spread to not harbor the fugitives should they show up. They will be brought before the Tribunal and face justice. Now we have no more time to waste. Those who will be going back to the Great Lodge, be ready to leave in a short time, take only what you need. The rest of you, return to your homes and remain there until the word is given that all is safe. Rian, return to the city as well, and inform the other Keepers we will need more Hunters to track Morene,” Caleb commanded, then turned and walked towards Aiden and his waiting horse. 

“Caleb! What is it that you think you are doing? You will hunt down my daughter like a common criminal?” McCullan asked in desperation, his eyes tearful and filled with agony.  

“You have my deepest sympathies McCullan. But Morene is being hunted by a group of angry Rabkin warriors. Her survival depends on who finds her first. Should she return to you, convince her to stay, until I come for her,” Caleb told him with a pained expression, as he turned away with Aiden and began to make his way out of the village.

Rian made his way over to Cahir, who smiled at him sadly.

“You have my sympathies my friend. I am most sorry for what has happened to your village,” Cahir said placing a hand on Rian’s shoulder.

“I am just grateful my family is safe. Is Ione back at the Lodge at this time?” Rian asked with a slight smile, his eyes softening.

Ione was Rian’s betrothed, as well as Caleb and Aiden’s cousin, the daughter of the deceased older brother of King Fergus. She was also Cahir’s Lieutenant, one of the few female Sentinels. 

“Yes, she will be most happy to see you my friend, but she will insist, as you know, in joining the search for Morene and her group of renegades,” Cahir grinned at him knowingly.

“I have no doubt. I hope however to convince her to look after Mother and my sisters tonight, as I have insisted they return to the Lodge as well. Mother has told me that all the woman who have lost husbands or sons today have accepted Caleb’s generous offer. There will be quite a group of women and little ones coming back with us,” Rian smiled sadly as he saw the group begin to assemble together.

“Well, let us waste no time in getting them there then,” Cahir replied hitting Rian on the arm.

 

“Here. Please try to eat something Caleb. Anlon sent over supper for all of us. You need your strength, you have not eaten anything since the river camp, and that was only a bit of meat,” Aiden said handing him a wooden plate, which had beans, toast and bacon on it.

Caleb took it and began to eat, realizing he was suddenly ravenous. He still continued to stare into the fire looking sullen and exhausted.

“I am sure Father and Mother will be here by morning,” Aiden mentioned, trying to engage Caleb in conversation.

“Yes I am sure they will, Father will wish to waste no time in getting home, especially with Mother. Do you know Mother was going to try to convince Laurel to stay with us through the winter? She was worried for her, feeling Garron would not pay much attention to her, absorbing himself with his friends of the nobility. As much as I agree with her, I hope Laurel did not agree to come. I do not wish for mo chailin to deal with all this insane drama and tragedy. She has been through enough already. I fully admit I would enjoy her company this winter, but it would all be too much for her I think,” Caleb said thoughtfully, tossing the empty plate on the ground and drinking his tea.

“Oh, I do not know about that. I feel our little Princess is much stronger than we thought she was. She certainly put that arrogant ass Tramaine in his place a few times. I do not know what was funnier, Laurel yelling at him in front of everyone at dinner, or Deaglan jumping up quite eagerly to do her bidding, with that grin of his,” Aiden remarked with a laugh, as Caleb laughed lightly at remembering. 

“Mother asked me two seasons ago, if I would consider a Marriage Alliance with Gwenlais, to Laurel,” Caleb revealed much to Aiden’s surprise.

“Really? I honestly did not know that. Now that I think of it, I am not exactly surprised. Though I must ask you, why would you choose Morene over our sweet little Laurel?” Aiden asked him with a perplexed expression.

“I did not exactly choose Morene over her. Mother asked how I felt, as she and Milna apparently had been discussing this together. I told her it was a bit difficult for me to see Laurel in that light, as she was barely in her sixteenth season and I was in my twenty-sixth. So of course, Mother replies with that irritating tone she has, when she thinks you have said something completely idiotic,” Caleb remarked, shaking his head.

“What did she say?” Aiden asked laughing, well knowing the tone Caleb was speaking of.

“Well of course no one expects you to marry the girl tomorrow Caleb. It would not happen until she was of proper age of course,” Caleb replied in a mocking tone, trying to mimic their mother’s voice. This caused Aiden to laugh out loud at him and several Sentinels turned in their direction smiling in surprise. “So I told her I would most definitely think about it. Well, McCullan must have got whiff of it, as you remember that is when the ridiculous arguments between him and Father, our Clann and McCullan’s Clann began, with all the fighting and feuding. After Father finally insisted and said it was my duty….I felt I had no choice. So I did what I thought had to be done, regardless of my feelings. In all honesty Aiden, I feel it was the worst decision I ever made. Look at all that has happened because of it,” Caleb said, in a voice filled with a heart wrenching weariness. 

“None of this is your fault Caleb. You did everything you could to make this arrangement work. McCullan’s greed and obsession with tying his Clann to ours, is what caused this. In the end you need to remember, you stayed true to your marriage pledge, to a woman who despised you, and was not faithful, we all know it. She is the one who ended the marriage. The nightmare will be over soon Caleb. Morene will be found guilty and be made to leave Heathwin, for you know as well as I, the daughter of a Chieftain will never be imprisoned. Her father will always provide for her, sending her whatever she needs. Then you can began your life again, the way you wish to. You will finally be happy,” Aiden said, in an uncharacteristically serious tone.  

Caleb looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, hitting his arm roughly, then laid down on his bedroll. 

“To be happy. I suppose that is all anyone can hope for,” he replied quietly, as he closed his eyes.  

 

The morning arrived cold and foggy, as everyone began to assemble at the camp outside of the village. Cahir had returned with an entire platoon of fifty Sentinels, to begin the search for Morene and her group. Rian had six more Keepers and their Hunters with them. To Caleb’s surprise, King Fergus and Chieftain Argon also arrived.

King Fergus and the Chieftain had left before dawn, wishing to visit all the nearby villages themselves, both cautioning and reassuring the people that all was being done to settle this matter with the Rabkins and to find the rebels. King Fergus assured his sons their Mother was in good hands as Tolemais and a group of forty Sentinels would be escorting her home that morning. They then all departed, breaking off into six groups to follow all the main roadways throughout Heathwin, which led to all the villages. Caleb and Aiden’s group took the forest path as Rian’s Hunter picked up a scent. They all agreed, messengers would be sent as needed to communicate with each other, but they would not return until Morene and her group were found.  

 

Chieftain McCullan sat alone in the large front room of his home, in the village of Darvel. Weary and devastated that his last surviving child and heir would be guilty of breaking the fragile and hard fought peace agreement with the Rabkins. Her betrayal and unfaithfulness to Caleb, he found the most distressing. He himself had to admit Caleb could have done far worse in punishing Morene that one time when she humiliated him, yet again, in front of the men of their Patrol group. Sending her back to the Lodge after she came home angry and embarrassed of Caleb’s treatment to her, hoping it would force her to see her behavior was inexcusable. Not only was her disrespect unacceptable to Caleb as her husband, but also being the Prince and heir to the throne, as well as Commander to the Sentinels, left her with few friends among the people of Heathwin. She had not wanted to marry him. Though she found him charming and handsome, she also found his abilities to communicate with the Rabkins and his desire to make peace with them, disturbing and frightening. Morene was well aware Caleb did not love her, as she had mentioned this to McCullan several times when she argued against the idea of a Marriage Agreement with him.   

“It sickens me how he fawns over the pathetic little strumpet of Gwenlais,” Morene had angrily told McCullan, referring to Caleb’s relationship with Laurel.    

She had said this and several comments similar to it, to convince her father why a marriage to Caleb would not work. McCullan grew exhausted from arguing with her, so he devised another way of making his plans a reality. He began to employ the use of gossip and outright lies, concerning Clann Seigine, the royal family’s Clann, against his own. Causing members of his Clann to begin to mistrust and fight with Clann Seigine. Feuding between the Clanns began to commence. Though no lives were lost, the feuding began to escalate until King Fergus forced Caleb to take Morene as his wife, as way of ending the tense relationship between the two Clanns. McCullan was quite satisfied with himself when the marriage had finally taken place, but it was short lived. Within a fortnight, the young couple began to argue, almost constantly. McCullan himself had warned his daughter the Prince’s patience would only last so long concerning her insolence and disrespect, as she had no issues with berating him in front of everyone. When Caleb had finally lost his temper with her and Morene returned home, telling her father he had punished her like a child and humiliated her, she told him then, she wished to end the marriage. McCullan refused her request, telling her it was her duty to him and the Clann to remain married to the Prince so their heirs would rule Heathwin. Morene was furious and defiant, though she did return to the Lodge two days later. Also, she took several lovers in defiance, finally choosing her favourite, the son of one of the village Elders who was of her Clann. Though meeting in secret, it did not prevent others of Heathwin to sometimes catch a glimpse of them together. The servants seeing him leaving her father’s house just as dawn approached, or others seeing them walking out of the forest together, in the late afternoon. She refused to admit anything to Caleb, yet to torment him, neither would she deny it, telling him to renounce his pledge if he felt it to be true.

 

McCullan placed his hand to his aching temple, shaking his head wearily at remembering all that had taken place in just one season, now regretting forcing Morene to marry Caleb. 

“Father,” a quiet voice called out, breaking the stillness of the room.

McCullan looked up quickly and rising to his feet walked over hurriedly to the doorway, taking Morene in his arms and holding her to him in a desperate embrace.

“My sweet wee bairn. What have you done lass? What have you done?” he asked her in a sad and tearful voice. 

Morene stood back looking into her father’s tearful eyes, placing her hand on the side of his face.

“I did what needed to be done Father. I did this for you, for my brothers. And now we are all being branded as rebels. No village will welcome us. We have nowhere else to go. I have come home Daidi. You must give us sanctuary,” Morene stated in a quiet and imploring tone.

McCullan kissed her forehead lovingly and placed his large hand against her face, smiling at her in great sadness.

“Mo chailin daor. Of course you must stay here, for your life is in great danger,” McCullan told her, in a voice filled with quiet desperation. 

“I know Daidi. Caleb and the other Sentinels are hunting us like criminals,” Morene replied, her eyes filling with angry tears.

“No mo leanbh.  Caleb does not wish to endanger your life. He only wishes to bring you home. To answer to the Tribunal. The Rabkins are hunting for you and your group, they are seeking revenge upon you. You must go with him Morene, it is the only way you will survive. This is not a request mo inion, you must do this,” McCullan insisted to her, holding her face in his hands.

Morene looked at him with anger and shock, pulling away from him roughly.

“Have you lost your senses Father?!” she shouted incredulously. “You would have me stand before the Tribunal? Before Caleb? Like a common criminal?” she asked in anger, her voice shaking with her rage.

“You have broken the law Morene! You went against the peace agreement that we all signed and agreed to. Damn it girl! My name is on the bloody thing! You went against a direct order, given to you by the Prince himself. We have not suffered an attack on a village or elsewhere in almost three seasons. All of Heathwin was beginning to finally feel at peace. How many times did you think you could continue to defy him and the laws without having to answer for it?” McCullan shouted back in frustration. “You slaughtered defenseless beings who could barely fight back, bringing the wrath of the Rabkins back on your own people, your own Clann. Twelve men lost their lives in Avoch because of your foolishness! Now the Rabkins are determined to have your blood and the blood of the fools who follow you as well. You have shamed your family and your Clann! You will wait here and you will surrender to Caleb! He will show you mercy, you know this. The worst that will happen is you will be forced to leave Heathwin with your group. Being your father, I will be allowed give you whatever you need to start a new life elsewhere. But you will live and you will carry on. You will do the right thing Morene, you owe your people this much,” McCullan expressed in a determined stern voice, his eyes no longer sad and pleading.

“I owe them nothing! I committed no crime! I never agreed with the peace agreement. The vermin do not deserve to live and I do not fear them! I married Caleb for our Clann and for what? To have him tell me constantly, my way of thinking had to change? That he found my attitude unacceptable? I am not a pathetic, weak, spoiled prim. Let him have his dainty little tart from Gwenlais, if that is the kind of woman he prefers. I will never lower myself to that, for him or anyone else. If I am to be banished then it will be by my own choosing. I will go with my group and my lover, to the Northern Highlands. It is vast enough and there are few of the vermin there, as they require the forest to skulk in. Do not trouble yourself any longer, as I will be asking nothing from you!” Morene shouted in anger and defiance as she turned to leave the house.

“You will not leave this house!” McCullan shouted as he grabbed her arm.

Morene turned back to look at him, pulling herself away from his grasp.

“I will not stay Father. There is nothing left for me here, and I will not be taken into custody. They wish me to leave, then that is what I shall do,” Morene said with cold calmness, no longer shouting.

“The Rabkins will be hunting for you Morene. If you allow Caleb to take you into custody, you will at least be escorted and guarded until you are out of the area,” McCullan said trying desperately one last time to reason with her.

“I do not fear the vermin. I have killed too many of them for that. Remember three seasons ago Father, before Caleb orchestrated his pathetic peace agreement with them, the Homestead that was destroyed, again mainly of their spawn and females? Who do you think planned and carried that out? If their spawn are killed, their females wiped out, they will eventually cease to exist,” she said. 

McCullan’s eyes widening at her cold admission. 

Morene then continued in an unfeeling mocking tone, “But no, Caleb and his freakish ‘gifts’ insists we make peace with them, that they deserve the right to live as much as we do. As far as I am concerned he is as much a threat to Heathwin’s way of life as they are. When the vermin touched him as a boy, they destroyed his mind and heart. The first fortnight of our union, I did everything in my power to change Caleb’s mind about them. To change his warped thinking. He refused to see reason. So I felt if I could not convince him with my body, I would convince him with my words. I challenged him with every decision he made, hoping to have the men begin to doubt him as well. It did not work. The fools and his wretched brother blindly follow him. So I did what had to be done on my own, with a few who saw things as I do, as they should be. I will not live where this type of thinking exists. Goodbye Father. I am sorry you cannot see things as I do, but I cannot live where the leaders of our people feel the vermin deserve to live among us,” Morene spoke with cruel conviction, as she turned and walked out of the house.

 

McCullan followed her slowly in despair and exhaustion, as he realized there was nothing more he could say as he stood in the doorway. He looked at the others in her group, only two were former Sentinels of low rank. The rest consisted of individuals of the various family groups of his Clann. Only one stood out among them, the youngest son of the village Elder of Kenmore, a small but popular village as it bordered Loch Tay. The young man turned and gave McCullan a look of contempt, as he walked over to Morene and embraced her, then kissed her passionately before they all got upon their mounts. McCullan watched them all ride away, his heart breaking at the sight of his last surviving child and only daughter, leaving and not turning to say a final farewell. He walked over to a heavy bench under an elm tree which grew in the center of the spacious courtyard. Sitting down, he leaned his back against the massive tree trunk, staring off at the now empty space where the group had been. Within an hour, the sound of hoof beats off to his left roused him from his despairing thoughts. Caleb and his group had followed the Scimitar’s lead, bringing them to the Chieftain’s home. Caleb dismounted walking up to McCullan.

“Where is Morene, McCullan?” Caleb asked in a stern, but calm voice.

“She is gone lad. She has left us,” McCullan replied, in low defeated voice.

Caleb then crouched down in front of him, lacing his fingers together. 

“Please tell me where she has headed. We will find them, but if you tell me, we will find her sooner. I have no qualms with telling you I have no love for her, but I still do not wish for her to perish by the hands of vengeful Rabkins. Help me to find her before it is too late,” Caleb said in the same calm tone.

McCullan looked at him his eyes filling with pain and sadness.

“She is headed to the North Highlands. Find her Caleb. Find my daughter before they do,” McCullan said, in a heartbroken entreaty.

Caleb stood up and placed his hand on the Chieftain’s broad shoulder, he then walked back over to the group quickly, leaping upon Lorcan, and leading his group at a swift canter, back onto Morene’s trail. 

 

As Morene and her group found themselves in the thickest part of the forest, the heavy undergrowth and close placement of the trees, impeded their progress and they found themselves having to slow the pace to a four beat gait. The sun was beginning to set and the group looked about the forest nervously, as it suddenly became eerily quiet. At that, Morene came out of her deep thoughts, still not believing her father’s demands. As she turned to warn her group to stay alert and focused, without warning, Morene’s lover was violently thrown from his horse, a staff pierced through his chest, falling to the ground having died in an instant. Morene cried out in rage as she unsheathed her sword, striking out and hitting a Rabkin rushing up to her, severing its arm, then finishing it off with a deadly swipe to the head. In a breath’s moment the group found themselves surrounded. One of the former Sentinels fired off his crossbow, hitting a Rabkin in the chest and it fell lifeless to the ground. He was too slow in reloading, as a sharp stone shot from a sling, found its mark and struck him in the forehead, crushing the front of his skull. The battle was fierce but over quickly, as the group was completely surprised and overwhelmed. Morene swung her sword again looking blindly about, but too late, she too was thrown to the ground as a Rabkin suddenly leaped in front of her, striking out with its long powerful arm. She felt no pain, as she looked up seeing the Rabkin towering over her, watching her close her eyes for the last time.

 

Caleb stopped Lorcan, putting his hand up to call the group to a halt, as Rian’s Hunter crouched to the ground her ears folded back, emitting low guttural growls.

“What is it Caleb?” Aiden asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

“They are here. The Rabkins are just ahead of us. I must go alone Aiden, you are all to wait for me here,” Caleb answered, as he dismounted and began to step forward.

Caleb walked for several moments, hearing the soft nicker of horses just ahead of him. As he walked closer, he saw to his dismay, the bodies of the renegades on the ground. He did not quicken his pace as he realized there was nothing that he could do. He felt bitter solace, when he looked at the bodies of the slain rebels, and saw that they all appeared to have died quickly. None of them were viciously torn apart, as the victims of the river village had been. One of the Rabkins, was holding on to the reins of Morene’s horse, gently caressing the front of its head, the horse calm and placid as the Rabkin slowly drew its long hand down the soft velvety nose.

“Such noble beasts man Prince Caleb. I sees why you favor them so much. We be taking them to aid us in bringing the bodies back with us. We shall return them to you when we be finished. We must bring the bodies back to show Kindred Elders the threat to Homesteads now be gone,” the Rabkin Elder Dyfri informed him.

“Does this mean you will no longer attack our villages?” Caleb asked looking at him intently, as the Rabkin continued to stroke the horse’s head.

Dyfri, then looked over at Caleb, and walked up to him, his large crimson eyes intense but not angry.

“Do you carry the notice that was left for you?” Dyfri asked him.

Caleb reached into the deep folds of his cloak and pulled out the rolled up piece of thin bark, handing it to the Rabkin. Dyfri took it from him and unrolling it, walked up to one of the bodies of the men and raking his long sharp claw across the man’s arm, took the bark and swiped it across the bleeding wound. Dyfri then rolled the bark again and handed it back to Caleb.

“The blood debt be paid man Prince Caleb. No more will the Kindred people attack your villages. We will honor the peace you wished us to have,” Dyfri spoke, in a soft calm musical voice.

The Rabkin Elder then signaled for the others to place the bodies upon the horses as they began to prepare to leave.

“Elder Dyfri, I must make a request of you. I wish for you to give me the body of the one who was my mate,” Caleb asked boldly, but respectfully.

The Rabkins stopped and looked at him with surprise.

“Why man Prince Caleb, should I do this?” Dyfri asked with genuine curiosity.

“To atone for the death of the Queen Ollam of Gwenlais. For the pain it caused her youngling. I know those who killed her, were not of your House, but they were of your people. You allowed them to enter the region without stopping them. It has caused our people much pain, the reason the Ogmore Kindred was attacked. Allow me please, to return the one who was my mate, to her birth he, and it will do much in securing the peace between us. I ask you this with great respect Elder Dyfri,” Caleb replied with a clear and determined tone.

Dyfri studied Caleb’s steady gaze for a moment, then looked over at the others in his group, as they all nodded in agreement.

“Very well man Prince Caleb. Much respect the Kindred people have for Ollams. They be gentle healers, no harm do they cause. They heal much the same way as the Kindred healers. Much regret over death of Queen Ollam. Take the body of the one who was your mate and go in peace,” Dyfri said as he then turned and they all left at once.

Caleb then walked up to Morene’s body, wrapping her completely in his long cloak, covering her face. Picking her up, he carefully draped her body over her horse, and then led the horse to the waiting group. They said nothing, all knowing the outcome of what happened with Caleb’s simple statement of, “The debt has been paid.”

 

Caleb returned Morene to her father, his heart-wrenching sobs more than Caleb could endure. He rode off soon after, returning to the Lodge and shutting himself in his room, refusing to speak to anyone the rest of the night. As the news was spread of Morene’s demise, people out of respect for Chieftain McCullan, began to arrive for her funeral. Phineas arrived three days after the tragic event, coming to the funeral as a representative of Gwenlais. He found Caleb carrying a saddle bag looking as if he were leaving.

“I was just informed by Prince Aiden what you suffered, in securing Lady Morene’s body. I wish to offer my condolences Prince Caleb, as well as the condolences of King Garron and Princess Laurel. She very much wished to join me, but I felt it was not in her best interests to be here at this time and advised her not to attend,” Phineas mentioned with sincere empathy.

“Thank you Phineas. I truly appreciate your words. You are correct in feeling that Laurel should not be here right now. It would be much too hard for her to deal with, and I am leaving at this time,” Caleb explained much to Phineas’ surprise.

“You…you are leaving?” Phineas asked, not able to hide his astonishment.

“Yes, in a few moments actually. Thank you for coming Phineas, please give King Garron and my dear Laurel, my kindest regards,” Caleb said in a calm tired voice, as he walked out of the Grand Hall without speaking again.

As Caleb entered the stables and began to lead Lorcan out of his stall, the Master Physician entered and walked up to him.

“Ah, Prince Caleb, I am most happy I was able to find you before your departure. I was just informed by Price Aiden that you were leaving,” the elderly Physician said in a slightly breathless voice, after hurrying over from the Lodge. 

“If you are here to try and talk me out of leaving, save your breath. My father and brother have already tried. I am not doing this to cause my mother distress. I simply need to be alone at this time. I will be home in a fortnight or so,” Caleb informed the Physician, as he got upon his horse.

“That is not my reason for being here Prince Caleb. I fully understand your need for peace and reflection at this time. As you know, being Master Physician I attend to the bodies of all the royal family members, as well as the Chieftains and their family members, should the need arise for burial. Upon attending to Lady Morene’s body, I was quite easily able to see that…well she was with child Sire, at the time of her death. Even though Chieftain McCullan was quite adamant, about not informing you of her state, I felt as her husband, you had the right to know,” the Master Physician expressed with a sad soft voice, looking up at Caleb with sympathy.

“How far along in her pregnancy was she?” Caleb asked, after pausing for a moment, his voice not revealing how he felt.

“No more than the beginning of her fourth month. I am most sorry Sire,” the Master Physician replied, his eyes filled with emotion. 

“Do not be. The child was not mine,” Caleb said unfeelingly as he rode away, leaving the older man to look after him in utter bewilderment. 

 

By the time Caleb reached the Fermanagh forest where the old ruins were, it was well after nightfall. The twin moons left the crumbled and moss covered buildings bathed in a soft silver glow. He did not make a fire only wishing to sleep, as he unfurled his bed roll, not worried, as he knew Lorcan would warn him of any intruders. He truly did feel saddened at not reaching Morene in time, but knew in his heart he tried his best to save her from her fate. Caleb also felt peaceful with the fact that finally the people of Heathwin would not have to fear anymore attacks from the Rabkins, as Dyfri had given his word it would not happen. His last thoughts were of Laurel, picturing her delighted smile at seeing the Pipe Players in front of the Lodge. Watching her peacefully drift off as he sang an old Patrol song to her in old speak. Then suddenly, for some inexplicable reason, he found himself missing her. He always looked forward to seeing her when he would return to Gwenlais, but never really missed her presence before this. Wondering how she was faring after he had to leave so unexpectedly, he fell into an exhausted slumber.

 

The next day, Caleb woke up sore and still exhausted, he looked up and saw the sun was high in the sky, indicating it was midday. Lorcan stood beside him, gently nuzzling his hair and face. Caleb sat up and smiled at him, caressing the horse’s head.

“I see you let me sleep in a bit my friend. Thirsty are you? Let us go and get a drink shall we?” Caleb said in a tired soft voice, as Lorcan nickered back to him in reply. 

He stood up and taking Lorcan’s reins, led him over to a gently flowing stream just on the edge of the ruins. Lorcan took a long drink, Caleb cupped his hands in the cold water and drank as well, then splashed the cool water on his face. He looked over and saw remnants of an ancient orchard, still bearing late season apples. Walking over he picked a few of the misshapen fruit, taking a bite, surprised and happy it was crisp and slightly sweet. Picking a few more he went back over to Lorcan and offered him a few of the apples, which Lorcan took readily. Heading back to the ruins, Caleb decided to walk around a bit after relieving Lorcan of his saddle and bridle. Caleb led Lorcan over to a small grassy knoll were the horse began to graze hungrily. Caleb smiled at him and patted his neck, then began to explore the ruins in a leisurely manner, not being here for some time. He thought of the stories his father would tell him about the first Great Lodge, which now lay in mossy covered relics around him. Walking down a slight incline he found himself standing in what was once a large hall. His father had brought he and Aiden here when they were younger, having a drawing from the archives, showing what the old Lodge had looked like. It was not as large as the present Lodge, but it was grand and regal looking, more formal and stately in its beauty. As Caleb began to look around, he went over to one of the walls that remained standing, wiping away the moss from the stone facing. He smiled when he noticed the walls were decoratively carved, with graceful lines that resembled flowing water. He then felt a sudden pang of sorrow, recalling why the ruins existed in the first place. They were destroyed by an onslaught of what the people of Heathwin called, ‘the strange foreigners.’  No one knew where they came from, only knowing they came to conquer and enslave all those they encountered. The Rabkins themselves, then at peace with the people of Heathwin, fought off the foreigners as well. It was said in one horrible battle, the Great Battle as it was called, and the Rabkins fought side by side with Caleb the First and the Guardians, driving the enemy back across the ancient bridge crossing the chasm below. The bridge was destroyed on Caleb the First’s orders, many valiant men died that day, Heathwin’s first King among them. Though his body and sword were never recovered, all who survived and witnessed the battle, knew he was mortally wounded, as he made his way back to the Lodge that lay in ruins. As Caleb looked around, the sun’s rays caused something to glint, and upon closer examination of the undergrowth, he found a tarnished jeweled hair comb, in the shape of an alder leaf. He picked it up wondering who once wore the lovely comb in her hair. Did she survive the battle? Was it one of the Princesses? Tears came to his eyes as he pondered this, wondering himself, would Heathwin ever really have peace again? He began to reflect on all he had been through, the painful realization he would not be able to convince Morene to change her heart, and way of thinking. His own heart, in pain at remembering McCullan’s agonized sobs, when holding Morene’s lifeless body. Being told she died carrying another man’s child. He thought of Laurel, crying in his arms, grieving for her mother.

 

Placing the comb in his pocket he walked back to where Lorcan was grazing, then set about finding a more sheltered place to sleep and began to assemble a fire. Using a snare, he was able to catch a rabbit and roasted it over the fire and after eating, quickly fell asleep again as he settled into his bed roll. The next morning he woke at his usual time, smiling as he saw Lorcan had made his way back to the grassy knoll and was grazing happily once again. Caleb began his morning as he was accustomed to, stretching and flexing his body, to keep himself limber. He began to do the sword work and exercising of his normal routine, finding it cleared his mind and both relaxed and invigorated him. He worked until covered in sweat, his breathing heavy, but feeling satisfied with his efforts. Grabbing his saddle bag he returned to the stream and stripping down, went to the deepest area and bathed in the cold water. Walking to the bank he dressed quickly, then returning to his camp, lit another fire and was happy to find two rabbits in his snare this time. That evening he was enjoying a supper of roast rabbit, apples, and a handful of filberts, noticing the tree, as he was walking about the grounds of the ruins that afternoon. He added more wood to the fire, feeling content and peaceful, and more himself. He reached in his pocket and pulled from it, the jeweled comb he had found yesterday. Smiling as he thought of Laurel wearing it in her long chestnut colored tresses. He well knew what her reaction would be when he gave it to her, as she adored receiving presents and trinkets from him, her child-like enthusiasm always warming his heart. Laying down on the bedroll, holding the comb up to watch it glint in the firelight, he smiled once again, feeling content and pleased with his decision to come to the ruins, as it was an almost spiritual experience for him. The next morning he noticed Lorcan was pacing about restlessly, having eaten the grassy knoll down to bare ground. Caleb stood up and whistled, as Lorcan trotted up to him, receiving the last apple.

“Well my friend, I feel it is time to go somewhere to have a full belly and a warm place to sleep. Perhaps a nice helping of oats?” Caleb asked in a soft deep voice, laughing as Lorcan shook his head a few times as if replying to his question.

“Come on then, let us go, they will be glad to see us when we arrive,” Caleb said, placing the saddle back on this trusted steed.

 

Queen Alana sat alone in the sitting room, silent tears streaming down her face, as she stared into the fire which had just been lit. King Fergus walked in quietly, sitting down next to her on the couch and holding her tenderly in his arms, as she rested her head against his shoulder.

“Do not worry mo ghra. Our son is more than capable of taking care of himself,” he said in a warm reassuring voice.

“I know Fergus, but it has been several days since the funeral, and still no one has seen him. I wish he would have told us where he was going. Aiden mentioned to me he thinks he may know where he is. Why do we not send him to look for Caleb?” Queen Alana suggested, with tear filled eyes.

“No, my darling. Caleb was very specific in requesting he be left alone. He needs this time, Alana, to rest and reflect on all that has happened. Again my dear, do not worry for him, I have a very good idea where he will end up. He will be just fine,” King Fergus stated with a warm smile as he leaned over and gently kissed her lips.

 

The lone rider, in a heavy hooded cloak, quietly rode through the sleeping small village. Noting as he passed the homes, they were either dark, or lanterns or candles were being extinguished, as the hour was late. The rider continued down the road, turning off onto a wide path, which led to a spacious house that still held the soft glow of candle light within. Dismounting, he walked up the steps to the wide porch, being met by a large barking dog, which soon whimpered in happiness at recognizing the soft deep voice.

“There now Beck, settle down boy,” the rider said quietly, reaching out and petting the great shaggy head.

At that moment, an old man stepped out of the house, and on hearing the rider’s voice, smiled warmly at the hooded figure on the porch.

“We thought we would be seeing ya lad. Come in and sit by the fire,” the old man said, putting his arm around the rider, leading him into the warm welcoming house.

 



  
 


 4: THE WINTER OF SOLACE 
“What do you mean he did not return by the time you had left? Why did you not wait for his return Phineas?” Laurel asked, clearly disturbed at Phineas telling her Caleb had left suddenly, not attending Morene’s funeral.

“My Lady, you must understand, I had no idea when that would be, no one did,” Phineas replied trying his best to reason with her.

“I should have gone with you. I could have been there for him. Then perhaps he would not have left so suddenly,” Laurel said in frustration, as she walked over to her window looking over the garden.  

“I understand your concern your Highness, but Prince Caleb himself mentioned it was not a good idea for you to be in Heathwin at this particular time. Prince Aiden wished for me to tell you not to worry about Prince Caleb, that he simply needed time alone,” Phineas mentioned in a reassuring tone.

“Well it does not make me feel any less worried. I wish for you to send a messenger to Heathwin to inquire of Caleb and how he is. Please have the messenger sent first thing in the morning,” Laurel instructed in a curt voice. 

“Very well your Highness. I shall see to it first thing in the morning. Is there anything else I can do for you at this time?” Phineas asked, with a sad patient smile.

Phineas had been warned by Deaglan, concerning Laurel’s fragile moods. Her father had spent virtually no time with her since the Queen’s funeral. Drowning his pain by having several nobles over at a time, having large and loud dinners, playing Tablut all night, then keeping to his study during the day. If not for Tulla or Deaglan himself, seeing to how Laurel was doing, she would have been alone the entire time Phineas was gone. 

“No, Phinny I am fine. Tulla has just left for the evening so I shall just stay in my room and read. Father is having another gathering this evening,” Laurel remarked, rolling her eyes.

“Well then perhaps my Lady, we could dine together this evening, and play a few games of Fidchell or Pass the Boar? We used to do that quite often when you were younger,” Phineas suggested, smiling at her warmly.

“Oh….alright Phinny. Yes that sounds very nice. I shall change and get the board ready,” Laurel replied, her demeanor suddenly brighter.

“Very good my Lady. I shall go and arrange dinner and return shortly,” Phineas said, giving her hand a light squeeze before leaving her room.

My poor little Princess. Queen Alana feared this would happen, Phineas thought to himself as he walked down the stairs.

 

The messenger that was sent, returned in a week’s time, leaving Laurel frustrated and impatient as Caleb had still not returned to the Lodge. The very next day Laurel had another messenger dispatched. He too, returned in a little more than a weeks’ time. The only news he was able to give Laurel, was that the family was now aware of where Caleb was and that he was fine, but had not yet returned to the Lodge. Laurel was not appeased with this news and sent for the first messenger to be dispatched once again. Laurel’s temper and feelings of frustration had increased with the more frequent visits of Lady Ellos and now, even her children. King Garron had explained to her the family had been forced to live in a guest home since her husband’s passing. All of his belongings and properties having been bequeathed to his sisters and brother, long before he met Ellos. The guest home was in disrepair and the relatives refused to have it refurbished. Laurel did feel badly for their situation, but still found the frequent visits unsettling, as she found her father and Lady Ellos becoming more familiar than Laurel was comfortable with. Phineas tried his best to help Laurel to see her anger and animosity towards Lady Ellos was not in her best interest, as it upset her father, and Lady Ellos was not in any way hostile or argumentative. On the contrary she did her best to appease Laurel’s bouts of temper and fighting with her father, convincing King Garron to be patient and understanding of Laurel’s anger. 

“I feel going along with your father’s need for Lady Ellos company at this time, has actually been better for you than his constant need to have gatherings with the nobles. You may have noticed, your Highness, since the more frequent visits of Lady Ellos and her children, the castle has been much more peaceful and less hectic,” Phineas spoke trying to appease her. 

 

Before Laurel had the messenger sent to Heathwin once again, she became quite adamant in telling him the conditions that would have to be met before he could return to Gwenlais. The young man who would now be sent back to Heathwin for a second time, smiled wearily as he patiently listened to Laurel’s demands. Just as he was ready to leave Deaglan showed up, asking for the messenger to wait, as he spoke to Laurel for a moment. Taking her hand and walking over to one of the couches in the spacious lobby, he sat down with her, held her hand and smiled warmly before he spoke.

“My dear Laurel, I fully understand and appreciate what you have dealt with this past month, but expecting young Colm to remain until Caleb decides to return to the Lodge is asking a bit much I feel,” Deaglan mentioned in a calm and low voice.

“How so? I only wish to know if Caleb is alright,” Laurel replied in a defensive tone.

“When Donnelly returned, he did inform us that the family had said Caleb was fine, he just had not returned to the city at that time. Winter will soon be upon us my Lady, even sooner in Heathwin. The river camp, to my knowledge, is now closed because of the impending winter. Realistically, it will take Colm at the very least two days to reach the Lodge in Heathwin. I feel Colm should stay no longer than a week’s time, as the weather will soon become harsh. You know Caleb as well as well as I, Laurel. I truly feel he will return to the Lodge very soon, as he will not wish to cause his family distress with his being absent for too long. He is also quite capable of taking care of himself. I have no doubt he is fine, he simply needed to rest and remove himself from the situation. Now let us go and instruct Colm to stay for no more than a week, I am sure Caleb will return by that time,” Deaglan explained with a charming smile, trying his best to sound reasonable. 

“Very well Deaglan, I will concede to your recommendation,” Laurel replied after pausing thoughtfully for a few moments. 

“Thank you your Highness. Come let us go and speak with Colm,” Deaglan answered as he stood up and offered her his hand. 

 

Caleb walked into the Great Lodge, the kitchen staff were just getting ready to serve the midday meal, Caleb smiled and acknowledged the staff who greeted him with surprised and smiling faces.

“It is about time you got back,” Aiden said in mock annoyance as he walked over to Caleb, embracing him warmly for a moment. “Damned good thing you sent word ahead of your arrival. If you had just showed up and not let Mother know you would be home today, she would not have been able to have such a ridiculous midday meal made for you. The Maker help us all if that would have happened,” Aiden remarked with a wry grin, hitting Caleb roughly on the arm.

“Now what do you mean by that?” Caleb asked with a light laugh, as Cahir then walked into the Grand Hall.

“He means between our dear mother and your little Princess from Gwenlais, they have driven us all quite mad since your holiday,” Cahir replied with a sardonic grin, as he came over hitting Caleb on the arm as well.

“Well join me upstairs so you can enlighten me,” Caleb said, laughing good naturedly. 

They all walked upstairs, and into Caleb’s room, where he threw down his saddle bag in the corner, and taking off his heavy cloak, placed it over his chair. Aiden began to explain how, of course, Queen Alana was anxious and worried about him, trying to convince King Fergus that Aiden and Cahir needed to go and look for him. They were only able to calm her when they guessed where he had gone and had a messenger sent to verify his whereabouts.

“Once that happened she finally calmed down. She just waited impatiently to hear when you would return. As if she is not accustomed to our absences when we are on Patrol for weeks at a time,” Cahir said smiling, and shaking his head.

“Yes, I really was gone not too much longer than a normal Patrol mission. Though I suppose under the circumstances I cannot blame her for being concerned,” Caleb smiled at them both.

“Our Princess on the other hand, is a complete ruin. She has sent messengers three times since Phineas left. She sent the same poor sop twice. In fact, he is here now, as she told him not to return until he actually spoke to you. He is in the sitting room speaking with Father and Mother at this time,” Aiden told him with a broad grin.

“Poor Laurel. I was hoping Phineas did not get her too riled up when he returned to Gwenlais. I shall write her a letter and send it back with the messenger tomorrow. He will want to head back as soon as he can. The snows are already beginning in the mountains. Well, let us go and let everyone know I have returned in one piece,” Caleb said as they made their way to the sitting room.

Queen Alana smiled warmly as she stood up to embrace her son.

“I am so pleased to see how rested you look darling. The mountain air was good for you,” Queen Alana mentioned in a warm and glad voice, placing her hand on the side of Caleb’s face.

“It was indeed Mother, but I am happy to be home again. I see our messenger from Gwenlais is here as well,” Caleb expressed with an empathetic smile to the tired looking young man sitting in a chair by the fire. “How are you Colm? Her Highness a bit anxious is she?” Caleb asked, with some concern. 

“Yes Sire, I am afraid that is the case. She sent me when Master Phineas returned. Then she sent Donnelly, then me again and warned me not to leave until you returned. I was concerned I might be here through winter, and then she would not hear anything and be even more irritated than she already was. Fortunately, Captain Deaglan was able to convince her to have me stay no longer than one week,” Colm explained with a doleful smile.

Colm was a young man of average height and appearance, with nothing remarkable about him except when he smiled. His hazel brown eyes were warm and kind and his smile enhanced them. He was very soft spoken and had a kind and humble demeanor, not shy, just unassuming. He was Heathwin’s favourite messenger from Gwenlais, greatly admired for his horsemanship. Most of the messengers were very good riders, but Colm was exceptional. He was light in build and weight, thus able to ride swiftly, without putting too much stress on his horse. He loved his horse dearly, and cared for and groomed her personally, not finding the need to have the stable hands care for her. He named the young filly Oighrig, as she had a speckled coat of white and soft brown. The stable hands of Heathwin were also impressed with Oighrig, as she had a calm sweet personality, and was obviously well cared for. The people of Heathwin had very high standards for equine care and overall horsemanship. 

“Colm has explained to us, that what I feared would happen at Gwenlais has actually transpired. Garron has completely immersed himself with endless gatherings and dinners to distract himself, leaving our poor Laurel ignored for the most part. It also appears Lady Ellos has shown up in frequency,” Queen Alana mentioned, with a wry smile as she sat down in her favourite chair.

“So how is she faring Colm?” Caleb asked, with a troubled expression.

“Master Phineas has informed me he does his best to keep her calm and occupied. Of course her attendant Tulla is with her all day. Captain Deaglan has invited her to dine with him and his family several times. She at first enjoyed the visits of Lady Ellos, but now that these visits have become several times a week, in just over a months’ time, she is becoming most irritated by it. Master Phineas is hoping the winter festival will cheer her up,” Colm replied, as he stood up. 

“Join us for a meal for all your trouble Colm. I shall have a letter ready for you to bring back to Princess Laurel first thing in the morning. I will also have two Sentinels accompany you to the river camp and stay the night with you. The camp has officially been closed up at this point, so you really should not stay alone. If you leave the camp by morning you will reach Gwenlais just before evening,” Caleb explained, walking over and patting the young man on the shoulder.

“Thank you Sire. I did indeed stay at the river camp alone when I arrived here last. It was not an experience I wish to repeat,” Colm replied, with a smile of relief. 

They all left for the family dining room, and enjoyed the lavish meal that Queen Alana had planned for Caleb’s return. 

 

The evening went well and after playing Tablut with his father, Caleb said goodnight to everyone and retired to his room. Changing into more comfortable clothing, he sat at his desk and then began to write Laurel a heartfelt letter. He hoped it would give her a bit of peace and solace as she waited through the winter until his return in the early planting season. He began to deeply regret not being able to say goodbye to her himself.  Caleb was saddened by the fact her father was unable to give her any comfort, for King Garron was obviously too consumed by his own grief to do so. The next morning, Caleb met Colm at the stables with the two Sentinels waiting to accompany him to the camp.

“Here you are Colm. Have a safe trip back home,” Caleb said warmly, handing the messenger a sealed letter. “Please tell her Highness that I wish for her to allow herself to be cared for by Phineas and Tulla. Tell her, Aiden and I shall be there as soon as the snows allow us to travel,” Caleb remarked with a sad smile. 

“I will Sire and thank you. I feel your letter will bring her much comfort,” Colm replied as he quickly mounted up and followed the Sentinels out of the stables. 

 

Within two days Colm made his way back to Gwenlais, asking for Phineas as soon as he walked into the main lobby of the castle.

“Good afternoon Colm. Will her Highness be pleased with your return?” Phineas inquired as he approached the young messenger. 

“I feel she will be Master Phineas. I not only spoke to Prince Caleb myself but I also have a sealed letter from him to be given to her Highness,” Colm replied with a tired smile.

A moment later Laurel walked down the stairs, approaching them with an eager expression.

“Colm! You have returned. It is my understanding that you spoke with Prince Caleb,” Laurel said in a trembling voice.

“Yes Princess Laurel. He wished to tell you that he is most concerned about your welfare and wishes for you to allow Master Phineas and Tulla to care for you. He also gave me this letter he wrote to you,” Colm said with a warm smile, handing the letter to Laurel, which she took from him with such excitement, it surprised him.

Laurel turned to walk quickly back upstairs, then stopped and turned for a moment to look back at Colm and Phineas, both smiling at her curiously. She walked back up to Colm and embraced him. 

“Thank you Colm,” Laurel said quietly, then turned and made her way back upstairs.

“Well done my friend, well done,” Phineas spoke with a warm smile, patting the young man on his back as they watched Laurel walk hurriedly up the staircase. 

Tulla waited for Laurel to come back to her room before deciding to leave for home. 

“I am most happy for you my Lady, that you were able hear word from Prince Caleb. I will take my leave and give you your privacy to read your letter,” Tulla said with a caring smile, taking Laurel’s hand.

“Thank you Tulla, I am happy as well that he has finally arrived home. I shall just spend the rest of the evening in my room. Lady Ellos and her children will be arriving again tonight for dinner. I do not wish to deal with them all at this time,” Laurel mentioned, rolling her eyes.

“My Lady, may I offer you some advice concerning Lady Ellos and her children?” Tulla asked, with slight trepidation. 

Laurel looked at her with a smirk at first, then smiling cheerlessly sat down in her favourite chair.

“Feel free to express your feelings my dear Tulla,” Laurel answered, with a soft sigh.

“My Lady,” Tulla began, as she approached Laurel, kneeling in front of her and holding her hand. “You know how much I care for you. Which is why I feel I must tell you, that even though it is difficult to have Lady Ellos here so often and now with her children as well, they are most agreeable. Lady Ellos does not argue with you, and tries very hard not to cause any difficulties between you and your father. Miss Marina is still very sweet and kind. She told me on her last visit, she misses your friendship. The two younger children are amusing, even when they bicker over silly things. Perhaps my Lady you could find their presence more of a comfort, and not an intrusion. I feel it would be better for you if you looked at it in this way,” Tulla gently entreated, with soft imploring eyes.

“Thank you for your concern Tulla, I do appreciate what you are trying to say. I…just find it difficult to share my home and father with others at this time. My dear mother has only been gone for just a bit longer than a month. Father began to have gatherings only a week after her funeral. Lady Ellos began her visits shortly after that. It has just been too much for me at times,” Laurel replied in a sad and tired voice, looking away for a moment.

“Do you wish for me to stay with you tonight my Lady?” Tulla asked with concern. 

“No, it is quite alright Tulla. Perhaps if you could just let everyone know I wish to relax and spend the rest of the evening alone?” Laurel requested, trying her best to smile as Tulla stood up.

“Of course my Lady. Would you like me to help you with retiring for the evening?” Tulla asked walking over to Laurel’s wardrobe.

“Just take out one of my favourite nightgowns and I shall be fine. I look forward to reading Caleb’s letter,” Laurel answered with a happy smile, as she stood up and walked over to the wardrobe placing the letter on a small side table.

“Very well my Lady. Have a restful evening. I shall inform the kitchen to send your dinner to your room, then tell Master Phineas of your plan for the evening,” Tulla replied giving Laurel a warm hug, then quietly left the room.

Laurel changed quickly, then getting into her bed, opened up the letter with trembling hands. She smiled when seeing the letter began with Caleb’s favourite endearment for her of, “Mo chailin”. She read the letter almost hearing Caleb’s deep rich voice and accent. Telling her of his regret for not being able to say goodbye to her, or staying as long as he had hoped. He reassured her he was well, that he only needed to have some time alone, and to be away from the city of Heathwin itself, explaining to her the need to be relieved of some of his responsibilities for a short while. She read the line of his missing her, several times, her eyes filling with happy tears, as he reminded her of the time they spent together at the Lodge in Gwenlais. Laying her head back against the pillows, and smiled wistfully, as she read Caleb instructing her to allow others to care for her, “to allow this to be a winter of solace for you,” telling her he would do the same. Reminding her once again, he would think of her every day and looked forward to the Planting season, when he would return once again and then take her back with him to visit Heathwin. He ended the letter with how much he looked forward to her visit and sharing things about Heathwin that she had not experienced yet. Laurel read the letter twice more, then refolding it carefully and placed it back in the protective thin leather binding. She placed the letter in a small box on her bedside table, smiling again and wishing for winter to pass quickly. 

 

As the first heavy snows arrived to Heathwin, Caleb looked annoyingly down over the balcony as he watched the servants preparing for the annual Family gathering. He had hoped his mother would forgo this season’s family event, not wishing to deal with all of the many loud and rowdy relatives filling the Lodge. Most of them would remain for a full two days, eating, drinking, playing games, and just being generally loud and overwhelming. The Lodge of course, would also be filled with children ranging in ages from infant to nineteen seasons. Caleb otherwise enjoyed this family event, but was not feeling in a festive mood this season. His mother could not be convinced to cancel it, saying that it was needed, especially by him as the tragic events that took place earlier had caused him and the family so much pain and grief. The entire family would come at different times during the last few weeks, coming to see how Caleb was faring, his mother making each visit an occasion to have special and elaborate dinners, insisting Caleb be there for each one.

“The family is only trying to help ease your grief Caleb, please do not be unsocial. You were gone for a month when you left last,” Queen Alana would remind him with a sad expression, causing Caleb to feel obligated to concede to her requests, each time relatives would show up unexpectedly. 

“Cheer up old man. They will all be sick of you by the time the Planting season arrives. If it helps, Cahir and I are quite sick of you already,” Aiden had told him with his usual wry grin.  

By late afternoon the relatives began arriving, the Lodge becoming increasingly loud as their numbers increased.  Caleb did not come downstairs until Aiden and Cahir went upstairs to fetch him, both wearing wide and mordant grins. 

“Come on now old man, you cannot continue to put off the inevitable. Everyone keeps asking for you and Mother is becoming all flustered and ill-tempered,” Cahir informed him, hitting him on the back good naturedly. 

“She is also not going to let dinner be served until you come down. So buck up and come down with us. I mean really, how horrible for you, that all the relatives wish to shower you with love and affection,” Aiden added, hitting Caleb roughly on the arm.

 

Caleb shook his head, but agreed to come down with them, and upon reaching the bottom of the staircase found himself surrounded by all the relatives, hugging him and asking how he was feeling and that he looked well for having gone through his ordeal. Caleb smiled patiently and assured everyone that he was fine and just wanted to sit down and relax and enjoy the meal that Queen Alana had planned for the last week. King Fergus gave him a warm pat on the shoulder, as Caleb took his seat at one of the large wide tables which had been brought into the Grand Hall for the event. As everyone then took their seats, King Fergus led the entire family in a prayer of thanks, for once again being able to be all together, to enjoy each other’s company. The festive meal began as soon as the prayer was concluded, and the conversations were happy and light throughout the meal. Platters of roast chickens and roasted lamb and beef were the main attraction, as well as a rich barley and root vegetable stew. Boiled buttered potatoes, roasted carrots and boiled cabbage, were also on the menu. A variety of baked breads, pickles, and rich fruit and vegetable chutneys were laid out. Pies, tarts and rich fragrant steamed pudding concluded the meal as everyone ate until they were satisfied. The tables were cleared and moved aside as minstrels began to play cheerful music on fiddles, lutes or small wooden pipes. Games of Fidchell, Tablut, or Pass the Boar were also brought out to entertain everyone throughout the evening. 

 

Soon the younger children would be playing a game affectionately referred to as Search and Find. Caleb and Aiden remembered this game from their childhood as their Mother had first introduced it when Caleb was a young child. As he grew up, his mother would insist that Caleb lead all the younger ones in the game of finding treats and small gifts, as clues to their whereabouts would be left all over the Grand Hall for them to find. This season ended up being no exception, as Caleb was once again asked by Queen Alana to lead in the search of finding all the presents and confections hidden throughout the large and spacious Hall. Caleb conceded, looking at all the expectant happy little faces looking up at him, insisting however that Aiden help him in leading the group. It did not take long for the amusing scavenger hunt to reach a happy conclusion, as Queen Alana had made certain it would go smoothly and easily, making it not as challenging as seasons past, knowing Caleb was still weary from his earlier ordeals. With all the younger children happily eating brightly wrapped confections, or playing with small wooden whistles, wooden spinning tops or noise makers, the older children began to make their way outside the Lodge for the bon-fire and annual game of Hunt and Find. All in the group would hide except for one person, chosen by the draw of a short straw. That person would be the Hunter and have to search for all the others in the dark, then when found, they would return to the bon-fire. Snowball fights would always ensue, causing at least one or two minor injuries. Aiden, Ione and Rian would always lead the older children outside and remain with them until they returned to the Lodge, as they often became quite rowdy and disorderly in their behavior. When they had finally all settled down from the rousing game of Hunt and Find, startling the night sentries by throwing a merciless onslaught of snowballs at them and each other, Aiden had them all go stand by the bon-fire once again. Within moments a steady snow began to fall and the wind began to pick up. Aiden then had everyone begin to kick snow upon the fire as they would soon be returning to the Lodge.

 

“Now remember everyone. Caleb is still a bit wreaked from all that happened a few months back. So we need to cheer him up and get his mind off his troubles. Who is going to bring in the snowballs this time?” Aiden asked them all with a devious grin.

“But you heard Caleb. He said if it was done this year, he was going to give everyone a sound thrashing for it,” Owain, a younger cousin, warned with a light laugh.

“Yes, well he says that but he cannot thrash everyone, just the one who threw the snowballs,” Aiden replied smiling even wider.

“How do you expect anyone to volunteer to throw a snowball in Caleb’s room, well knowing what the outcome will be?” Ione asked with a sarcastic smirk, as Rian chuckled, looking at the group of young people all looking at each other anxiously.

“The idea is to not get caught. Everyone just run in, start acting like your usual ridiculous selves, by being loud and jumping all over his bed, then our brave volunteer throws the snowballs. Just throw them about the room, and do not hit anyone, especially Caleb. When he asks who did it, everyone feign ignorance, and he will give up and just demand you all settle down. That will then give him something amusing to think about. So with that, who is going to volunteer to be our snowball assailant? Now remember this is for Caleb,” Aiden said, looking at the group with a sardonic grin.

They all looked at each other smirking, some of the younger girls giggling, most of them shaking their heads.

“I will volunteer Aiden,” a young scrawny youth suddenly chimed in with a silly grin, stepping forward.

“Good man Addis! The poets will write short boring stories of your bravery, and sacrifice,” Aiden replied, with a light laugh.

“Sacrifice? What sacrifice?” Addis asked nervously, looking confused.

“Nothing Addis. Nothing to worry about. Alright everyone, let us head back, the snow is beginning to pick up,” Aiden instructed as they all made their way back to the Lodge, with Addis making several well compacted snowballs.

 

“Please tell me you are staying this season to help me calm down all the hooligans when they invade my room later,” Caleb requested of Cahir, who was smiling mockingly at him. 

“Of course not old man I have Eavan with me. I am supposed to be bringing her back home at this time,” Cahir replied, mentioning his newly betrothed.

Eavan was the lovely only daughter of Chieftain Phariss, having a houseful of brothers. Cahir had once again invited Eavan to join him for the Family gathering, which Eavan enjoyed very much, as it meant spending time away from her irritating brothers and suffocating mother. Cahir adored her sweet and mild personality, calling her his “little mouse,” as her mother was from Gwenlais, and resembled more, the smaller women of that Kingdom.

“Just have Eavan spend the night here, then you can help me deal with all of them,” Caleb insisted grumpily. 

“That is most tempting. I will simply tell her irritating mother that is was too cold and late, and I did not wish to travel with Eavan under those conditions. Her father does not care either way. Fine, when the urchins invade your room, I shall be there to help you settle them down,” Cahir agreed with a sly smile looking over at Evan who was talking with Queen Alana. “I am looking forward to telling my little mouse she will be spending the night with me. She will of course have no objections. I have been a bit busy of late, and we have not had much time together,” Cahir said as he smiled over at her, catching her eye, as she sweetly returned his smile.

“Well, good. I shall go upstairs and get ready for the invasion. No one had better act out this time, I have no patience for any shenanigans,” Caleb replied rolling his eyes, as he made his way towards the staircase. 

“Do you ever?” Cahir asked with a laugh, as Caleb turned and grinned at him.

Caleb walked into his room and noticed that Aiden once again had the servants bring in pillows, blankets and bedrolls for all the young cousins. He changed to more comfortable attire, glad to have a few moments to himself, away from the happy but loud merriment downstairs. Caleb understood the reasoning behind his mother not wishing to cancel the Family gathering. The tragic events surrounding Morene’s death had left all in Heathwin, shocked and dismayed. The following Planting season festival would be canceled, for King Fergus, as well as all four Chieftains felt it would be too difficult for those who lost loved ones as a result of the Rabkin attack. It would simply be a time of quiet reflection, the royal family choosing to forgo all festival activities except for allowing in the visiting merchants and still having the Pipe Players entertain the people in the main square of city. 

“A quiet distraction is certainly acceptable,” King Fergus had mentioned two days before, at a brief meeting with the Chieftains in McCullan’s home.

The Chieftain had been heartbroken and sullen and there was concern for his welfare. A steady flow of visits from the other Chieftains and King Fergus, as well as the Elders of his Clann villages, helped to keep him from sinking too deeply into his despair and heartache. Upon returning home, Caleb himself, much to McCullan’s surprise went to visit him at his home. Caleb offered his condolences, explaining his reasons for not being able to stay for Morene’s funeral. McCullan assured Caleb he understood, and thanked him for returning the body of his daughter to him, so that she was able to be laid to rest with her beloved mother and brothers.  One thought that left Caleb most troubled, was that he was unable to reasonably answer the nagging questions; as to why the Rabkins from a far region would travel that distance, just to kill the women of small village. Was it to kill the Queen? If so why? How would they be aware she was even at the village? Why did the lone Rabkin pursue Laurel to kill her? 

 

Caleb was jarred suddenly from his thoughts by the sound of laughing and carrying on in the corridor, his door abruptly bursting open, with Aiden, Ione, Rian, as well as the group of young people, all rushing in at once. As he had anticipated, they were all loud, rowdy, and full of frenetic energy. Caleb shook his head, frowning at Aiden as they were all talking and laughing at once, then began to jump on his bed.

Cahir and Eavan entered the room smiling at all the mayhem.

“Alright everyone settle down. Get off my bed with your boots! Are you insane?” Caleb scolded several youths that were on his bed, as they jumped off quickly at seeing him approach. “Aiden! Cahir! Get these little idiots to settle down or I am going to start causing people pain,” Caleb threatened, as he turned and spoke to them only to be answered with mocking laughter.

An instant later Caleb felt a stinging cold sensation hit the back of his shoulder. The room fell silent for a moment only, a few soft gasps were heard. Aiden began to laugh heartily at Caleb’s expression as he turned slowly, with narrowed eyes to look at the youths standing behind him.

“Who threw that?” Caleb asked slowly and deliberately, looking at all the wide eyed faces, each one in turn, until one stood out as the most anxious.

“Come here Addis,” Caleb directed, in a low and menacing tone.

“I…I cannot,” Addis replied in a squeaking voice, which caused Aiden, Cahir, and Rian to laugh raucously, Ione only shaking her head, smiling sympathetically. 

“Really? And why not?” Caleb asked in the same tone.

“I cannot move,” Addis replied, in the same squeaking nervous voice, his large blue eyes even wider, making his face look thinner.

“Come on Addis. Do not be such a whinger,” Aiden said walking up to Addis and grabbing his arm, roughly dragged him over to where Caleb stood. 

“But…but you told me to throw the snowball,” Addis argued weakly, looking at Aiden with a desperate expression.

“Do not be ridiculous Addis why would I do that?” Aiden asked, continuing to laugh as the group behind them began to snicker conspiringly.

“Because it sounds like something you would tell him to do, and you are laughing too much for having no part of it,” Caleb looked at him, with an annoyed glare.

“I did not tell him to throw it at you. In fact I was quite specific, in telling him not to hit you with it. I simply told him not to get caught, and besides that he volunteered,” Aiden explained with a cunning grin.

Caleb looked at Addis, nervously standing there in front of him.

“Do you have any more snowballs?” Caleb asked him brusquely.

“Um…one more,” Addis answered pulling a still tightly compact snowball from his coat pocket, handing it to Caleb.

Caleb took it from him and threw it hard into Aiden’s chest, sending snow and ice flying in all directions, especially in Aiden’s face and hair.

Aiden flinched slightly, brushing the snow off his chest as everyone began to laugh.

“What did you do that for?” Aiden asked in mock insult.

“Addis was the tool and you were the instigator. That did feel good, I have not done that in a long time,” Caleb remarked smiling drolly.

“Glad to be of help old man,” Aiden replied, continuing to brush snow out of his hair.

Addis began to laugh, only to have Caleb slap the back of his head quite loudly, causing Addis to put his hand on his head, rubbing it and wincing.

“Sit down Addis before I decide to pummel you,” Caleb growled in a low voice as Addis quickly did as he was told, sitting at Caleb’s desk.

Aiden reached over and hit Addis as well, causing the young man to moan and grab his head once again. In just a few moments, the noise and raucous behavior started up once again, with a group of the girls jumping on Caleb’s bed. The boys grabbing Caleb’s large pillows from his bed, and hitting everyone with them. Caleb looked at them all again in frustration.

“Well it seems like you have everything well in hand, so we will be saying goodnight,” Cahir announced, as he led a very amused Eavan out of the room.

“Where do you think you are going? You were supposed to stay and help me settle these idjits down,” Caleb exclaimed with annoyance.

“You will be fine. Goodnight,” Cahir said with a broad smile, as he closed the door quickly.

“Well Rian and I shall be leaving as well dear. Goodnight,” Ione mentioned with a bright smile, as she walked over and kissed Caleb on the cheek

“You cannot leave me here to contend with all of these hooligans,” Caleb remarked with growing annoyance, looking over at the whole group with disdain as they were all jumping on his bed, Addis having now joined them.

“Aiden will stay with you dear, goodnight,” Ione replied, as she led a smiling Rian out of the room.

Caleb looked over at them and then at Aiden again, in complete frustration, as Aiden began to laugh at him once more. 

“Get them settled Caleb, and I will set up the Tablut board,” Aiden said, as he took Caleb’s board out of a small cabinet, and placing it on his desk began to arrange it.

After speaking sternly to everyone a few more times, the pandemonium finally quieted down, with the boys arranging the bedrolls on the floor and the girls lying in Caleb’s bed. The girls giggling until Caleb told them once more to quiet down, as he moved his piece on the Tablut board.

“Imagin and Aineilis! Stop your nonsense this instant. You should not even be in here. You are not old enough to join the others yet,” Caleb scolded the two youngest girls, who were still being loud and talkative. 

“We did not go outside with everyone. We just wanted to sleep in your room,” Imagin replied, with a whiny tone.

“If that is what you wish to do, then stop your talking so everyone else can do the same. Now, no more chattering or I will bring you and Aineilis downstairs with the little ones,” Caleb answered her, with a warning tone.

The two young girls looked at each other smirking, and giggled once again.

“Caleb?” came a small voice from the bed.

“Yes, Violet,” Caleb answered, sighing with impatience, as Aiden smirked at him.

“Did you miss us when you were gone?” Violet asked, in a sweet sleepy voice.

Caleb smiled, still looking at the Tablut board, moving a Knight forward.

“I did at first. But now after spending the entire day with all of you urchins, not so much,” he answered, glancing over to the bed and smiling at the young girl, sitting up waiting for his answer. “Now lie down and go to sleep,” he said in a deep calm voice, as she smiled at him and laying down with her sister and cousins, soon feel asleep.

 

Cahir smiled as he watched Eavan walk out of the bath, tugging on the oversized nightgown she had borrowed from one of his cousins. Eavan’s small stature made the gown far too long for her, and he laughed lightly as she had to hold it up to walk properly. Folding back the covers, Cahir took Eavan in his arms as she got into bed next to him.

“Did you enjoy the Family gathering this season mo ghra?” Cahir asked in a loving warm voice, caressing her cheek.

“I did indeed mo chroi. Your family is most amusing. Do you not feel however, we should have stayed a bit longer to help Caleb with the younger cousins?” Eavan asked with mild concern.

“No, he will be fine. Aiden will stay with him until they all fall asleep, he always does. Then Caleb will go and sit in his enormous leather chair at the foot of his bed, stretch out and fall asleep himself. He has done this for as long as I have lived here with them,” Cahir said, with a reassuring smile. 

“It was nice to see poor Caleb smiling and laughing. He has been so sad and sullen for so long,” Eavan remarked, with a melancholy smile. 

“Yes, he was. I feel however that will begin to change very soon. The tragedies that occurred here, were completely unavoidable, and sadly Caleb blamed himself for them in the beginning. Now however he realizes he did all he could, Morene’s actions were not something he could have necessarily prevented. For the first time in over a season he is calm and more himself,” Cahir explained, smiling then leaning over and kissing Eavan’s face softly.

“Did you not notice how his face lit up when he was speaking of Princess Laurel?” Eavan asked, with a giggle. 

“Yes the sop has always had a soft spot for her. She is charming, but I find her to be a bit fresh and spoiled. Now my darling I wish to focus on us at this time. I am very happy you are here with me tonight. I am sorry I have been so busy, but now that winter is here I will be home for some time. Perhaps tomorrow before I bring you home, we could walk about the house Father has just gifted to us. Would you like that?” Cahir asked with a loving smile.

“Oh yes mo chroi, I would like that very much. I am very happy to be here with you as well. Thank you for reassuring Mamm that you respect my vow for us to wait to share our love until we are wed. It does much in how she looks at our betrothal,” Eavan said with a sweet smile, placing her hand against his face.

“Of course my love. I will do what I must to keep your mother from nagging you too much. Perhaps in a week you can stay here once again and begin to decide upon furnishings for our home, seeing as how our wedding will be after my last mission to Gwenlais,” Cahir suggested, then began to kiss her face tenderly.

“That would be lovely mo chroi,” Eavan whispered closing her eyes, in response to Cahir’s affections.

“Goodnight my darling. I look forward to the day when you wake up with me every morning,” Cahir whispered back holding her closer, as she rested her head against his chest.

 

Two days later, after all the relatives had gone home, King Fergus had a midday meal and meeting with all three of his sons and Chieftain Argon. The questions concerning the events that had transpired in the past few months weighed heavily on the minds of the King and especially his eldest son. After the servers had finished setting the table and leaving the private dining room, King Fergus began the meeting by asking Caleb his impressions of the strange Rabkins they had encountered.

“They are most unlike any Rabkin I have ever known or met, in either Heathwin or Gwenlais. Especially in how they treated their own kind. Threatening to harm the Homestead they took shelter in, is just not done. They do not fight amongst themselves. They also do not care to travel outside of their own territories. Travel between our two Kingdoms is only done when they feel it absolutely necessary. Also, the fact they killed the Queen and the Ollams, how would they have known that they were that they were there, at that time?  Elder Dyfri himself told me the Rabkins respect and admire the Ollams, and felt badly about the death of the Queen. I am also very disturbed with the fact that one of them pursued Laurel outside of the village to kill her. None of it makes sense,” Caleb explained with a troubled voice. 

“I feel they must have been convinced by some outside source, for whatever reason to do this. Where the attacked happened, was in a village that is a considerable distance from the eastern borders of Gwenlais. Again in a village of no real significance, except for the fact that the Queen and Laurel were present. They had to have been the targets. But again the question remains as to why, and how it was known that they would be there? What would anyone gain from either Milna or Laurel’s death? Did you notice anything else different about these particular Rabkins?” King Fergus asked Caleb. 

“Well…they were for the most part, hostile and vicious. How they killed those in the village was brutal and cruel. The Rabkins are skilled and efficient warriors, and as we all know, they kill with accuracy and very quickly, ironic as it may seem they do not wish for their targets to suffer or linger. I know it may seem hard to understand or believe this, but they do value life a great deal, even that of an enemy. We were trying to capture the wounded Rabkin alive, in order for me question him. He took his own life, preventing that from happening. In my experience this is not something they would do. The Rabkins from the far region did not seem to care if their victims suffered, as they were quite ruthless in how they dispatched them. These Rabkins also had thinner and closer hair on their bodies, and a strange almost grey skin coloring. All Rabkins wear the mark of their Kindred on their arm. These Rabkins had these as well, plus extra markings the others do not have. They were quite different in many ways,” Caleb explained, as everyone paid rapt attention, fascinated by his knowledge of the secretive race of beings. 

“I feel when you return to Gwenlais during the Planting season, you should make King Garron and Captain Deaglan aware of your concerns and findings, Caleb. The more eyes looking for anything unusual the better,” Chieftain Argon suggested. “I would also suggest that we increase our Patrols to the east where they seemed to come from,” Argon added.

“I agree. I plan on leaving as soon as the roads and trails are safe for passage. I am also concerned with Laurel’s emotional well-being at this time. Colm was not encouraging in his report of how she was behaving. She sounded fretful and anxious, not like herself at all,” Caleb replied with a worried expression.

Cahir and Aiden looked at each other with knowing smiles. 

“Do not worry about the little princess of Gwenlais, Caleb. She has her devoted Phineas and ever present maidservant with her. She will manage until your arrival to whisk her back to Heathwin,” Cahir said to him with a reassuring pat on his back.

“Your mother has already began discussing how she will arrange Laurel’s room for her visit. She will be quite doting when Laurel arrives,” King Fergus mentioned, as he smiled warmly then took a sip of his tea.

“We should be able to leave after the last thaw Caleb. That will bring us to Gwenlais a good fortnight earlier that we normally arrive,” Aiden stated, taking a final bite of his meal.

“Very good. Now all we need to do is wait out the rest the winter, and that really is not much more than two months away,” Caleb replied with a more relaxed grin.

 

Winter seemed to drag on longer than usual for Laurel. King Garron was most distressed with the living conditions of Lady Ellos and her family, and then invited them to move into the castle. Laurel was quite distressed with this development.  She argued with her father, insisting that he simply demand Lady Ellos’ in-laws to make the needed repairs to the home.  

“I do not feel it would be in Ellos, or the children’s best interest Laurel. They will only become more unsympathetic to her,” was King Garron’s argument.

Laurel could not convince her father to change his mind and within a fortnight the family had moved in. Lady Ellos was given her own private room, for proprieties’ sake.

When King Garron showed her to her room, Lady Ellos gasped in surprise, her eyes filling with tears as she put her hands to her mouth for a moment.

“Oh Garron. Where did you get all of this?” Ellos whispered trying to stop from crying.

As she walked into the lovely spacious room, she found all of her beloved favourite furnishings, as well as all of her jewelry placed in an open small chest on one of the tables. Lady Ellos had been forced to sell most of her belongings to care for her family’s needs. The miniscule allowance her in-laws had given them after her husband’s death, was not enough to provide even the daily necessities for their existence. She walked about the room, lovingly brushing her hands across the furnishings and clothing, then stopped to place her favourite bracelet on her wrist.

“I cannot take credit for any of this my dear Ellos. It was Milna who bought all of your items. She requested the Kedesh merchant not tell you who had bought them, as she planned to surprise you by returning them. She did not have the chance to do so. I myself had forgotten about this being done, until Milo brought it to my attention after one of your visits,” King Garron explained in a warm voice walking up to her, placing a hand on her shoulder.  

“Dear Milna. She was such a loving and wonderful friend. I miss her dearly as well Garron. Thank you so much for showing me this, for allowing us to be here,” Lady Ellos said, with heartfelt gratitude, smiling through her tears.

That afternoon, Lady Ellos tried to speak to Laurel, concerning her mother’s generous gift, and how much they appreciated being in the castle. Sadly it was only met by Laurel’s heartbreak and bitterness.

“There is no reason to thank me Lady Ellos. It was not my idea for you to be here,” Laurel spoke, in an angry frustrated tone. 

She then stood up and walked over to her window, leaving Lady Ellos to walk out of Laurel’s room, feeling both heartbroken and embarrassed. 

 

King Garron was unable to reason with her, their conversations usual ending with them arguing. Laurel began to argue with Lady Ellos over trivial things, and ignored Marina’s attempts to try to renew their friendship. She became unsocial and brooding, only joining the family for dinner once a week, and that was only because Phineas insisted, telling her it was in her own best interest to try and remain at least civil with the new arrivals. Laurel was saddened also with the fact the staff was actually becoming fond of Lady Ellos. Her arrival had ceased the noisy and often boisterous gatherings of the nobles, and they found the children charming and amusing, even though the younger ones tended to be mischievous, and would bicker for trivial reasons. Lady Ellos herself was always polite and gracious to the staff, always thanking them for their assistance. Deaglan did his best to comfort Laurel, and ease her ill moods. He had her join him and his mother and sister at least once a week for a meal. King Garron spoke to Mistress Gavenia at length concerning Laurel’s uncharacteristic behavior. 

“She is grieving Sire. You must give her time to do this. The arrival of the Planting season will do much for her mood. I dare say our allies to the West will help as well,” Mistress Gavenia smiled knowingly, remembering Caleb’s kind attention to Laurel during the time of her mother’s funeral. Laurel missed her mother terribly, even the House of Healing, which was often her place of refuge during times of discord, gave her little comfort. Phineas had requested that Mistress Gavenia come to see Laurel. She was able to persuade Laurel to come to assist in the apothecary a few times. Then after not returning, Mistress Gavenia returned to check on Laurel herself. 

“My child you have not come to visit us at the House of Healing for well over a month now. May I inquire as to why this is?” Mistress Gavenia asked gently, placing her hand over Laurel’s. 

“It has been quite difficult for me to be there Mistress. I keep expecting to see my mother walk into the apothecary and ask for me to assist her with some task or to join her in her study for tea. I…cannot bear her absence there at this time,” Laurel explained in sad weak tone.

“Of course my dear. Return to us when you are ready. We shall be waiting. Remember I am always here if you should need me,” Mistress Gavenia told her in a warm caring voice, kissing her on the top of her head before leaving.

 

Caleb and Aiden entered the courtyard, the rest of the Sentinels were on their way to the Lodge of Gwenlais, and Deaglan was there to greet them. 

“Good afternoon my friends. I cannot say enough how happy I am to see that you have arrived, and earlier than expected,” the young Captain said with a friendly smile, walking over to shake both their hands. “Our Princess has been most anxious all day when the messenger arrived this morning to say you would be here before evening,” Deaglan expressed with a worried tone. 

“How has she been? Was she able to rest through the winter as I hoped?” Caleb asked, though knowing the answer by Deaglan’s expression.

“No, I am afraid that has not the case. King Garron did not fare well himself in the beginning. He took to having loud and sometimes drunken parties with some of the nobles for a few weeks. Then Lady Ellos began to visit, with more frequency as time went on. Laurel did not mind at first, as this gradually stopped her father’s gatherings with the nobles. Then eventually, Lady Ellos and her family would visit for several days at a time. Laurel began to be concerned with this, but did not say too much, as she was aware of the poor living conditions which they dealing with. Then one day out of the blue, King Garron announces that Lady Ellos and her children will be moving in for the winter,” Deaglan explained, smiling at Caleb and Aiden’s surprised expressions. “That of course changed everything. Our dear Laurel has not been the same since as they are still living here. Try not to be too alarmed with her appearance. She has lost quite a bit of weight, as she barely eats, and does not sleep well either. I feel her returning with you to Heathwin for a time will do her good,” Deaglan admitted, with a sad smile.

“Where is she now?” Caleb asked in a low voice, looking over at the castle entrance.

“She is probably on her way to the main lobby by now, as I told Milo to inform her you had just come through the city gates,” Deaglan replied, looking at the castle entrance as well.

“I shall go in first Caleb. Explain to Deaglan your concerns and I will meet you inside,” Aiden suggested, as he turned and made his way to the main entrance. 

“What concerns?” Deaglan asked, his face taking on a worried look once again.

Caleb explained the unusual behavior of the Rabkins that had attacked the river village, as well as all that had occurred in Heathwin. Deaglan listened with rapt attention, agreeing that he had some of the same concerns. He then spoke to Caleb about his own ideas of more security measures.

“They are all excellent suggestions. We shall have to talk further about this, but for now, I feel I should focus my attentions on Laurel for the rest of the day. I am anxious to see how she is and her reaction to my arrival,” Caleb told Deaglan, his voice unable to hide his concern.

“As I said, do not be too startled by her appearance,” Deaglan mentioned as he put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder as they walked to the castle entrance.

 

Upon entering the main lobby, Caleb was not surprised to find Phineas standing off to the side, smiling sadly at Aiden and Laurel standing together, embracing warmly. Caleb was not able to see Laurel’s face has she was leaning into Aiden’s chest, her back to him. He did however notice Aiden’s sad and worried countenance, as he looked over at Caleb. Laurel pulled away from Aiden to look at him as he smiled at her, then noticing he was looked over her shoulder, turned and saw Caleb standing next to Deaglan. Caleb’s eyes showed his surprise, for just a moment, not wanting to appear too stunned by what he saw. Her face had indeed become very thin, with dark circles under her eyes. Her lovely grey eyes which were normally bright and eager, appeared dull and apathetic. Her entire demeanor made her appear frail and sickly.

“Hello mo chailin,” Caleb said to her with a warm smile, in a deep soft voice as he opened his arms to her.

Laurel’s eyes glistened with tears as she ran into his arms, putting her arms around his waist, and burying her head into his chest. Caleb placed his arms around her, and was alarmed with how much weight she had lost over winter. He was able to clearly feel her ribs through her clothing, her body trembling with her silent shaking sobs. He instinctively held her closer, gently kissing the top of her head and stroking her hair.

“Shh. It is alright dearest I am here,” he whispered soothingly.

“I have missed you so much,” Laurel whispered back, in a tearful voice.

“I have missed you as well. Here now, please do not cry,” Caleb replied, gently lifting her chin to look at him. “Why do we not go and sit on the back terrace for a bit? The sun should be quite warm there this time of day. I have no doubt Phineas and Aiden can make your father aware of our arrival,” Caleb suggested with a warm smile, brushing away her tears with his thumb.

Laurel was still too overcome with emotion and could only nod in reply.

“Of course we can love. Go and relax for a bit, and we shall see you both again at dinner,” Aiden remarked, coming over and kissing the top of Laurel’s head.

Laurel nodded once more in acknowledgement, smiling weakly as Caleb led her out the side entrance to the terrace.

“By the Maker Phinny! What has happened to the poor girl?” Aiden asked when Laurel and Caleb were no longer in the lobby.

“It has not been a winter of solace for poor Laurel, as Prince Caleb had hoped it would be,” Phineas answered sadly. “Shall we go and inform King Garron of your arrival?” he asked leading Aiden and Deaglan to the King’s study.

 

“I am sorry this has been such a difficult time for you dearest. I hope you will be able to rest and relax when you arrive in Heathwin,” Caleb said as he held Laurel in his arms as they sat together on the cushioned wooden settee, under the arbor.

“I am sure I will. I look forward to it very much. I am so happy you are here,” Laurel answered, her voice still sounding tearful. “Perhaps they will have all moved out when I return to Gwenlais,” Laurel said, in a small voice.

Caleb smiled ruefully at her comment.

“Do not concern yourself with that mo chailin. I only wish for you to think about visiting with us for a time. That is all that matters. Just let me hold you and rest for a bit now. Then we shall go to dinner. Perhaps later we could go to your room and play a game or two of Fidchell. How would that be?” he asked in a soft deep voice.

“I would like that very much,” Laurel answered in a calm soft voice, no longer sad and tearful, snuggling closer into Caleb’s side.

Caleb smiled at her more relaxed demeanor, gently stroking her hair, still not quite believing how much of a toll the tragic events of the last season had taken on her.

He decided they would leave as soon as possible for Heathwin, being away from the painful memories she had endured, would perhaps give her a fresh perspective when she returned home. After they had sat for a time, Caleb suggested they make their way to the dining room. When they arrived they saw that everyone was seated and enjoying a steady flow of conversation. Caleb took his seat next to Laurel, she leaned over and whispered something to him, causing him to smile at her warmly, while everyone looked over at them for a moment.

“So Caleb, I trust you had an uneventful trip here from Heathwin?” King Garron asked in a friendly manner, trying to resume the flow of conversation. 

“Yes, there was nothing new to report. The rains arrived earlier than usual so the traveling was much easier. It should be easier for the hay wagons this season as well when we make our return,” Caleb replied beginning to enjoy his meal.

“Well I dare say the harvest masters will be happy to have you relieve them of hay in the storage barns. They informed me they will be ahead of schedule with the first cut of hay this season,” King Garron continued with a cheerful voice.

“That is very good to hear, as our own hay lofts are more than ready for a new supply,” Caleb to King Garron’s attempt to make small talk.

“I was told by little Orrie here, Caleb, that she is most interested in learning to use a bow,” Aiden mentioned concerning Lady Ellos’ daughter Oriel.

Is that so? How old are you now my dear?” Caleb asked the little girl with a warm smile.

“I have just turned nine seasons, and my brother Jamison is seven and he wishes to learn as well, but I told him he was too little,” Oriel said with a very precocious air.

“I am not! Aiden tell Orrie I am not too little,” Jamison argued back, as Caleb and Aiden looked at the both of them with surprised amusement.

Laurel took a drink of her tea and rolled her eyes at them in annoyance, Caleb not missing her reaction to the children’s bickering. The two children were identical in appearance to their mother and older sister. Marina was more feminine and ethereal in appearance than her younger sister. Though Oriel was still already quite lovely for a child of her age, though she appeared less delicate, her emerald green eyes more intense, and her lips not as full. They all had pale gold hair, but only the younger children had soft curls, Oriel’s long gold ringlets flowing down her back like ribbons. Marina’s hair was silky and straight, reminding Aiden of a soft golden waterfall, as he looked at her with unhidden admiration, as she smiled back at him shyly.

“I started archery practice at your age Orrie, but perhaps we can still have Jamison join us. He can at the very least retrieve our arrows for us. How would that be Jamison? Would you care to assist me in teaching your sister how to shoot with a bow?” Aiden asked him, with a charming smile. 

“Oh yes. I would be a very good assistant,” Jamison replied eagerly.

“Well this sounds all very exciting. Thank you Prince Aiden. So when do these lessons begin?” Lady Ellos asked, with a light laugh.

“Perhaps after breakfast tomorrow. Would you care to join us my Lady?” Aiden asked Marina, who looked at him with surprised shy smile.

“I would be happy to Prince Aiden,” Marina replied, as she glanced over at her mother who was smiling delightedly. 

Laurel sighed and rolled her eyes once again as Caleb looked at her with a smirk, reaching under the table and squeezing her knee for moment, only to have her pout at him knowing he only did this when he felt she was being rude.

“Well this is most delightful. I am so happy to see everyone getting on so well,” King Garron spoke up suddenly. “I feel this is the perfect moment then for me to make an announcement,” King Garron continued, with a wide grin. 

“And what announcement would that be Father?” Laurel asked, as she held her teacup, her question causing Lady Ellos to clear her throat and look at King Garron nervously.

“I am happy to announce that Ellos and I will be married in the late Growing season. We are now officially betrothed,” King Garron replied with great enthusiasm.

Everyone in the room looked at him in stunned silence, Laurel still holding her teacup, her eyes wide with astonishment. Caleb looked over at her, taking the cup from her shaking hand. Then looked over at King Garron.

“Congratulations Garron, Lady Ellos. I am happy for you both, forgive me for appearing so surprised,” Caleb said graciously, attempting to relieve the tension in the room as he held Laurel’s hand in his, glancing over at her still shocked expression. 

“Thank you Caleb, I know this must come as quite a surprise, but considering the loss we have both suffered, we felt it really was the best for all considered,” King Garron said, as he looked over at Lady Ellos with a warm smile.

“For all considered? Who exactly beside yourself did you consider when making this decision?” Laurel asked in an angry frantic tone, as Caleb reached for her hand again, she pulling it away from him in frustration. “What were you thinking? How could you do this? How could you do this to me? To Mother? I will never forgive you!” Laurel cried out, as she stood up and ran from the dining room.

Lady Ellos and Marina both looked around with tear filled eyes, with Phineas leaning his head against his hand, massaging his temple, while Aiden and Caleb just looked at each other knowingly.

“I do not like Laurel any longer. She is so mean,” Oriel suddenly spoke up.

“No, she is only tired and sad Orrie. She will come around Garron, I will go and speak to her. I will take her back to the Lodge tonight. Please try to understand her heartbreak Lady Ellos. You know as well as I, Laurel has not been herself,” Caleb said, in an attempt to calm everyone’s nerves.

“I am indeed aware Prince Caleb. I have tried on several occasions to try and make peace with her, but….she is far too grief stricken to let me speak with her. My attempts only left us both bitter and angry and usually crying. So…I stopped and gave her the space I thought she needed. It was never my intension to hurt her,” Lady Ellos said with tears flowing down her face, as King Garron looked at her sadly, holding her hand.

“Thank you Caleb. If anyone can convince her we did not make this decision to hurt her, it would be you,” King Garron admitted, looking at him with a mournful expression.

“I will go to her now. I hope you all have a restful evening,” Caleb said as he stood up, glancing over at Aiden as he walked out of the dining room.

Caleb walked into the lobby and went up the stairs as quickly as he could, just seeing Laurel running to her room at the end of the corridor, entering and then slamming the door shut. When reaching her door he knocked several times waiting for her to reply, as she had locked it, but got no answer.

“Laurel, open the door. Laurel you know it is me. I know you are upset dearest, but do not ignore me. Laurel, open the door please,” Caleb directed, but again heard no reply, only her muffled sobbing. “Laurel I am very worried about you. Open the door please,” again there was no reply. “Laurel I am going to count to five, if you do not open this door by then I will kick it down. One, two, three,” Caleb counted in a stern determined voice, then suddenly heard the soft click of the lock being turned.

The door opened slightly as Caleb took the handle and opened the door slowly, seeing Laurel standing just in front of it sobbing wretchedly. 

She walked up to him as he embraced her, leaning her head into his chest.

“It would have been better for me to have perished at the river instead of Mother. Then none of these things would have happened,” Laurel sobbed, in a broken whisper.

Caleb placed his hand under her chin lifting her face to him abruptly, causing her breath to catch, her earlier anger not allowing her to anticipate this type of reaction.

“Did I not tell you, not to say that again? Stop this foolish talk. You have no idea what that would have done to me, had I not reached you in time,” Caleb told her in a stern, but heartbroken voice, his eyes intense and passionate as he looked at her.

Laurel’s eyes were wide with surprise at his reaction. Caleb placed his hand on the side of her face then leaning down, kissed her with a passion brought upon by the intensity of the moment. Laurel murmured in astonishment, not sure of how to respond to him, not wanting the moment to end. When he had stopped kissing her he no longer looked stern, his eyes only revealing a quiet recognition of the unspoken feelings they just shared. He softly caressed her cheek, wiping away a stray tear, then lightly brushed his thumb across her trembling lips. Caleb took her in his arms and carried her over to one of the chairs by the small table in her room, sitting down and holding her in his lap. 

“Shh. It is alright mo chailin. Calm down dearest. We will go back to the Lodge as soon as you calm down,” Caleb said to her in a soft voice, as he caressed her arm she had placed around his neck.

“How….how could he do this to me? All that….all that I did for him. For Mother….for Mother’s funeral,” Laurel asked, her voice breaking as she tried to compose herself. 

“I know Laurel. You did so much. I do not feel this was the best time to announce this, but in all honesty mo chailin, what did you expect to happen? They have lived here all winter dearest,” Caleb asked, trying to help her to calm down.

“I thought he would just grow tired of her, and have her leave,” Laurel replied, in a strained voice.

“No dearest that is what you wished would happen. You know your father is not that type of man. They did not wish to hurt you Laurel. They just were unable to see past what their own grief was causing them to suffer. Your father was desperately lonely and grief stricken, Ellos was desperate to care for her family. They found solace in each other. Come with me mo chailin. Let me take you back to the Lodge, and in a two days we will return to Heathwin,” Caleb spoke consolingly as he gently kissed her forehead.

 “I do not want to come back to the castle. I wish to leave from the Lodge,” Laurel replied her voice still shaking from crying.

“Of course. I think that would be best. I will have Tulla pack your things,” Caleb answered in the same comforting tone. 

“Can Tulla come with me? I cannot bear the idea of her waiting on them in my absence,” Laurel asked, as she looked up at Caleb’s face.

“Yes, she can. Now calm down please. Let us go to your wardrobe, pack what you need for sleep and we will go to the Lodge now. Perhaps we could rest on the couch again in front of the fireplace, as before?” Caleb asked her, as he brought her over to her wardrobe.

“Alright,” Laurel answered pitifully, sniffing back her tears.

She opened her wardrobe, pulling out her nightgown robe and slippers placing them in a small cloth bag. Then pulling out a warm shawl she placed it over her shoulders. Caleb led Laurel to her door, then once out in the long hallway, picked her up once again and carried her down the stairs and out of the lobby. Making their way to the stables quickly, Caleb readied Lorcan himself, then placing Laurel in front of him rode off to the Lodge at a swift canter. Upon entering the Lodge, all talking ceased as everyone present were surprised to see them both together. Caleb led Laurel to one of the baths, telling her to change and he would be back in a moment.

As he walked back into the front room of the Lodge he was met by Tolemais, his face concerned but still calm.

“Is everything alright Sire? The poor lass looks quite distressed,” Tolemais inquired in a soft spoken voice.

“She is quite distressed, and apparently has been all winter,” Caleb replied with a remorseful tone.

He then explained all that had gone on. Tolemais, though very surprised to hear about King Garron’s unexpected betrothal, just listened patiently as Caleb continued to relate how it had affected Laurel.

“Needless to say, she will be staying here at the Lodge until we are ready to depart. I will send word to her attendant Tulla to have her pack and arrange Laurel’s things, then have her come here to stay with Laurel. They can share my parent’s quarters for the next two days. I will go and speak to Phineas in a short while after she has calmed down a bit,” Caleb mentioned, as he looked towards the corridor leading to the bath.

“Allow me Sire. You should be here for her. I must admit her Highness appears to be ill and quite frail looking. I shall go and see Phineas myself and have him make all the arrangements, he can get them all completed in short order. The servants have just left and made a nice hearty stew. Allow me to get that all arranged for you in the kitchen and then I will go speak to Master Phineas,” Tolemais said with a warm smile, seeing the worry on Caleb’s face. 

“Thank you Tolemais. I appreciate your help with this,” Caleb said patting him on the arm before returning to the bath to check on Laurel.

Caleb reached the bath and knocked lightly on the door, smiling as Laurel opened it, stepping out and smiling shyly, obviously still overwhelmed by Caleb’s passionate reaction to her earlier statement. Taking her hand he led her into the kitchen to find that Tolemais had placed two bowls of stew with bread and butter and mugs of tea, on the small sturdy table. 

“I am not hungry Caleb,” Laurel stated weakly as he brought her to her seat.

“Yes, it appears you have not been hungry all winter. But no matter, sit down now and eat your stew,” Caleb told her, as he pushed in her chair.

Caleb sat down across from her and picking up his spoon looked over at Laurel who was just staring at the bowl with a distasteful look on her face.

“I am really not hungry Caleb, I cannot eat at this time,” Laurel said in a tearful voice, as she pushed the bowl of steaming stew away from her.

Caleb pushed it back in front of her, looking at her sternly again.

“You are going to stop this nonsense. I am here now, and I am going to take care of you. I will begin by making sure you eat. You will not starve yourself in my presence. Now pick up the spoon and eat your stew, do not look at me like that. Tears are not going to change my mind,” Caleb replied, with a scolding tone.  

Laurel looked back down at her bowl with trembling lips and slowly began to do as she had been told. Caleb smiled at her sadly as he watched her eat her stew. He was happy she had eaten more than he had anticipated, having finished more than half of what was served and eating all of her bread, and drinking her tea.

“Thank you mo chailin. Let us go and relax by the fire now,” Caleb said in a soft warm voice reaching over and taking Laurel’s hand.

They walked into the front room, Caleb having stopped by the closest once again, retrieving a warm blanket and pillows. Having Laurel lie on the couch with her back against it, he laid down next to her, placing her arm across his waist and her head nestled in the crook of his arm. She fell asleep within moments, Caleb sighing with relief in the knowledge he would be taking Laurel back with him for a time, helping to heal her bitterness and sadness.

 

The two days passed quickly, the early harvest had been plentiful this season as the cold winter rains were over earlier than usual. The wagons were loaded to capacity and sent out ahead of everyone to the camp. Phineas was at the Lodge early the morning of departure. He had brought a gift from Mistress Gavenia with him, for Laurel. It was a book, a guide in describing wild medicinal herbs and flowers that Laurel’s mother had helped write. Phineas explained how Mistress Gavenia wanted her to have it as she felt it would not only enlighten her, but help ease the heartbreak she felt by her mother’s loss, having something that was a part of her. Laurel smiled and thanked Phineas as she lovingly touched the leather binding on the guide before placing it in one of her trunks. King Garron came to say goodbye to Laurel at the Lodge, hugging her warmly.

“Have a lovely time my dear girl. Come home only when you are ready to do so,” he said, in a melancholy tone.

“Thank you Father, I shall see you in a few weeks,” Laurel replied, pulling away from him and walking back into the Lodge.

King Garron looked away trying to compose himself, his eyes filling with tears.

“She will get through this Garron. She just needs some time,” Caleb said reassuringly, placing his hand on the King’s shoulder.

“Yes. Yes, I suppose that is what we all need,” King Garron said as he walked back up to his horse, and sadly rode away.

 



  
 


 5: THE DRAGON’S TOOTH 
The ride to the river camp was not a pleasant experience, as Laurel was in a very foul mood, complaining the entire time about her father and Lady Ellos.

“So he tells me one winter morning, ‘oh by the way Laurel, the whore Lady Ellos and her spawn will be moving in tomorrow.’  And then he has the nerve to tell me I am being most disagreeable,” Laurel said incredulously, as Caleb looked at her with growing impatience.

“Really? Your father calls her, the whore Lady Ellos?” Aiden asked with a sarcastic grin, causing Caleb to frown at him for encouraging her insolence.

“Well he should. One morning when I went to my father’s study I found them dressed in there nightclothes, smiling at each other like idiots, sipping tea and eating their breakfast. That is when I discovered the whore had spent the night with him. I was never so disgusted in my life,” Laurel spoke in irritation, as Tulla and Phineas looked at her with sad faces, Aiden only smirking at her comment. 

“Laurel, I really feel you need to discuss something else. You have done nothing but complain about the two of them all day, and it is becoming quite tedious.” Caleb said to her, his growing impatience becoming more evident.

Laurel looked at him with an indignant pout.

“What would you rather have me talk about Sire?” she asked him in a curt tone.

“Continue to use that tone with me your Highness, and you will find the next thing you will be talking about, will not be to your liking,” Caleb informed her, with a tone indicating his patience was finally at an end.

Laurel’s eyes became stormy and frustrated but decided to say nothing in return, not wishing to anger him further. They rode in silence most of the way to the camp, reaching it just before dusk.

 

Laurel and Tulla were brought over to the fire that had been made for them, as they waited for the tents to be assembled. Laurel’s mood had not improved since leaving Gwenlais, and it made everyone around her uneasy and uncertain as what to do for her. Except for Caleb, who was just becoming increasingly impatient. As the camp began to achieve a sense of organization, the tents being nearly finished, Phineas suddenly appeared to check on Laurel’s mood, and if she wanted anything.

“Your Highness, the tent is nearly finished, and your things are being brought in as we speak. Is there anything I can get for you at this time?” Phineas asked, as he hoped she was beginning to finally relax.

“Well it has certainly taken long enough Phineas. Why does everything seem to be taking so long? I have been sitting here for well over an hour and I have not even had tea yet. Did you have the small trunk put in the tent as I asked?” Laurel said with a whine and obvious annoyance in her tone.

“Yes your Highness. Everything is being done as quickly as it can be,” Phineas sighed and smiled at her sadly, as Tulla gave him a sympathetic look.

“Fine. I shall just wait here for everything to finally be done then,” Laurel answered grumpily.

“Very well. I shall be back as soon as everything is complete,” Phineas said, as he walked hurriedly away to check on her tent.

Aiden walked up to him as he continued on his way to check on the progress of her tent being arranged.

“So, how is her royal grumpiness?” Aiden asked with a broad smile.

“Do not ask. I have truly never seen her like this. She is just full of frustration and completely agitated,” Phineas answered shaking his head.

“No, she is being a brat and feeling sorry for herself.  For her sake she had better calm down and change her tune before evening. Caleb will not put up with her too much longer. There is a difference between being sad and grieving, and being mean and hostile to everyone just because you can be. So I am giving you fair warning my friend. Do not be too surprised if Caleb takes matters into his own hands,” Aiden smirked, as he looked over in Laurel’s direction.

“Now what is that supposed to mean?” Phineas asked with concern.

“You know exactly what it means,” Aiden said, as he walked away.

“Yes…yes I do,” Phineas said with an even bigger sigh, as he continued to check on the progress of the tent.

A short time later the tents were finished, and Phineas went back to let Laurel know that everything was finally prepared.

“Well it is all well and good, but now dinner is nearly ready. Caleb has already been over here, all domineering and grumpy, I was told to wait here by the fire. So once again the day has been a complete irritating mess,” Laurel said sulking, as she dug her boot into the dirt, and looked gloomily at the flames.

Phineas sighed once more, and sat down in defeat. Soon their meal was brought over and Caleb and Aiden, as well as, Tolemais and Rian, sat down and joined them for dinner. The conversation flowed easily as they began to relate old Patrol stories, which Tulla herself seemed to enjoy, as her grandparents were from Heathwin and her grandfather had been a Sentinel, and would tell her similar stories. Laurel kept quiet most of the evening, which Caleb took note of and would look at her intently from time to time. Phineas, after a while looked over at Laurel and inquired if she would like some tea.

“I was wondering when you were finally going to ask me Phineas. It certainly took you long enough,” Laurel answered curtly, with a scowl.

“Oh…well excuse me your Highness, I shall get some for you straight away,” Phineas said with an embarrassed tone, as he went to stand up.

“Just a moment Phineas. Sit back down,” Caleb suddenly spoke up. “Laurel, are you suddenly incapable of standing, and walking over to the fire and pouring the tea kettle for yourself?” Caleb asked her, in a scolding tone. 

Everyone then turned and looked at her, which of course made her feel very self-conscious. 

“Well, no,” Laurel answered, with a pout.

“Then get up and get yourself some tea,” Caleb told her in the same tone.

“I do not want any now,” Laurel answered curtly, giving him an impertinent glare.

Aiden cleared his throat in an attempt not to laugh, as others snickered around them. Phineas closed his eyes and smiled sadly, knowing that this would not end well. Caleb looked at her with narrowed eyes, his patience clearly at an end. Tulla glanced nervously about, surprised at Laurel challenging Caleb.

“I think you need to go to your tent now. You have obviously had a very tiring day. Quite frankly I am very tired of you,” Caleb said in a low and stern voice, which caused Aiden to grin at him, knowing he was about to lose his temper.

“Are you dismissing me?” Laurel asked indignantly, sounding very insulted. 

“No. I am telling you to go to bed,” Caleb answered her, with the same tone.

“I am not ready to go to bed. I will not be sent to bed like a child,” Laurel spoke back, with her temper flaring with each word.

“You will be when you act like one. I will give you a moment to compose yourself, then you will stand up and go to your tent, or I will bring you there myself. Now which do you prefer?” Caleb asked her, in a low even voice.

“Neither. I shall go to my tent when I am ready to do so,” Laurel answered, with a defiant tone.

“That is not a choice you were given,” Caleb answered, his voice still low but with an edge, as he stood up and walked over a few steps where she sat across from him.

He then stood in front of her, and taking her hands, forced her to stand up and then picking her up quickly, threw her over his shoulder, and walked in the direction of her tent.

“Caleb! Stop it! Put me down,” she yelled frantically, as she struggled while he held her firmly.

Tulla’s eyes were wide with surprise as Phineas shook his head and rubbed his temples with his hand.

“Was it really necessary for him to do that?” Phineas asked Aiden, with an exhausted sigh.

“Apparently it was. Admit it Phinny, you were tired of her nonsense as well. Tulla, sit back down love. It would be better if you wait for Caleb to come back,” Aiden said in response to Tulla standing and looking slightly alarmed. “She will be fine, she brought this all on herself. Trust me, he knows she is tired. He will do nothing more than give her a good scolding and put to her bed. She will feel embarrassed and start to cry, he will then hug her and she will go to sleep. This is not the first time this has happened,” Aiden smiled at her reassuringly. “Our dear Laurel has had her fair share of temper tantrums over the seasons. Caleb always manages to get her to come to her senses,” Aiden grinned broadly, taking a drink from his mug.

 

“Caleb…please. Put me down,” Laurel said tearfully, as Caleb walked into her tent.

Caleb stood her on her feet, stepping back slightly and placing his hands on her shoulders.

“Laurel, what has come over you? Why are you being this way dearest?” Caleb asked her firmly, but quietly, as he reached under her chin lifting her face.

“How could you do this to me? How can I show my face in the morning? 

I am so humiliated. And you know very well what has come over me,” Laurel answered, in a tearful angry voice.

“Indulge me for a moment and tell me once again,” Caleb responded in a low voice, as he was trying to keep his patience.

“You…you have no inkling how difficult it was for me to watch my father act the fool this winter. Every time that whore came to our home, Father would insist they dine alone in his study. Then the day when I had discovered she had spent the night, can you imagine what that did to me?” Laurel replied, her voice raised, as tears streamed down her face.

“Laurel, please dearest. I know you are upset, but please stop referring to Lady Ellos as a whore. I do not like hearing you talk that way, it is very unbecoming, mo chailin,” Caleb directed gently, as he held her face in his hands. “It is done Laurel, your father and Lady Ellos are betrothed. You need to accept this, and stop this bitterness, it will not ease your pain dearest,” Caleb said, in a calm concerned voice. 

“I will not accept this, and I do not have to!” Laurel said angrily, pulling away from Caleb. “You have no idea how alone I felt this winter, watching the two of them carry on. It was ridiculous!” she spoke, her voice becoming more frantic, her eyes blazing with her anger and frustration.

“You were not alone Laurel. You had Phineas and Tulla with you, did you not?” Caleb asked, his voice becoming edgier, as he felt himself losing his patience with her demeanor. 

“Do you not see? You know nothing. Phineas himself told me it was in my own best interest to be at least civil with the whore. And my dear Tulla has actually begun to like the whore’s children,” Laurel exclaimed, with each word, she was becoming more frantic in her tone.

“Oh really? I am the one who knowns nothing? The only one oblivious to what is going on around them, is you.  If Lady Ellos was as evil as all that, Phineas would never stand for it, and Tulla would never show any favor to her children. All I could see, was you being extremely rude and everyone simply reacting to it. You must stop this now. I will not stand by and watch you become consumed by your bitterness. You are obviously exhausted, and I know that you had a terrible week. I will however, not tell you again to cease with your cursing. I will treat you like the spoiled insolent brat you are behaving like, if one foul thing comes out of your mouth,” Caleb said, finally at an end to his patience as he looked at Laurel with a stern expression.

Laurel just stood there for a moment shaking with her anger, her lips trembling, tears streaming down her cheeks. She then put her hands up to her face and began to sob wretchedly.  Caleb shook his head and sighed deeply, and then walked up to Laurel, taking her in his arms, as she put her arms up to push him back.

“Come here, and stop fighting me. Shh, relax now. You need to get some rest, so calm down for a moment,” Caleb, said in a low quiet voice, as he slowly caressed her back, resting his chin on the top of her head.

Caleb smiled to himself as he felt Laurel put her arms around his waist, her crying beginning to calm down, her body no longer shaking from sobbing.

“You….you do not understand Caleb,” Laurel said, in a soft trembling voice.

“What do I not understand mo chailin?” Caleb asked in a soft low voice, as he continued to gently rub her back.

“I was so worried for you, when Phineas returned from Heathwin and said you had left unexpectedly. That you did not even attend Morene’s funeral. No one knew where you were. I could not bear to think of what might have happened to you. That is why I sent the messengers,” Laurel explained, in a tired tearful voice.

“I am very sorry if I caused you to worry for me. There were just things I needed to deal with myself. I did send you a letter with the last messenger, Laurel. Did you not receive it? I assumed you did, as you did not mention anything about my absence when I arrived in Gwenlais,” Caleb explained, as he directed her over to a low chair in the corner of the tent.

She did not resist him, as he had her sit down, kneeling in front of her, moving her hair out of her eyes, and smiling at her warmly.

“Yes, I received the letter. I read it every night for several weeks, and then again if I had a particularly horrendous day. You do not know how much strength you gave me when you were in Gwenlais, during the time of Mother’s funeral. I felt safe when you were there. And now….now you are angry with me and I cannot bear it,” Laurel replied, crying once again.

“I am not angry with you Laurel. As I said, I do not wish for you to become consumed with your anger and frustrations. I cannot stand to see mo chailin beag o’ Gwenlais, act this way,” Caleb said to her affectionately, as he wiped away a tear from her cheek.  

Laurel smiled at this term of affection, ‘my little girl from Gwenlais,’ he had not called her that in some time. It was also one of the few terms she knew in the language of the Westerners.

“You are not sorry that I came?” she asked, with a shuddering sigh.

“Of course not. Come my dear, I will help you into bed,” Caleb answered smiling charmingly, as he took off her short riding boots.

He then took her up in his arms and placed her down on the large sleeping mat, helping her to move under the coverings. He sat down next her, smoothing back her hair. Smiling at her once again, as he watched her eyes become heavier with sleep.

“Promise me you will try to accept your father’s betrothal dearest. It is the only way you will begin to heal. I am here for you. We all are. You know that you can come to Heathwin whenever you wish. Mother is most happy that you are visiting with us. You may stay as long as you like,” Caleb spoke, in a deep and soothing voice.

“I promise I shall try. I cannot promise you it will happen soon,” Laurel admitted honestly, pausing for a moment. “Are you sure you do not mind that I came?” Laurel asked him again, with sad and stormy eyes.

“I do not mind that you came. I am very happy you are visiting with us. Trust me, when I tell you my dear, your little tantrums are nothing in comparison to what I once had to deal with. Now close your eyes and get some sleep, I shall stay with you until you do,” Caleb replied in a warm reassuring voice as he continued to gently stroke her hair. 

She smiled drowsily back at him, and within a few moments fell into an exhausted slumber. Caleb then stood up, leaving the tent quietly. He returned and sat once again next to the fire. He glanced over at Tulla and smiled at her warmly.

“You may go and see to your Mistress now Tulla, she is however already asleep. I suggest you get some rest yourself,” he directed in a soft low voice.

“Yes Sire, I will,” Tulla answered shyly, and then hurried off to the tent.

“So tell us what transpired so I can prove to Phineas how brilliant I am,” Aiden replied with a mordant grin, amid much laughter.

“Alright,” Caleb began with a laugh. “I told her I knew she was exhausted, and had a terrible week, but if she did not stop acting like a foul mouth brat, I would treat her as such. She started crying and said that I embarrassed her, and how could she show her face in the morning, and all that pitiful nonsense. So I just put her in the bed, and sat with her until she calmed down. I had to tell her twice, that I was not sorry that she came. She finally stopped crying and I just held her hand and stroked her hair until she fell asleep. That is about how it all happened,” Caleb concluded, taking a long sip of tea.

“So what do you think Phinny?” Aiden asked smiling broadly, as everyone else laughed.

“It is just uncanny. I forget how well you both know her and each other,” Phineas said, shaking his head and grinning.

“I do not blame the poor girl for being upset that her father decided to marry again so quickly. Especially after all she did to arrange her mother’s funeral. Our mother was actually very worried about her, and she wanted Laurel to come and stay with us for a time. After all that happened with Morene, however, I am grateful she did not. It would have been far too much for her to deal with,” Caleb said in a sad voice.

“It was almost too much for you to deal with,” Aiden said bitterly, as Caleb smiled at him.

“Anyway, as I was saying I do not blame her for her anger, but she has to let it go. This bitterness she is feeling is not going to make her life easier when she returns home. Hopefully we can help her through this before she returns,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“I have no doubt we will. Your mother of course will be most helpful in this, as she dotes on her Highness considerably,” Phineas remarked with a smile.

“Wait until you see what Mother has done to prepare Laurel’s room. She still was not finished when we left, and it was already quite elaborate,” Aiden said with wry grin.

“Let us hope she has a better morning, so the rest of the trip will be easier on everyone,” Caleb said as he took another sip of tea. 

 

The next morning was chilly, as a light frost had taken place. Laurel and Tulla woke up chilled as they were not accustomed to the frost that would sometimes occur across the river. They sat huddled together sharing a heavy blanket by the fire, with warm cups of chicory root tea, waiting for breakfast. Caleb walked up to them and smiled charmingly.

“Good morning my dear ladies. Breakfast will be here shortly and then we will depart. I wish to get to Heathwin before evening, so if there is anything you need to repack do so right after you have eaten. We will be leaving before the camp is broken down,” Caleb informed them, in a warm low voice.

“Alright Caleb. I only have my small trunk to repack,” Laurel replied in a quiet voice, looking up at him shyly, still feeling emotional from the night before.

“Very well love. When it is ready let me know and I shall have it placed in the wagon again,” Caleb answered, as she only nodded in reply.

Breakfast went by fairly quickly and then soon after, they were on their way to Heathwin. Caleb was pleased that they were on schedule, as they would indeed arrive in time for dinner. The ride back went fairly well, as the conversation was light and happy, until Phineas made the mistake of mentioning King Garron’s up and coming nuptials to Lady Ellos. That then sent Laurel in a downward spiral, until her mood was once again angry and cross, complaining about everything the wedding would entail, and how much she loathed her father’s intended. Aiden and Caleb gave Phineas annoyed glances from time to time. Finally Caleb lost his patience once again, telling Laurel it was time to stop her complaining, and if she had nothing better to say, than to just keep quiet. She looked at him sad and indignant, but refrained from saying anymore to anger him. A few hours later, they arrived in Heathwin, the gates opened and ready for their arrival. The forest was alive with sounds and scents of the early Planting season. Mounds of snow still appeared here and there where the sun could not fully reached it. As the city of Heathwin itself suddenly opened in front of them, the immenseness of the forest could still be seen all around them. Then as they went down the sloping path, there in front of them stood the Great Lodge. Laurel had only seen it three times, and was still overwhelmed by its rugged beauty and its vast size. It stood over three levels high, with three towers and large full length windows covering all three stories. The wide immense staircase leading up to the two oversized, elaborately carved front doors always impressed Laurel, by the detail in which they were carved.

She smiled to herself, happy the journey was over, and she could now relax.

Caleb helped her off her horse and walked her up the stairs, into the Grand Hall. Laurel had forgotten how immense the Hall was. With towering vaulted ceilings, the enormous beams running across the expanse, the large and expansive fireplace at the front of the hall, and then the long wide staircase that led up to the royal family’s private rooms. 

“Aiden will bring you upstairs Laurel. I will be with you shortly after I have gone over the supplies with Phineas. Try and relax a bit before dinner,” Caleb said, as he leaned down and lightly kissed her cheek.

“I will try. I feel better now that we are here,” Laurel said quietly, as she was still put out, from him scolding her earlier.

“Good. I will see you in a little while,” he said as he turned to walk out of the Hall, and Aiden met her by the stairs. 

Aiden brought Laurel into the family's private sitting room to rest, as Tulla finished unpacking her things. Phineas and Caleb would be busy for a bit longer, going over the supply and harvest list, which they did with every transport of goods from Gwenlais.

“You must come to the wedding Aiden, I do not wish to go through this hardship by myself,” Laurel said, bemoaning her situation. 

 Aiden smiled at her shaking his head.

“I cannot love. I have Patrol duty that very week. Caleb and I go with our father to the remote territories to distribute supplies and see how people have fared through the winter. But because Father and Mother will be going to the wedding, Caleb and I must tend to this ourselves. I will be there two months following, with Caleb, to pick up the Harvest supplies. Though I do not feel a large wedding feast filled with music and all the usual accompaniments, truly constitutes a hardship. Besides that, you will hardly be alone, Phinny will be with you,” Aiden said, trying to be encouraging. 

Laurel rolled her eyes, falling into a large overstuffed chair with a heavy sigh.

“As much as I love Phineas, he will be no help at all. He will be far too busy making sure everything is going perfectly. Lady Ellos will be running him ragged with her ridiculous demands.  I cannot stand the idea of that woman living in our home permanently, and the fact that she has three children. Three!” Laurel said, with her voice becoming more agitated by the minute.  

“Yes, love I have met them already,” Aiden reminded her with a grin.

Aiden began laughing softly still shaking his head at her. Laurel looked at him with narrowed eyes.  

“I am happy you find my situation so amusing,” she said curtly with an indignant pout.

“I am not laughing at your situation, but at your reaction. Do you not think you are taking this all a bit too seriously?” Aiden asked her, with a note of concern in his voice. 

“Well it is apparent others are not taking it seriously enough. Everything is going to change. My life will never be as it was after this. How am I supposed to share my home with four other people? It was bad enough they lived with us all winter,” she said incredulously.

“I certainly see your point now. I mean, a castle can only allow so much room,” Aiden said, with open sarcasm. 

Laurel narrowed her eyes further and threw one of the chair pillows at him. Aiden caught it, laughing at her growing frustration. Just then, Caleb walked into the large sitting room as he saw Laurel throw the pillow in Aiden’s direction. He walked over and sat down just opposite of Laurel in a wooden high back chair.

“Any particular reason why you feel the need to use pillows as weapons?” Caleb asked dryly.

“Aiden is being quite irritating and getting on my nerves,” Laurel said gratingly. 
“Well that seems to be a pattern for everyone of late,” Caleb said pointedly.

“What do mean?” Laurel asked defensively.  

She began to fidget uncomfortably in her seat, clearly not liking Caleb’s tone and stern expression as he spoke to her. After already scolding her at the camp, she still felt quite put out by it.  He leaned forward in his chair, moving closer to her, as he placed his hands in front of him, his long fingers laced together.

“What I mean, is that ever since we have left Gwenlais, all that I have been hearing from you, is how everyone around you is doing nothing but causing a great amount of irritation.  Do you suppose it simply may be how you are treating your soon to be stepmother and siblings? Did it ever occur to you that this was simply something that both your father and Lady Ellos felt they needed? I am aware they have been friends for some time.  Have you even tried to befriend any of the children?  Was not the oldest girl a friend of yours?” Caleb inquired of her.  

Laurel looked at him with a small pout, his questions making her more uncomfortable.  His blue eyes, intense as he waited for her answers. Her own eyes becoming stormy with her rising anger and frustration.

“Not a close friend. I am not obligated to them in any way,” she answered curtly.  “Do you care so little for me that you take their side in this?” Laurel asked, as she began to lose control of her temper.

Aiden raised his eyebrows in surprise of her questioning, well knowing the effect it would have on his brother, as he looked over and smiled wryly at him.  Caleb looked at Laurel, his expression showing his growing impatience, his eyes flashing with anger at her last question.  Leaning in closer he spoke softly, but with a voice barely holding back his temper.

“I have a good mind to bring you to your room, and take you over my knee for that last remark. You are fully aware of how much I care for you, of how much we all care for you. I am more than a bit tired though, of your insistence on continuing to act like a spoiled selfish brat, drowning in self-pity. If you do not stop this, I shall have no choice but to treat you like one. This is the last warning I am going to give you. Am I making myself clear?” Caleb asked her, with much deliberation in his voice, making it perfectly clear he would carry out his threat.  

Laurel’s eyes widened in response at his words, unable to think of anything to say in return, not wanting to anger him further. She averted her eyes from the intensity of his gaze. Caleb continued to speak in the low tone, his voice sounding deep and serious. 

“Do you remember what you said to me, the day the village was attacked by the Rabkins?  Something about what an Ollam never puts before others?” Caleb asked her pointedly. 

She looked at him her eyes brimming with tears.

“Of course I do,” Laurel answered in a whisper, her voice breaking with emotion.

“Then tell me,” Caleb continued to press her, his voice becoming softer and less stern.  

Laurel closed her eyes for a moment, tears flowing down her face.  

“An Ollam never puts their pain before another’s suffering,” Laurel replied, with a quivering voice.

“And yet, are you not doing that very thing? I know for a fact your father explained the wretched conditions Lady Ellos and her children were living in. Have they not also lost a beloved parent?  They are moving into a home they are not familiar with and find themselves with a new stepfather and a stepsister who is openly hostile to them,” Caleb said to her, patiently trying to draw her out.

“I am not an Ollam,” Laurel answered, her voice soft, and filled with despair.

“No. You are not, not yet,” Caleb answered putting his hand under her chin, and lifting her face to look up at him. 

“But you could be.  I recall a strong, loving, and compassionate young woman at the village, caring for a group of frightened children despite her own injuries and loss. That is the Laurel we all know and love. We miss her very much,” Caleb finished speaking, brushing his thumb across her cheek to wipe away a tear.  

Laurel looked up at him and found him smiling warmly at her, his eyes softer, all traces of his anger gone.  

She wiped her eyes with her hands and sniffing back tears, spoke in a quiet voice, “I shall go and change for dinner,” she said as she rose slowly from her seat, and walked quietly out of the room.  

The two bothers watched her leave, not speaking until she was well out of hearing range. Aiden then looked at his brother. 

“Do you not feel you may have been a bit harsh?” he asked with some concern.

“Sometimes more than a gentle nudge is needed to help someone out of the quagmire of self-pity,” Caleb replied, looking in the direction she had gone.

“Are you speaking from personal experience?” Aiden asked, with a knowing grin.  

His brother grinned back at him, standing, giving his shoulder a friendly slap. 

“Absolutely.  For both of us,” Caleb said as he walked out of the room, towards the family’s personal dining room.  

As everyone began to sit down at the table for dinner, Tulla entered the room nervously, giving the King and Queen a quick curtsy.

“Yes Tulla, what is it?” Queen Alana asked her.

“Her Highness, regrets she will be unable to attend dinner and sends her apologies,” the girl spoke, very quickly and softly.

Aiden and Caleb exchanged knowing glances while their father noticed this and continued to watch them closely.

“Whatever is the matter?” Phineas asked with concern. “She seemed fine when we arrived,” his voice sounding both tired and frustrated.

The brothers once again looked at each other, Aiden starting to smirk, while Caleb frowned at him shaking his head.

“Is she ill?  Does she wish for us to call the Physician?” the Queen asked nervously.

“No your Highness. She said that she has a headache and wishes to turn in early,” the maid answered, averting her eyes as Caleb looked at her intently.  

“Very well Tulla. Give the Princess our regards and tell her we look forward to seeing her at breakfast. If she needs anything let her know we are at her disposal,” the Queen replied sounding disappointed.

“Yes your Highness,” Tulla answered, giving another quick curtsy before she quickly left the room.

“Perhaps I should go and see if she is alright,” Phineas stated, as he began to rise from his chair.  

Caleb put a hand on the counselor’s shoulder to prevent him from getting out of his seat. Phineas looked at him with surprise.

“No, I will go Phineas.  I know what this is about,” Caleb said, letting out a deep breath. 

He stood up, and taking a plate began to put some of the food on it, and turned around to leave.

“Caleb, what is this all about, and why do you know?” the Queen asked, quite perplexed, and just a bit suspicious.

“I will tell you later,” Caleb answered distractedly, as he turned and left the room.

After he left all eyes turned to Aiden, who then looked about the room, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

“What?” he asked blankly.

“Is that all you have to say?” his mother asked him impatiently. “What happened to make her so upset?  Do not tell me you have no idea, because I am well aware you know of all your brother’s dealings,” she continued, with obvious displeasure in her tone.

“I fully admit Her Highness has been in a…shall we say a bit of a snit lately, but I truly felt her coming here would be good for her mood,” Phineas remarked uneasily.

“She will be fine Phinny,” Aiden said reassuringly. “As far as her being in a snit, she did get a bit snitty with Caleb and he told her in no uncertain terms to stop it or he would persuade her to do so,” Aiden said, suddenly realizing he was hungry and began to eat ravenously.

King Fergus chuckled softly at Aiden’s comments.

“What exactly is that supposed to mean?” Phineas asked, in a frazzled voice. 

“He basically told her to stop acting like a spoiled brat, and treating the people that care for her, so horribly, or he would take her over his knee and give her a good spanking,” Aiden said, adding more food to his plate.

At that moment Phineas let out a shocked gasp. 

“Fortunately she took him seriously, and that was the end of the discussion,” Aiden continued, choosing to ignore Phineas’ reaction. “So, as I said, she will be fine,” turning his attention, back to his meal.

“Well he cannot do that! He already threatened to do that at the camp. And what do you mean she will be fine?  Is he not up there with her now?” Phineas inquired with frustration, as he began to get up from his seat hurriedly, once again.

“My dear Phineas, do sit back down,” the King suddenly spoke up.

Aiden reached over and yanking hard on his arm, forcing him to sit back in his seat.

“If you will remember, when Caleb left the room he was not angry, he actually looked concerned.  Not to mention he was quite particular what he put on the plate when he left.  If he had any intentions of carrying out his warning to her, he would have done so already, and not allowed her time to reconsider her actions and attitude,” King Fergus replied with a broad smile.  

“He cares for her deeply Phineas. He was simply trying to bring her attention to her behavior,” Queen Alana spoke up, and paused thoughtfully for a moment. “In fact I believe my son cares for her more than he realizes. We just need to wait and see what develops,” she leaned back with a wistful smile, as she looked over at her husband. 

Phineas took a deep breath and a long drink of his wine.

 

A loud knock on the door caused Laurel to jump in the large overstuffed chair she was curled up in, wearing her soft pale blue nightgown and robe. Her long hair cascading down her back, still damp from her bath. The young maidservant went to answer the knock and was startled to find Caleb at the door, holding a plate of delicacies from dinner.

“I wish to see the Princess, so if you would allow us some privacy please,” Caleb began to open the door, and step in the room.

“The Princess wished to be alone Sire,” Tulla said nervously, still holding on to the door.

Caleb looked down at the girl, putting up his arm and leaning in the doorway.  Giving her a roguish smile, Caleb bent down closer to her face, his vivid blue eyes watching her intently, as Tulla looked about nervously.

“Are you arguing with me Tulla?” his voice deep, and with an air of superiority.

“N…no Sire,” the maid answered tensely, as she quickly retreated out of the room.  

Caleb then walked in with a self-satisfied grin, noticing Laurel smirking at him from the chair.

“Do you really find it necessary to terrify my maidservant?” Laurel asked him, with mild annoyance. 

He continued to smile at her as he walked over and put the plate of food on a small side table.

“I did not want you to miss dinner since Mother centered the entire menu on your favourites,” he replied, in a very pleased way. “I also feel responsible for you not joining us,” Caleb said more seriously, as he walked over to where she sat, still curled up in the large chair. 

He knelt down beside her, reaching over to move a few stray tendrils away from her face.  His eyes were soft and caring as he looked at her.  Laurel could not help but be moved by the closeness of his presence, she felt her heart beat faster as he gently moved his fingers through her hair.

“I did not mean to hurt or upset you this afternoon. I just could not bear to see you acting that way any longer. I know what grief can do, if you let it take over your heart. Your heart is too important to me to allow that to happen,” Caleb said, with a warmth in his voice. 

She felt her face flush with emotion and her eyes grew moist with unbidden tears. Her grey eyes looking luminous and sad.

“You must think I have turned into a terrible person,” Laurel said, in a voice bordering on a whisper.  

“No, I could never think that of you,” Caleb answering, in a soft reassuring tone. 

“I have been so afraid that with Father’s marriage to Lady Ellos, everyone would begin to grow complacent concerning my mother,” Laurel tried to explain.

“With your presence that will not be possible,” Caleb took one of her hands in both of his, and brought it up to his lips to gently kiss it. “Your mother did not just give you her beauty, she gave you her kind heart and compassion as well.  Every time you show this to others, they cannot help but to be reminded of her,” he said warmly.

With these words Laurel began to weep quietly but still managed to smile through her tears at Caleb.

“Of course when you show your stubbornness and bad temper they cannot help but think of your father,” Caleb said, trying to bring levity to the mood.

Laurel laughed at him, he could be very funny when he chose to be, she thought.  

Caleb smiled at her, happy for the desired affect his comment had.

“Well actually the stubbornness comes from my mother as well. In fact I feel that is what caused her demise,” Laurel said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” Caleb asked, truly puzzled by her statement.

“My mother insisted on leading the Mission of Mercy herself, and refused any extra guards, feeling it would be inappropriate, even though Deaglan and Phineas begged her to reconsider. But she was quite adamant, and well, as far as Father was convinced, she could do no wrong so he allowed her request.  Then the very next day after our arrival, we were attacked,” she paused, remembering the painful event.  

Her tears flowing freely.  Caleb did not speak, allowing her time to collect her thoughts as he gently caressed her hand he still held in his. She looked up at him, her lips trembling, swallowing hard she began to speak once again.

“I truly feel if she had taken the advice of Phineas and Deaglan, she would still be with us,” she paused for a moment fighting back her tears in order to speak, her eyes looking far away. “I am so angry at her for not heeding their advice, for destroying her life, for destroying our lives,” she began to tremble uncontrollably as she became more emotional. “I hate myself for feeling this way, but I cannot forgive her for her stubbornness, and what it did to all of us,” she said through her tears, bringing her hands up to cover her face as she sobbed, her body shaking from the pain of her admission.

Caleb’s eyes filled with compassion as he watched her tremble, his heart breaking at her grief.  He took her into his arms and held her close, gently moving his hands up and down her back, allowing her to rid her body and heart from the heavy burden of her guilt and despair.  She cried until she was spent, and then just leaned heavily against Caleb, letting out a shaking ragged breath.  Caleb placed his hands on her arms and gently held her in front of him. Taking her face in his hands he then softly kissed her forehead.

“Thank you, for unburdening your heart to me. I am honored that you trust me this much,” Caleb spoke, his voice deep and soft.

“I trust you with my life Caleb,” Laurel simply stated, with such innocence and honesty Caleb felt his heart would burst.

Morene herself had never trusted him to even lead them into Patrol missions without questioning, let alone trust him enough to say what Laurel had just done, without reservation. Caleb suddenly recalled what Deaglan had said to him at the staircase.  He smiled at her warmly and lifting her into his arms carried her to bed.  Caleb gently laid her down and moved the covers over her. He stroked her hair and kissing her cheek, sat down on the bed beside her.

“Please do not go yet. Will you stay with me, for just a little while?” Laurel asked him, her voice small and hoarse from crying.

“I will stay with you as long as you need me,” he answered, in a warm soothing voice. “Shh. Close your eyes and rest now love. Do not think anymore of sad and hopeless things. ‘However long the day, the evening will come.’  My mother used to tell us this every night before we would fall asleep,” Caleb said smiling at her as he spoke, watching her grow tired, no longer able to keep her eyes open.

“It is a lovely thing to hear before you fall asleep,” Laurel said with closed eyes, a smile gently forming on her lips.  

He continued to stroke her hair as he watched sleep begin to overtake her. Soon her breathing became steady and slower as she fell into a peaceful slumber, her mind and body finally unburdened from its dreadful load.  

When Caleb was completely sure she was asleep, he kissed her softly on her temple, stood up and made his way quietly out of the room, leaving her in peace the rest of the night.

 

Caleb found the family had moved into the sitting room. His mother was in her favourite chair by the fire with her embroidering, his father and brother were playing Tablut.  Phineas, was sitting alone in the corner, nervously biting his fingernails, his right leg moving rapidly up and down. Just then Phineas noticed Caleb entering the room and sitting in the high backed chair he had occupied earlier. He jumped to his feet and approached Caleb quickly.

“How is she?  Should I go to her?  Does she need anything?” Phineas fired the questions at him, in rapid succession. 

Caleb looked at him with mild amusement.

“She is sleeping, so no, do not go to her, and the only thing she is in need of is a good night’s rest. Does that make you happy?” Caleb asked him, smiling sardonically.  

Phineas began pacing the room in short spurts as he spoke.

“No, I am not happy.  Why would you say those things to her? You clearly upset her enough that she missed dinner. I do not understand your thinking, for one who supposedly cares for her so deeply,” Phineas said gratingly, with a mocking tone.

Caleb stood up so quickly the chair he occupied toppled backward, hitting the carpet with a loud thud.

“You would dare question my feelings for Laurel, especially after that day in the village? Do you have any idea how much it pained me to watch her challenge Tramaine, that day when she defended me?” Caleb growled at Phineas, his long strides quickly closing the gap between them.

“Caleb! Phineas! Stop it this instant! Both of you, go sit down now,” the Queen demanded.

Caleb remained standing his eyes burning from losing his temper. 

“Sit down Caleb,” Queen Alana said, in an even but commanding tone.

Caleb walking over to the fallen chair, picked it up and slowly sat down.  Aiden and Fergus looked at each other in surprise.  

“You boys should know better than to start fighting when the Queen is busy with her embroidery,” King Fergus chuckled to himself, resuming his Tablut game.

“Now tell us how she is doing Caleb, calmly please. Phineas no interruptions,” the Queen said again with authority.  

Phineas, scowling, seated back in the corner, resumed his nervous nail biting.

“She opened her heart to me this evening,” Caleb began, in a low voice, his eyes looking into the fireplace that had just been lit.  

With his statement everyone stopped what they were doing, to look at him.

“How so dear?” his mother asked him calmly.

“She told me what has been troubling her these past few months. It was not what I expected. I truly thought it was being angry at her father for wanting to remarry and so soon after her mother’s death.  But it was not that at all,” Caleb continued to look at the fire as he spoke. 

“Then what was it?” Queen Alana asked gently, clearly seeing her son’s distress. 

Caleb looked over at her before he spoke.

“She was angry at her mother. She blames her for her own death. And she has not been able to forgive her for it. She felt horribly guilty because of her feelings,” Caleb’s eyes beginning to mist up.

“She blames the Queen?” Phineas asked, with a shocked look on his face.

“This whole time I thought she blamed me, for not being there,” Phineas replied, his voice filled with emotion. 

“Not at all. She feels if her mother would have listened to you and Deaglan, she would still be alive today. I am inclined to agree with her,” Caleb spoke, reassuringly as he looked over at Phineas.  

Phineas put his hand to his mouth, then sat back, folding this arms, moved and relieved by what he had just been told.

“What touched me the most,” Caleb continued, “was when I thanked her for trusting me enough to share this with me, she simply said, ‘I trust you with my life’,” Caleb paused for a moment, then looking up with tearing eyes said, “My wife could never say that to me, yet sweet innocent Laurel did not even hesitate.  Even after I spoke so sternly to her earlier,” his voice filled with emotion.

No one spoke, they simple let his words sink in.

“I am going to bed. It has been a very long day. I wish to be up early, so that I may see her when she wakes,” Caleb said, rising from his seat.  

Walking over to his mother, he kissed her cheek, and said good night before he left the room.

“As I said,” Queen Alana spoke, returning to her embroidery, “We shall wait and see what develops,” she said with a satisfied smile.

 

The next morning proved to be bright and inviting. The troubles of the past few months seemed but a far off memory, as Laurel stood out on the balcony of her room.  Still in her nightgown she allowed the cool morning breeze to blow softly through the light material, not caring to put on her robe.  She smiled as she watched two squirrels chase each other, weaving in and out of the trees. Laurel turned as she heard her door open, watching Tulla enter quietly, as she always did. 

“Good morning Your Highness. I hope that you slept well,” Tulla said smiling shyly, looking curiously as she saw the Princess standing on the balcony in her nightgown.

“Good morning Tulla.  It is quite lovely this morning is it not?” Laurel asked brightly, stepping back into the room.

“It is indeed my Lady.  Shall I help you dress this morning?” the maid asked walking to the enormous wardrobe, opening the door to help select a dress.

“Very well Tulla. Has the family sat down for breakfast yet?” Laurel asked, hoping she had not missed seeing them.  

The thought of seeing Caleb again filled her with a nervous excitement. She had never expressed her feelings so honestly with him before, leaving her both slightly alarmed and curious.

“No my Lady. The only one who seems to be up and about is Prince Caleb, he stopped me to ask if you were awake on my way here. I told him I did not know,” Tulla stated looking down awkwardly.  “I would have come to your room last night to assist you, but the Prince was still here. So I left,” the young maid continued, her face blushing as she spoke.  

Laurel smiled at her shyness.

“It is quite alright Tulla.  Prince Caleb and I had much to talk about. There was no need for you to return last night. Come, help me pick out something that will suit this beautiful day.”  

The two young women then began to busily look through the many dresses in the wardrobe.

 

Caleb stood in the family dining room looking out the window, drinking a strong mug of chicory root tea.  His mind far away as he thought about the time he spent with Laurel last night. Remembering the look in her eyes as she told him of her trust in him. It was clear, honest, and without embarrassment.  It shook him to his core, and touched his heart deeply. His mind could not stop thinking of her soft grey eyes, and how she smiled sweetly at him before drifting off to sleep. His reaction to her grief stricken words had surprised him. He found himself smiling when he thought of her trembling soft mouth when he kissed her in Gwenlais. He slept very little himself, tossing and turning, waiting, needing to see her again. To touch her soft skin, her long chestnut hair.  For the first time he noticed her scent, she smelled of lavender and rosemary, confused as to why he never noticed it before. Remembering again Deaglan’s words to him at the staircase, concerning Laurel.

 

“You are up early,” Aiden said to him sounding a bit surprised, as he walked into the room. “I thought you were just saying that last night because you were tired of everyone,” his brother said with a grin.  He then paused looking down at the empty table. “Where is the food? I cannot believe the servers have not brought anything out yet,” Aiden grumbled.

“They are probably still adjusting to the menu change. Mother has once again centered everything on Laurel’s favourites. I hope she does not miss breakfast this morning. I asked Tulla if she had awakened yet,” Caleb said with some concern, as he looked at the door way.

“What did she say?” Aiden asked.

“What did who say?” Caleb asked absently.

“Tulla, what did she say? Really Caleb I think you need another mug of chicory root,” Aiden remarked, with a smirk.

“She did not know, and then she scurried off like a frightened mouse,” Caleb said with annoyance.  

“That is entirely your fault. You completely terrify the poor girl,” Aiden replied with a laugh.

“Because it is entirely too easy,” Caleb said with a wicked grin. “I suppose I could have checked on her myself this morning, but I was up to early and I heard no movement in her room when I walked by,” Caleb explained taking another drink from his mug.

King Fergus and Queen Alana then entered the dining room and took their usual seats at the table. Within minutes the servers arrived with trays of food and fresh fruit.  Phineas joined them soon after. Everyone looked at the empty chair that was next to Queen Alana.  

“And where is our guest of honor this morning?” King Fergus asked of no one in particular.

“I did not stop by her room this morning, so as not to disturb her,” Phineas answered, looking about the room.

“Her maid went to her room earlier this morning. I have not heard anything since. Perhaps I should check on her,” Caleb said with concern.

“I have no doubt she is fine. We would have heard something from Tulla by now.  A lady needs time to dress and prepare herself for the morning, and we shall give her that time.  Now everyone please relax and let us enjoy this lovely meal,” Queen Alana spoke in a reassuring tone, holding up her tea cup to her husband, who smiled at her lovingly as he filled it. 

Caleb looked at the doorway again, feeling anxious and impatient, and just as he was about to announce he was going to see what was keeping Laurel, she walked into the sun drenched room.  Caleb looked at Laurel, his eyes unable to leave her.  She smiled at him warmly, her eyes dancing and bright.

She had chosen to wear a soft, pale grey dress, which billowed slightly as she walked. The sheer sleeves gave her a delicate, almost ethereal appearance, with a high but fitted bodice, though it left no doubt of how much thinner she had become over the winter. Her long hair, softly pulled back into a loose braid. Caleb stood up from his place, and walked over to her taking her hand, leading her to the table.

“You look absolutely beautiful this morning,” Caleb said, leaning down slightly so he could speak to her softly, kissing her cheek lightly.

“Thank you.” she answered back just as quietly, blushing as she was helped to her seat.

“Good morning my dear. I trust you slept well,” the Queen inquired with a warm smile.

“Yes, I slept very well. In fact better than I have in several months now. My room is beautiful Your Highness. I appreciate all the care and effort that went in to making it so warm and comforting,” Laurel answered cheerfully.  

The Queen looked at her husband with a satisfied smile.

“If I may say my Lady, you do look especially well rested,” Phineas said warmly, smiling at her benevolently. 

“Thank you Phineas,” Laurel said smiling at her counselor.   

She looked down for a moment thoughtfully and then raised her head back up to speak. “Your Majesties if I may speak for a moment please,” Laurel requested, her voice shaking slightly.  

Everyone stopped eating and looked in her direction, Caleb looking concerned, glanced over at his parents.

“Of course my dear, feel free to speak your mind,” King Fergus said, smiling at her reassuringly.  

Bowing her head slightly, she nervously bit her bottom lip, before speaking.

“I wish to apologize for my behavior of late. I have been very selfish and sometimes very unkind. Especially to you my dear Phineas,” Laurel looked across the table at him, with moist eyes.

“There is no need for apologies my Lady,” Phineas said to her quietly.

“Yes, yes there is. I had no right to take my pain out on you, or anyone else for that matter,” she insisted, as she glanced quickly at everyone in the room, her glance resting and ending with Caleb.  

He gave her a warm knowing smile, and becoming overcome with emotion, she bowed her head once again her face flush with feelings she was unaccustomed to.

“It is quite all right my dear girl,” Queen Alana spoke comfortingly, reaching over to her to give her hand a squeeze.  

Laurel looked up to acknowledge the Queen’s gesture.

“You have suffered a great loss. Sometimes we can forget ourselves when the pain is too much to bear.  You are trying to put all of that behind you, and the people who know and love you best will continue to help you do just that. So let us enjoy the pleasure of your company, and the time we have left of your stay, and speak no more of sad things,” the Queen said, with a loving smile.

“Actually I do have something I need to say,” Aiden suddenly announced. 

Everyone then turned their attention to him, Caleb giving him a smirk.

“Laurel. What is this and why is it one of your favourites?” he asked her holding a piece of food on his fork, as the room burst into laughter. “It is not funny. I do not even want it on my plate, let alone try and eat it,” Aiden looked at the tidbit with disgust, giving it a wary sniff.

“It is a wild mushroom stuffed with pumpkin,” Laurel said as she laughed.

“Pumpkin? Really? Love, these are two things that just should not be together,” he concluded, pushing the mushroom off his plate.

The rest of the meal went by happily, with lively conversation and occasional laughter.  Caleb would often steal lingering glances in Laurel’s direction, as she would occasionally do the same. None of this was missed by the Queen. Just as the meal was coming to an end, King Fergus inquired of Laurel’s plans for the day.

“I am not sure what I will do today. I really have no plans,” Laurel answered looking about the room.

“Actually, I took the liberty of planning an outing of sorts for you,” Caleb spoke up, looking at her smiling. “The Master Physician told me, before leaving for Gwenlais, there was this particular herb that only flowers here this time of year and he thought you might want to add it to your collection. I told him we would plan on finding it today.  That is, if you would care to?” Caleb asked her warmly.

“That sounds lovely. Where is it supposed to be that we need to look for it?” Laurel asked, her voice bubbly.

“In the forest. Heading towards the old ruins,” Caleb looked at her, pleased she was happy with the plans he had made for her.

“The ruins! I have heard of them, but I never thought I would ever see them.

I shall have to change into something more suitable of course.  When do we leave?” Laurel asked enthusiastically.  

Caleb laughed quietly, completely charmed by her excitement.

“As soon as I take care of a few things this morning, which need looking in to. It should be before midday. I will meet you at the Physician’s cottage.  He has a book he wanted to show you. I will have your escort meet with you a bit later, to bring you there.” Caleb said smiling at her warmly.

“Caleb, do you really think it necessary to assign me an escort?” she inquired.

“Yes!” Caleb, Phineas, and Aiden answered in unison, looking at each other as they did.  

Laurel jumped a bit in her seat, eyes wide with surprise as she glanced about at all of them.

“Do not scare the poor girl for asking an honest question,” King Fergus said laughing. “My dear, there are certain elements in our Kingdom that could pose a threat to your safety, which you do not have to concern yourself with in Gwenlais.  We just need to be sure we have certain measures put in place, to ensure your well-being,” the King explained kindly.

“Of course. I look forward to this very much.  If you will excuse me I shall go and change so that I can be ready early.  Thank you for the lovely meal your Highness,” Laurel said rising from the table and smiling as she left. 

When she returned to her room, she found Tulla folding some of her clothes that had been returned from being washed.

“My Lady, I hope you enjoyed your breakfast.  I am just refolding some of your things.  They have no idea of how to fold a lady’s delicate articles,” Tulla said with irritation. 
Laurel smiled at Tulla’s meticulousness to her duties.  She walked over to the young servant and hugged her, causing Tulla to pause in surprise.

“Poor Tulla, you have not been happy since we arrived. Is there anything that can be done to lighten your mood?” Laurel asked her with a sympathetic smile. 

Tulla looked at her Mistress shyly and shook her head.

“Please do not be concerned with me your Highness. I shall be fine. It will be better when we are home and things are more suited to your taste and what you are accustomed to,” the maid said reticently, as she continued with her task.

“I do feel quite comfortable here Tulla.  I admit everything is a bit different, but Heathwin is quite beautiful, even though it is wild and harsh. You must admit the room they have given me is lovely and by no means lacking in refinement. The linens and flowers are all my favourite colors,” Laurel said with a reassuring tone. “The King and Queen have also been very kind and gracious.”

“Forgive me my Lady. I did not mean to sound ungrateful or to be complaining. The servants’ quarters are very charming and comfortable. The young maids I am sharing it with are very pleasant company.  I suppose I am the one who has not grown accustomed to the differences. Though I am happy that you are comfortable here,” Tulla replied apologetically.  

Laurel smiled at her warmly and taking her by the hand directed her to the large wardrobe.

“There is no reason to apologize. I need your talents for finding the most suitable outfit for specific occasions.  I need to wear something that will be comfortable to walk through the forest, but still be attractive,” Laurel said, as she began to look through her wardrobe. 

“May I inquire as to why you would be walking in the forest, my Lady?” Tulla asked with a puzzled expression, carefully looking at several dresses, then taking them out for Laurel to inspect.

Laurel’s eyes were drawn to a simple but flattering dress of moss green, with gold trim and a contrasting nut brown bodice.  She recognized this as something she sometimes wore while riding horseback.  

“Prince Caleb has planned an outing for me today.  We are going first to the Physician’s cottage, to pick up a book of some sort, and then he planned to take me to the ruins to find some special herb that only grows in this region,” she answered, as she began to change her clothes. 

“If I may say, my Lady, you seem to be spending quite a bit of time with the Prince,” Tulla stated with a note of inquisitiveness in her voice.

“This is my first visit here to Heathwin without my parents, and he is just being a doting host. He has actually always been this way for as long as I can remember,” Laurel explained with a cheerful smile.

“I just found it a bit curious that he always has reasons to spend time with you so often. He rarely left your side during the Queen’s funeral,” Tulla continued with her inquiring tone.

“What exactly are you trying to say Tulla? We have known each other too long to play this game. Just speak your mind and tell me what you are thinking,” Laurel said with slightly narrowed eyes, but still smiling.

“Well, I just feel that now that the Prince is no longer married, that perhaps he has started to see you in a different light. Or maybe he no longer sees himself as the doting older brother,” Tulla looked at Laurel with expressive eyes that spoke with more meaning than her words.

Laurel blushed at realizing Caleb’s affections had become deeper than that of the caring older brother, as he showed this to her in her room in Gwenlais, simply not wishing to share that intimate moment with Tulla as yet. She realized her own feelings were not quite the same as they had been, when she was younger. She remembered the twinge of excitement she felt when Deaglan had told her that Morene had renounced her marriage pledge to Caleb. She could not help her response to his nearness, when he touched her hair, or innocently kissed her cheek, last night, and again this morning. She felt a rush of excitement, as well as nervousness, that she had never experienced before.

“I cannot speak for Caleb. I suppose if he does feel differently, then he will make it known at some point.  At this moment, I think I will just finish getting dressed and enjoy the rest of my day.  These other thoughts are too heavy for me to concentrate on right now,” Laurel finished in a distracted manner, as she adjusted the bodice of her dress.

“I apologize my Lady.  I did not mean to make you feel uncomfortable.  I just wanted to tell you what I was thinking.  I am sorry if I was too forward,” Tulla said with remorse.

“Do not be silly Tulla. I asked you what you thought and I appreciate your honesty.  Perhaps at some other time we could discuss this further, but for now, let us just focus on helping me to get ready.  The escort that Caleb has assigned to me will be here soon,” Laurel said smiling at Tulla reassuringly.

The two young women continued preparing for Laurel’s outing, and just as Laurel was slipping on her short leather boots, there was a knock on the door. Tulla walked to the other side of the room to answer it and found a tall, handsome young man, who slightly resembled Caleb and Aiden.

“Good morning miss.  My name is Owain, and I am here to escort Princess Laurel to the Physician’s cottage,” the young man said with a charming smile, which reminded Tulla of Prince Aiden.

Tulla blushed and smiled back at him, and gave a quick curtsy.

“I am Tulla, Princess Laurel’s personal attendant. She has been expecting you,” Tulla said completely charmed by Owain. 

She opened the door wider allowing Owain access and then announced his arrival to Laurel.

“My Lady. Your escort Owain has arrived to accompany you,” Tulla said, giving Owain another shy smile.

Laurel looked up at the young man, and recognized him immediately as Caleb and Aiden’s younger cousin, from their mother’s side.

“Owain! How nice to see you again.  It has been a long time,” Laurel walked over to give him a warm hug.

“Yes it has. I was very happy when Caleb asked me to escort you today.  He told me you would be glad to see me,” Owain replied, with another charming smile.

“I am glad to see you. I hope we do not get into as much trouble as I did when we first met,” Laurel said, with a laugh.

“If I may ask my Lady, what trouble? I do not recall you getting into trouble or ever meeting Sir Owain,” Tulla asked.

“Please miss. It is just Owain, I prefer it that way. As far as your Mistress getting into trouble, it was back when we were both in our twelfth season.

Laurel and I are only a few months apart in age.  It was my first visit to Gwenlais.  I was invited by my cousins to join them on one of the supply missions.  Caleb was especially excited about this visit, as the responsibility of the Harvest trips were just assigned to him. The day after we arrived we were to go hunting and Laurel was very upset she was not invited to join us,” Owain related his eyes bright and smiling.

“It was not that I was not invited. It was more that I was not allowed. I was very excited and ready to go with them, waiting at the Lodge stables with my new horse. Then Caleb decides it is too dangerous for me to go, he says because of my age, and tells me I have to stay behind. Well of course I am upset, and begin arguing the point that I have gone with my father, which does not matter to Caleb at all. He then tells me, he will not be able to hunt if he is too busy looking after me. So once again I am told to stay behind,” Laurel said grinning at Owain.

“And then she continues to argue how unfair it is because I am the same age and I am able to go, and it is really all about her being a girl. Caleb is getting angrier by the minute, all the men are laughing at this little girl telling him what an unjust brute he is, and I am just in awe of her bravery standing there telling him all this,” Owain continued with a laugh. “My dear cousin Caleb, is ten seasons older than I am, and has helped in raising my younger sister and me. Even though my sister has been fresh with him numerous times, and was spanked by him for it, I have never taken the liberty to be that bold, well knowing what the outcome would be. He has no tolerance for it, especially if done in front of others,” Owain explained, smiling at both of them charmingly.

“It really had nothing to do with bravery.  I just did not know when to keep quiet and I lost my temper,” Laurel said with a smirk, shaking her head. 

“What happened after that?” Tulla asked, her eyes wide with amusement. 

She pictured Laurel yelling at the Prince, she herself found so intimidating. Owain just shook his head and began to laugh quietly, looking at Laurel.

“Well, Caleb got off his horse, threw me over his shoulder, and brought me into the stables. He then let me know that not only was I not going hunting, but yelling at him in front of his men was not amusing in any way. No matter how much they were laughing. So he told me, if I was willing to go back outside with him, and apologize in front of everyone, he would not punish me. I did not take him seriously at all, and said I was not going to apologize because I was not sorry, and I meant every word. That was undoubtedly one of the worst outburst I have ever had. After the spanking he gave me I would not have been able to ride my horse all day anyway. It was hard enough to ride back home,” Laurel sighed at the memory of it, with a sad smile.

“Poor Laurel comes out of the stables all sobbing and pathetic. Caleb puts her on his horse, and insist on bringing her home. I felt so sorry for her, I stayed behind and kept her company. You have to admit though Laurel, you had fair warning.  Aiden kept shaking his head at you, mouthing silently for you to be quiet. I had no idea however, that Caleb gave you a chance to redeem yourself. He does not do that for anyone,” Owain said still laughing.

 “Yes he did. I know I should have just done what he requested, but I felt a great injustice had been done and I just could not keep silent about it. Sadly I still have that problem,” Laurel smiled as she spoke.

“You must have been quite upset with Prince Caleb,” Tulla replied.

“Oh I was. I would not speak to him at all that day, even though he did come to my room that evening to check on me. I just covered my head and sulked under the blankets. I was completely heartbroken, as I had never been spanked before. My parents gave me no sympathy, as my mother told me I did not have the right to speak so rudely. My father told me I had only myself to blame, and what did I expect, so I would not leave my room all evening. Caleb felt badly about it though. He went to the tack shop in the city, and bought me a new saddle and bridle for my horse. The next day, he took Owain and me out riding all that day. I forgave him after that,” Laurel said, with a rather smug smile. “Do you know he still teases me about it from time to time?” Laurel asked Owain with a giggle.

“Of that, I have no doubt. Are you ready for our next adventure your Highness?  If I get you to the cottage too much after Caleb arrives, we may be in trouble again,” Owain said, with another charming smile.

Laurel laughed at his remark and conceded it was time they were on their way.

 

They enjoyed their reunion as Laurel spoke of her mother and the upcoming nuptials of her father.  Owain listened with interest as she spoke, asking her questions now and again.  As they began to get deeper into the forest, Laurel became intrigued by all the sounds and how much darker the forest of Heathwin was, compared to that in her own region. It seemed like a strange and exotic new world she had never seen before. 

“Owain, what is down this path?” she asked with fascination, as she noticed a narrower less traveled path to their right.

“That goes to the dark part of the forest, it can be a bit wild in there. So we do not go there that often,” Owain said cautiously. “It is mainly only used by the woodcutters and huntsmen,” he explained.

Owain stopped walking when he noticed her twinge of disappointment and slight pout.

“I could take you there for just a moment, so you could get a peek. But we would only be able to stay for just a bit,” Owain smiled at her, with a gleam in his eye.

“Alright, just a peek,” Laurel smiled back at him mischievously.

They headed down the path quickly and Laurel was immediately intrigued by how it became so dark and mysterious. The air became thick and was loud with the sounds of insects and strange birds she did not recognize.

She was surprised however to recognize a plant widely used by the Ollams in Gwenlais, to be growing wild and rather lushly by the side of the path.

They walked for a few minutes more, not speaking just listening to all that was around them. Suddenly a movement caught Laurel’s eye, and as she inched closer to get a better view, a tiny gold colored goat like creature, appeared in front of her.  It showed no fear as it delicately nibbled at the plants on the forest floor.  She watched with gleeful fascination as it continued it’s grazing, looking up at her occasionally, unafraid of her presence.

“Owain. What is that?” she asked in a whisper.

“It is a marneut. You do not have them in Gwenlais?” Owain asked a bit surprised.

“No. I have never seen one before. It is so beautiful,” she said in wonderment.

“They are a bloody nuisance. There used to be only a few of them, maybe fifty or so. Then the Queen took a liking to them and declared they be protected.  Now they are everywhere.  We do not tell the Queen, but every so often my cousins and I will hunt them and use them as bribery for the Kedesh, to get information from them,” Owain said smiling gleefully.

“What do the Kedesh do with them?” asked Laurel, a look of concern on her face.

“They eat them!  They cannot get enough of them,” Owain said with a broad smile.

“Oh that is terrible!” Laurel exclaimed. “They are far too pretty to be used as food. I wish I could bring one back to Gwenlais with me,” Laurel mentioned smiling as the tiny animal continued grazing.

“I am sure I can find you a young one around here. That one is a female. They almost always have young close by.  I will take a quick look.  Do not go anywhere,” Owain smiled at her, as he began to look around the underbrush.

Laurel stooped down to get a better look at the delicate marneut, trying to offer it a leaf, in order to coax it to come closer.  As the tiny animal began to slowly make its way toward her, there was a quick and sharp movement in the forest floor, when suddenly a dark and twisted vine with finger-like tendrils, grabbed the Marneut and dragged it quickly away through the thick vegetation.  Laurel cried out in alarm, causing Owain to run back to her.

“Laurel what is wrong?” Owain asked, with pounding heart.

“The marneut!  It was grabbed by this vine and disappeared in the undergrowth,” Laurel said, her voice filled with fear.

“We must leave now, quickly,” Owain said in a strained whisper, taking her arm and helping her to stand.

“What was that?” Laurel asked, in a terrified faint voice.

“It is a Dragon’s Tooth,” Owain said between clenched teeth.

Owain began to look nervously around and unsheathed his short sword, still holding Laurel’s arm and moving cautiously backward. Suddenly a swift movement behind them caused them to turn quickly. Owain was thrown violently to the ground, as several vines wrapped tightly around his leg and he began to be pulled forward. He lifted his sword and began hacking at the vines, when three others wrapped around his wrist causing him to drop his weapon.  Laurel grabbed at Owain’s hands and tried with all her strength to pull him back.

“No Laurel! Let go of me! Run away!” Owain screamed at her, in desperation.  

Another vine grabbed tighter around Owain’s other arm and tore him out of Laurel’s grasp.  Laurel stood up, her eyes filled with terror, she screamed out Owain’s name, as that was all she could think to do. She began to turn to run for help and found herself suddenly caught in the vicious grip of the vines as well.  Losing her footing, she found herself being dragged forward by her ankle. She frantically grabbed at a nearby tree root, but the vines then wrapped tightly around her wrist. She heard a strange shrill screeching, as she looked in the direction of where the vines were coming from. Laurel saw Owain, now unconscious, being dragged to what appeared to be a moss covered tree trunk. Suddenly the tree trunk looked as if it was opening, and then to Laurel’s shock and horror, the trunk was actually a huge and gaping mouth, filled with rows of vicious teeth. Laurel screamed out again in terror, refusing to let go of the thick gnarled roots. Then unexpectedly, Laurel could hear the rush of running footsteps, and the excited voices of men, coming closer to her.  She recognized Caleb’s voice calling her name, her heart pounding with exhilaration and relief. 

“Caleb!  Help! We are here!” Laurel cried out with all the strength she had left.

She could see him and Aiden rushing through the underbrush towards her, and heard the voices of other men in the distance.

Caleb reaching her first, sword drawn, sliced through the vines holding her leg, using his dagger to cut the vines off her arm.  Laurel was shocked to hear a high pitched scream of pain, when the vines were cut.  Aiden had rushed past them towards Owain, followed by two other men.

Caleb picked Laurel up and moved her several feet away from where she was attacked.  She was shocked when he tore her sleeve and pulled her stocking to examine her wrist and ankle.

“Have you been cut or pierced by the vines?  Are you bleeding anywhere?” Caleb asked in a desperate tone, his eyes wide with alarm.

“N...no. I am fine. Only bruised. Owain was grabbed first,” Laurel answered in a shaken, breathless voice.

Aiden began to call out to Caleb to come to where they were quickly.

“Stay here. Do not go anywhere,” Caleb said in a demanding voice, as he rushed in the direction of the others.  

Laurel sat in stunned silence for a moment catching her breath.  She could hear Caleb calling to the others to be careful, as they continued to hack at the deadly vines, all the while hearing the eerie high pitched inhuman screams.  Laurel stood on shaky legs, wincing as she put her weight on her bruised ankle. To her alarm, she could see Owain lying on the ground, Aiden holding his upper body in his arms. Owain was violently convulsing, his unseeing eyes rolled backwards.  Laurel began to run towards them, biting her lip as she fought to ignore the pain in her ankle. 

“Laurel stay back!” Caleb called to her.

“No! Wait! I know what to do!” Laurel called back, turning around and running back towards the path.

“Where is she going?” Caleb asked angrily, as he stood up to pursue her.

He caught up to her easily because of her bruised ankle, grabbing her arm and turning her roughly around to face him.

“What do you think you are doing?” Caleb demanded, his voice frustrated and impatient.

“Caleb, I can help Owain. There is a plant I recognized just up here on the path’s edge.  Please, help me to get it. It will help him from whatever poison is running in his veins,” Laurel implored him.  

Caleb looked at her for a moment, her eyes luminous and pleading.

“Show me,” Caleb replied still holding her arm guiding her up the path.

As they reached the path’s edge, Laurel got on her knees and began to quickly but carefully pull the wide succulent, pale green colored leaves, from the low growing plant. After she had a handful, she tried raising to her feet, but found it difficult without Caleb’s help.  They rushed back as quickly as they could.  The vines were no longer attacking, and the strange screaming had stopped.  Aiden sat on the ground still holding Owain’s shaking form.  Aiden looked up at them, his eyes filled with despair, sadly shaking his head.  The other men looked on with sad grim faces. Laurel slowly got down on the ground next to Owain, pulling up his sleeves and legs of his pants to reveal the ugly deep wounds the vines had inflicted.

She ripped off pieces of her underskirt and then tearing each leaf in half and squeezing them to release the pale colored liquid, she tied each piece of leaf to his wounds.  The men watched in silent fascination as she quietly worked to dress his wounds, very gently applying pressure to each wound for a moment.  Then without warning Owain spasms ceased and letting out a long sigh he began to breathe almost normally.  He opened his eyes briefly, looking up at Aiden and then at Laurel, a slight smile on his lips, before falling unconscious.  The group all sighed with relief, Laurel silently sobbing her shoulders shaking, as she covered her face with her hands.  Caleb looked up at the two men, instructing them to bring Owain to the Physician’s cottage, as the Infirmary was too far away. The men then gently carried Owain’s still form back up to the path.

“Did you find the base of the vine?” Caleb asked Aiden.

“Yes, we were able to cut off the two main branches and the top of the trunk. That is why the vines have not returned.  I still think it is alive though,” Aiden replied, looking over at the now still creature.

Caleb looked around cautiously, listening for any sudden movement.

“Bring back at least a dozen men with you and burn the thing. It is the only way to be sure it will not come back,” Caleb spoke, his voice calmer.

Caleb and Aiden noticed Laurel at the same time, still kneeling on the ground, tears staining her face. Aiden was closest to her, gently took her hands and held them. 

“What did you do?” he asked in a soft voice smiling at her, as he wiped the tears from her eyes.  

Caleb stooped down, slowly rubbing his hand up and down her back to help her to calm down, for she was still quite shaken from their violent encounter with the strange creature.

“I remembered seeing the Mother’s Kiss plant as we were walking. It caught my eye only because I did not expect to see it here,” Laurel replied, her voice still shaking from crying. “It is often used to draw out infection, or to help for any kind of venomous bite. But it is not normally used this way, it is made into a paste and applied to the wound. I was not even sure if it would work,” she paused for a moment and said, “This is all my fault!  Poor Owain would not have gone through this, if I had not asked him to show me this path,” Laurel said with remorse, beginning to cry again.

Caleb and Aiden smiled at each other, they knew their cousin would not have been that easily persuaded unless he was trying to impress her.

“Now is not the time to lay blame. We need to get you away from here and Aiden needs to bring a group back to get rid of this thing, once and for all,” Caleb said softly, as he stood up.

Aiden stood as well and held his hand out for Laurel to help her up.  She took his hand wincing in pain from her now swollen ankle.

“You are not going to be able to walk back with that ankle,” Caleb said as he quickly picked her up, and they all started back towards the path.

Laurel’s mood began to brighten as they were clear of the dark part of the forest, the sun hitting her face as they reached the main path and headed back to the Great Lodge.  She did not speak as they walked along, content to listen to the brothers discuss the arrangements to rid the area of what they called The Dragon's Tooth.  She assumed that is what the vicious creature they had encountered was called, remembering Owain using that same name. She decided to ask Caleb about it later, for now she was too exhausted. They began to speak in the old language of the Westerners, though not understanding it, she found it soothing and comforting.  She laid her head on Caleb’s shoulder, her arms about his neck.  He carried her easily up the pathway and she began to doze off as the warm sun filtered through the tree lined path. Before Laurel realized it, they were already in the Grand Hall.  Servants and attendants busily going by, staring at the three of them as they entered. Laurel looked especially disheveled, her face dirty, hair coming undone from the long braid, her dress torn and covered in wet dirt from the forest floor, her eyes sleepy and dazed looking, as she had just awakened.

 

“Your Highness!  What has happened?  What has happened to her, she looks terrible?”  Phineas demanded, in his usual nervous manner.

“She was almost eaten by a plant Phinny,” Aiden replied in a mocking tone.

They did not stop walking as Phineas followed them up the main staircase to the family’s private rooms. 

“What do you mean a plant? What kind of plant is capable of this?” Phineas asked exasperated, unsure if Aiden was jesting or not.

“Please stop yelling Phinny, my head is pounding,” Laurel murmured, with her head still resting on Caleb’s shoulder.

“Oh, please forgive me my Lady,” Phineas answered in a much quieter voice.  Then looking at Caleb with an accusing glare he asked, “This was your idea of an outing?  To have her be devoured by a plant?” Phineas asked angrily.

Caleb looked at him, his blue eyes on fire at Phineas’ reproach.

“Do you think me capable of deliberately putting her in danger?” Caleb asked, in a low but dangerous tone.

Laurel lifted her head slightly and turned to Phineas, who was walking next to them.

“Caleb had nothing to do with this Phineas. It was my own stupidity that caused this,” she said, in a weak and exhausted voice.

“Be quiet Phineas. Make yourself useful and go tell my mother we have returned, and Laurel needs looking after. Tell her Laurel met a Dragon’s Tooth, she will understand,” Caleb said as he turned down the large corridor, towards the bed chambers.

Phineas was left standing alone as he watched Caleb and Aiden take Laurel to her room.  He was still trying to process what had just happened as he noticed Queen Alana and two of her attendants walking towards him.

“Your Highness.  Caleb and Aiden have returned with the Princess, and she looks horrible.  Caleb told me to mention something about encountering a Dragon’s Tooth,” Phineas stated very quickly.

The Queen’s eyes went wide and the attendants gasped in surprise.

“Who encountered the Dragon’s Tooth?” the Queen asked pointedly.

“Well from Prince Caleb’s description, the Princess did, and he specifically said she needed looking after. They have taken her to her room,” Phineas answered wringing his hands nervously.

“Well, that is a good sign.  If she had been cut by it she would be with the Physician by now.  Stella, Mauve, have the servants ready the bath and bring plenty of bath linens, as well as my personal lavender bath salts. Hurry,” Queen Alana directed her attendants. 

They left hurriedly to do the Queen’s bidding and where gone almost in an instant.

“Come with me Phineas, let us see how she is faring,” the Queen said in a calm voice.

They both walked quickly down to the bed chambers and entered Laurel’s room to find her sitting up on her bed, Tulla sitting next to her, gently brushing Laurels hair, removing pieces of grass and leaves.  Caleb was in front of her on one knee, talking to her quietly, as Aiden stood near the bed looking serious and concerned.

“I still feel we need to take her to the Infirmary. Just to be safe,” Aiden could be heard saying as they walked in. 

“I really do not feel that horrible, nothing like poor Owain and what he went through. I am just very sore and tired, and my head is still throbbing. That is all. I have been enough trouble today. After I bathe and change I am sure I will be fine,” Laurel tried to say convincingly.

“It has nothing to do with you being trouble, mo chailin,” Caleb began, “We just need to be sure that you are alright. Fortunately it appears you were only grabbed by the feeler vines, and not the vines with the poison thorns, so I say we compromise.  You will stay here, bathe and change, and when the Master Physician is done caring for Owain, we will have him come here, to see how you are doing.  Does that sound agreeable?” he asked her gently, as he stood up.

“Alright,” Laurel said quietly, resigning herself to the fact that she would have very little to say about how things would be handled the rest of the evening. The Queen and Phineas remained silent as not to interrupt, but when Queen Alana heard Owain’s name mentioned and how he was in the care of the Master Physician, she became very concerned.

“What has happened to Owain?  How serious are his injuries?” the Queen asked, trying to keep her voice calm and level, for Laurel’s sake.

“Thanks to our future Ollam, he looked as though he will certainly survive the attack,” Caleb said, smiling down at Laurel as he stood up.

“Caleb is being very generous in his description your Highness,” Laurel stated quietly. “I simply saw a plant that I remembered being used for wounds, especially venomous wounds.  I just dressed his with the leaves and fortunately it worked,” Laurel replied modestly.

“No, it was a bit more dramatic than that love,” Aiden interjected. “Owain was convulsing badly.  We were beginning to think we might not get him out in time.  Then Laurel comes running over with these large leaves and puts them on the wounds, and then suddenly he just stops.  He let out a breath, even opened his eyes for a moment, and just fell asleep.  It was incredible,” Aiden said, with a warm smile.

“However did you get attacked by one of those things?” Phineas asked Laurel.

She looked down for a moment, nervously biting her bottom lip before answering. 

“I was intrigued by how different that part of the forest looked from the path we were on, and I just wanted to take a peek.  So we walked down the path a bit.  I saw a tiny marneut for the first time and was completely captivated by it. I tried to coax it over, and I could almost touch it. Then this wicked looking vine dragged it away and before we knew what was happening, it grabbed Owain.  We were not able to get away from it,” Laurel shuddered at the thought of it.

“You were very fortunate we were right behind you.  We heard you screaming, that is how we found you so quickly,” Caleb said, with a wry smile.

“Yes I know.  I feel terrible about what happened, especially for poor Owain,” Laurel said regrettably. 

“Poor Owain, is well aware how dangerous that part of the forest can be and knew better than to take you there,” Caleb said in an irritated tone. “Which reminds me, I will inform his mother of what happened and then go and check on him,” Caleb stated, as he moved to where Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed. 

He bent down and putting his hand on one side of Laurel’s face, closing his eyes, gently gave her a lingering kiss on her cheek, not caring if it was in front of everyone. Laurel looked up at him and smiled back sweetly, blushing at his open display of affection.

“I will be back later to check on you,” Caleb spoke softly, tucking her hair behind her ear, as he stood and began to walk out of the room.

Aiden and the Queen exchanged knowing smiles, as Aiden moved to give Laurel a warm hug before he too left the room with Caleb. Phineas looked at Laurel with raised eyebrows, smirking at her with a surprised expression. 

“Well my dear, let me go and check to see how your bath is coming along,” Queen Alana spoke up to end the awkward silence brought on by Caleb’s affectionate gesture.

 

Before too long, Laurel was brought into the luxurious bath and was able to relax her sore and bruised body in the large and beautifully scented copper tub.  Even in Gwenlais, the bath was not as elegant and ingeniously designed as this. The tub itself was a thing of art.  It had a drain at the end, that when opened, would drain through clay pipes into a large and lush flower bed below.  The floors were beautifully tiled and the large mantled fireplace was used to heat the water. The walls were painted in a soft grey stain that allowed the light through the high placed windows to give the room a soothing, calm ambience. Tulla who insisted on personally attending to Laurel, was washing her hair, as Mauve, the Queen’s personal attendant was arranging the fresh bath linens and making sure the water stayed a comfortable temperature. Laurel was ready to leave the warm tub after several rinses to her luxuriant hair.  She was given a warmed robe to wear as she sat near the crackling fireplace. Tulla began to braid Laurel’s hair as she always did after it was washed, Laurel began to quietly look about the room, admiring its beauty and design.

“Mauve, where does that door lead to?” Laurel asked the attendant, just noticing a heavy door on the other side of the room.

“That is Prince Caleb’s room your Highness.  His room is the first one along the hall. The Queen did not want you to feel overwhelmed by placing you at the far end of the wing, which is why you were placed in the guest room across from his room.  The rest of the family is further down the wing and each has their own bath,” Mauve said smiling at her.

“Oh, I did not realize he was so close,” Laurel said with surprise.

“Is your room to your liking my Lady? Do you find it comfortable?” Mauve asked with enigmatic grin. 

“Yes, I am very happy with my room. I still am not familiar with the arrangement of the house that is all. My parents and I would always stay in the guest house when we would visit,” Laurel replied her face blushing.

“I am sure that a tour can be given you. I will mention this to her Highness.

If you no longer need me I will take my leave,” Mauve said graciously.

“Thank you Mauve.  I am fine now,” Laurel said smiling as the attendant left her and Tulla alone.

“I do not like her my Lady. She was always smiling at you with that silly grin,” Tulla spoke with a caustic tone.

“What silly grin?  I thought she was very nice,” Laurel replied with a laugh.

“A grin like she knows something that you do not. As if she knows some secret,” Tulla continued with her disapproving manner.

Laurel said nothing, just smiled to herself as Tulla finished braiding her hair. 

 



  
 


 6: THE FIRST NIGHT TOGETHER 
Owain opened his eyes slowly, trying to come into focus with his surroundings.  His eyes were first met with the smiling face of the Master Physician. Owain smiled back and then looked over to see the scowling face of his cousin Caleb and the smirking face of Aiden.

“How is Laurel?  Is she alright?” Owain asked with concern.

“She is fine, a bit bruised but safe, no thanks to you,” Caleb replied, in an irritated voice. “What were you thinking?” he asked not hiding his annoyance. 

“Apparently I was not,” Owain answered weakly trying to smile. “I feel so terrible. I know that I should not have taken her there, but she looked so disappointed.  Do you know she pouts?”  Owain asked, with a weak smile.

Caleb and Aiden smiled at each other as they were aware of Laurel’s little personal quirks. She pouted when she was sad or angry about something and usually was not aware of it.  

“I will admit, her pout is a bit hard to resist. That does not change the fact that you both could have been killed if we had not been close by.  Was it all really worth it to try to impress her?” Caleb asked him, with a wry smile.

“I suppose it was not.  It is just that the last time I saw her we were only twelve seasons and I was quite infatuated with her then.  When I saw her again I could not believe how beautiful she was. I guess I am still a bit smitten with her.  I confess that I was trying to impress her,” Owain said, embarrassed to admit it.

“Oh, you definitely made an impression. ‘Poor Owain,’ Aiden said, in a high pitched voice, putting his hand to his chest.

“Yes, she now thinks you are a pathetic sop,” Caleb replied, laughingly as he and Aiden teased him.

Owain laughed lightly at them, looking even more embarrassed, having just admitted his reason for taking Laurel to that part of the forest.

“I guess I deserve that,” he said sheepishly.

“Gentlemen, as much as I hate to put an end to your enjoyment of tormenting my patient, I will have to ask you to conclude your visit soon. 

Owain needs his rest,” the Physician said chuckling.

“Yes, I will be back tomorrow to bring you to the Infirmary.  I promised your mother I would do so,” Caleb smiled at Owain, knowing the reaction that was about to take place at the mention of his mother.

“You have told my mother?” Owain asked, with trepidation, going a bit paler.

“She is on her way as we speak,” Caleb said with a knowing grin.

“I will never hear the end of it,” Owain groaned, rolling his eyes.

“Well I say we should leave now, as she will find a way to blame us, she always does,” Aiden said, with a smirk.

“Before we go, I would like you to come and see to Laurel sometime this evening,” Caleb spoke to the Physician.

“Oh yes, of course.  I was hoping to see her and ask her more about the plant she used to cover Owain’s wounds with. It was truly quite remarkable. She did not just very likely save his life, she saved his leg and arm as well. The wounds show no sign of permanent damage,” the Physician said, not able to hide how impressed he was.

“I will never be able to thank her,” Owain said, in a tired voice.

“Do not take her on anymore walks, and I am sure that will be thanks enough,” Caleb said smiling, as he left the Physician’s cottage.

As the brothers made their way back on to the main pathway, Aiden suggested a diversion from the hectic day.

“Come with me to Welstone.  A few of the Sentinels that assisted me in getting rid of the Dragon’s Tooth, will be joining me, it has been awhile since we have visited the Blue Dragon,” Aiden said persuasively, hoping to get Caleb to join him for a visit to a favourite tavern.

“It sounds tempting after all the excitement today,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“But?” Aiden asked expectantly, grinning broadly as he already guessed Caleb’s answer.

Caleb smiled at Aiden’s questioning.  His brother was very seldom surprised at his decisions as they very often knew what the other was thinking.  A result of working very closely together and trusting each other implicitly.

“I told Laurel I would come back and check on her.  If I go to Welstone now I know we will not return until dawn.  If I check on Laurel before I go, I will just hold you up,” Caleb reasoned.

“All right, but do not blame me if you have a boring quiet evening, I offered you a chance to come with me and visit some very pleasant ladies,” Aiden said, with a wicked grin.

“You use that term a bit loosely, but please give Elsa and her companions my regards,” Caleb replied, grinning at his brother’s fondness for the tavern wenches at the Blue Dragon.

“I will, and they will be very disappointed you did not come. You know how they love to dote on you,” Aiden replied, with a wink.

“They only do that, hoping to get me up to their private chambers,” Caleb said dryly.

“You cannot blame them for having lofty goals,” Aiden continued his good humored teasing.

Caleb laughed at his brother’s remark. “Have a good time tonight Aiden, but do not enjoy yourself too much. It is your turn to write up the Patrol schedule this trip,” Caleb said looking at Aiden, with a wry smile.

“Oh damn! I completely forgot.  I do not suppose....,”

“Absolutely not.  I have done it for you once already last month,” Caleb said cutting him off mid-sentence. 

“Damn you and your dedication to details. I will just have to tell Elsa that it will be a short evening,” Aiden replied grumpily.

 

The brothers parted ways as the path forked in two different directions, Caleb could hear Aiden call out a greeting to his companions who waited a short distance down the path, then hearing their horses trot quickly away towards Welstone.  Caleb turned his horse in the direction of the Great Lodge, the large steed no longer needing to be guided, as he well knew his way home. Caleb reached the Lodge just as the sun was setting. He saw the night sentries just beginning their watch at the Great Lodge entrance, as they called out a greeting to him.  He acknowledged them by wishing them a good evening.  As he made his way up the large staircase, he heard Phineas having a discussion with the King in the corridor, Phineas as usual, speaking quickly and nervously.

“I am not sure what to do about this predicament. The Princess is clearly not ready for travel yet, and she has begged me not to tell her father about her incident today,” Phineas spoke, with a concerned tone.

“I do not feel it will be a problem Phineas, she was to stay with us for at least an extra week’s time. We will have a message sent to her father telling him you will be staying for a longer visit. Caleb will just delay the Patrol mission by a week or so,” King Fergus explained.

“I have no issues waiting for Laurel to be well enough to travel.  I am not going to make two trips, it would be a waste of time and energy,” Caleb added, as he walked up to Phineas and his father.

“You see Phineas, it will be fine.  I will simply ask Alana to write a letter to Garron, saying she is enjoying Laurel’s company so much she will be keeping her here for an extra fortnight or so.  He is not going to argue with my wife, and his bride-to-be will convince him it is a good idea.  So problem solved,” King Fergus concluded, with a satisfied grin, hitting Phineas on the arm.

Phineas took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

“I suppose that is the best way to handle this,” Phineas concurred.

“How is Laurel now?  I just checked in on Owain, and the Master Physician says he will make a full recovery,” Caleb said smiling, remembering the Physician being impressed with Laurel’s quick action.

“She is resting in her room right now.  She is a bit sore and grumpy.  She told me I was being annoying and needed to leave,” Phineas said, with a sad smile. “I suppose that is a good sign.”

“I am afraid Phineas is feeling a bit put out by his charge’s dismissal,” King Fergus said with a grin.

“Well, Father has lost his Tablut partner for the night Phineas, I think that would be a relaxing way for you to spend the evening.  If you become too fussy over Laurel you will just make her angry.  I have plans to keep her quiet but still occupied this evening,” Caleb said with a grin.

“Oh really?” Phineas asked with slightly concerned tone, remembering Caleb’s openly affectionate gesture earlier. “And what would that be?”

“I was planning on bringing dinner to her room and then reading to her from one of her favourite books, it is poetry I believe,” Caleb said with a pleasant smile, knowing Phineas would not especially care for his plan to entertain Laurel for the evening.

“There you have it Phineas. The entire evening is all worked out. Come, let us set up the Tablut board and I will ask my dear wife have the servants arrange a casual supper for us in the sitting room.  With plenty of wine of course, you really cannot play a proper game without enough wine,” the King said, as he began to direct Phineas to the sitting room.

Caleb was left standing alone in the wide corridor, as he smiled at his father’s ability to divert attention away from an otherwise delicate situation.

He turned down the opposite direction towards the private personal chambers, and headed to Laurel’s room.  He knocked at the door waiting for Tulla to answer.  As he expected, she did within a few moments giving him a disapproving scowl, as she opened the door and saw it was him.

“I am here to see her Highness, so wipe that look off your face, Tulla.  I wish us to have a bit of privacy if you do not mind,” Caleb said to the maid-servant, with a low and bothered tone. 

“Who is it Tulla?” Laurel could be heard asking from the room.

“It is Prince Caleb your Highness,” Tulla answered, still not moving away from the doorway.

“Well send him in silly,” Laurel answered.

Caleb smiled down at Tulla sardonically as he entered the room.

“I am so glad you came back Caleb.  Everyone is making such a fuss, it is becoming quite irritating,” Laurel said with an exasperated tone, as she began to pout involuntarily.

Caleb smiled at her demeanor, as Phineas describing her as grumpy was accurate.  She was sitting up in bed, propped up by more pillows than Caleb had ever seen on one bed. Her hair in a long braid draped over her shoulder.

“Tulla you can leave now, I am all set for the evening.  You really have done enough for me.  Just go and relax. Were you not invited by the serving girl who prepared the bath, to join her and her friends for a gathering?” Laurel asked.

“Yes, my Lady. I just did not feel it was a good idea to leave you this evening,” Tulla said directing her statement at Caleb, who just smirked at her.

“I am perfectly fine. Please go and have a lovely time, I insist,” Laurel said pointedly.

Tulla, after giving Caleb another glaring look said, “Very well my Lady.  I shall see you in the morning,” as she left the room.

After Tulla closed the door, Laurel let out an exaggerated sigh and began throwing some of the pillows on the floor.

“Well what was that all about?  Was it my imagination or did Tulla glare at me more vehemently than usual?” Caleb asked, walking over to Laurel’s bed. 

“Yes, I am afraid that is my fault. It was not intentional. But first I wish to hear how Owain is doing.  Is he alright?” Laurel asked concern in her voice.

“He is more than alright. The Master Physician expects him to make a full recovery, and has concluded it is because of you,” Caleb said smiling, as he leaned over her on his arms, putting his hands down on the side of her bed.

“I am just happy I found the plant and it worked the way I used it. I still feel responsible for what happened,” Laurel said contritely.

“You are not to blame for this happening.  Owain is well aware of the risks he took in bringing you there.  He has lived here his entire life Laurel, he knew better,” Caleb said, trying to convince her it was not her fault.

Laurel just looked at him with sad eyes and a half smile still not convinced.

“Now about Tulla,” Caleb continued, attempting to change the subject. “Why was she so resentful of me this evening?  Why is it your fault?” Caleb asked her with a suspicious grin, as he sat down on the side of her bed.

“Again it was completely unintentional.  Owain and I were just talking about the first time we met.  I mentioned that I had hoped I would not get into as much trouble as I did back then. Tulla asked what I meant by that, as she was not yet in my service at the time.  Owain went on to tell her how I was yelling at you in front of half the Patrol at the stables, and that you did not like it very much,” Laurel said, looking up at him smirking.

“Well I hope you told her you deserved the spanking you received, and I was decent enough not to carry it out in front of everyone,” Caleb said, smiling at her wryly.

“Well of course I did not tell her that I deserved it.  I did however tell her, you felt so badly about it you bought me a new bridle and saddle for my horse,” Laurel said smiling coyly at him.

“I had to. I was afraid you might not come out of your room again. I am happy to see that you still use it. The vender who sold it to me knew who I was and charged me accordingly.  I suppose though it was a small price to pay to regain your favor,” Caleb said with a smirk.

“Yes, it was worth it, was it not?” Laurel asked with a laugh.

“I am glad your mood is improving.  Phineas said you were a bit grumpy.  I was hoping to change that this evening,” Caleb said, as he stood up and adjusted the pillow behind Laurel’s head.

“I was not grumpy.  It was just everyone was too fussy over me and I felt as if I were suffocating.  My ankle still hurts quite a bit, so it is difficult to move around, and everyone kept insisting I stay in bed.  I feel as if I am being punished,” Laurel complained, her pout returning.

“You are pouting again Laurel,” Caleb said still smirking.

“No I am not,” Laurel said, quietly but defensively.

“Yes, you are.  What can I do for you to make that stop?” Caleb asked smiling, as he sat down on the side of her bed, once again.

She looked at him shyly, as his blue eyes gazed back at her intently.

“I would really like to get out of bed.  I no longer have a headache.  It is just my ankle and wrist that hurt,” Laurel said as she turned her wrist, wincing in pain.

“Here, let me look at that,” Caleb spoke in a soft voice, as he took her wrist gingerly.

He pulled the sleeve of her nightgown up carefully, as he looked at the deep bruises on her wrist and forearm. He frowned as he tenderly held her arm, shaking his head slowly as he examined the purple marks on her skin.

“My poor Laurel. I still cannot believe this happened to you,” Caleb said, with the same soft deep voice.

Laurel looked at him with surprise and was captivated by his reaction to her injury, and his words referring to her as his poor Laurel.  This was something he had not said since her mother’s funeral. She found it endearing and it made her heart flutter a bit to see him so concerned. 

“I will be fine Caleb. It is just a bruise. No permanent damage done,” Laurel said reassuringly.

Caleb looked at her smiling back at him. She looked so fragile and small lying against the pillows that seemed to engulf her.  He smiled back at her, reaching over to move a stray lock of hair that always seemed to find its way across her face just in front of her eyes. Those grey eyes that were no longer sad and stormy looking, but soft and warm, and something else was there that he had not seen before.  Something, he could not quite read what it was, only that it was different.  It made her look less like a girl, and more like the beautiful woman she had become.  Yes, that was it.  She indeed had grown quite beautiful.  He was surprised he was seeing her this way, he had always thought her a lovely girl, but not as a beautiful woman. He felt a strange warmth flow through him he had not felt before, as he tucked the stray tendril behind her ear.  He leaned closer to her, gently placing her arm down on the bed.  Laurel’s eyes were luminous and soft as he leaned even closer to her face, he could feel her warm breath against his chin.  Laurel closed her eyes as Caleb leaned in and gently kissed her forehead.  He again noticed the scent of lavender and rosemary on her skin, as his kiss lingered softly, breathing in her scent.  He pulled away slowly, not wanting to break the delicious tension between them that his kiss had caused.  They sat, not speaking, looking into each other’s eyes.  There was suddenly a quiet knock on the door, that seemed to jar them both awake from a pleasant dream.  Caleb stood up to walk towards the door.

“I believe that will be Master Elphin, coming to look in on you,” Caleb said softly, smiling at Laurel.

“Who is Master Elphin?” Laurel asked a bit breathlessly, her face flushed.

“The Physician.  That is his name,” Caleb said, realizing he had not told her his name before this.

Opening the door Caleb smiled as his assumption was correct.  Caleb led the Physician in the room.

“How are you this evening your Highness?  You look a bit flush.  A bit of a fever I suppose,” Elphin said as he walked over to where Laurel still sat up in the bed.

Both Laurel and Caleb exchanged glances, smiling awkwardly.

“Well perhaps you could show me the bruises that horrible thing inflicted on you,” Elphin said with a smile.

“Let me help you out of bed Laurel,” Caleb said, as he walked over to her, helping move the heavy bedding off her body.

As Caleb helped her to stand, she winced and moaned quietly as she stood up putting her weight on her ankle.  She reached for her robe as Caleb helped her to put it on, smiling at her modesty, as her nightgown was quite long and covered her fully as it was.  Laurel leaned heavily on Caleb as he put his arm around her waist, assisting her to the overstuffed chair in front of the bed.  She sat down letting out a shaky breath as the Physician walked over to examine her.  Touching her arm carefully, he asked her to move her hand up and down as he gently held her wrist.  She sucked in her breath and winced at the pain it caused.  Next Master Elphin asked to see her ankle, and Laurel complied by pulling up her nightgown slightly to reveal her swollen, and bruised foot and ankle. 

“My, this is a bit of a gruesome bruise, is it not?”  Elphin said with some concern. “Can you move it at all your Highness?” he asked.

“Ah! No, not without pain,” Laurel said as she winced and cried out slightly in her discomfort. 

Caleb looked on, his face full of concern as he saw how horribly swollen Laurel’s ankle was, and her obvious pain.

“Nothing seems to be broken, but you have certainly sustained a bit of trauma to both areas, especially the ankle. So I am afraid you will be with us a bit longer than you planned on your Highness,” the Physician said calmly.

“Please, call me Laurel, Master Elphin.  I feel we are past the need for formalities,” Laurel said still speaking with pain in her voice.

“Yes, as you wish Laurel.  As I was saying, the ankle has sustained quite a bit of trauma.  So you will need to keep it elevated and have cold compresses applied every three hours.  You are to stay off it for the next two or three days, this is important Laurel.  I trust that Prince Caleb can find ways for you to occupy your time,” Elphin smiled looking at Caleb.

Caleb surprised by the Physician’s remark just smiled back at him unable to hide the look on his face.

“I am going to leave you with something for the pain,” handing Caleb a small vial.  “Just two drops in a bit of water every four hours or so.  I also wish to leave you with this, Laurel,” as Elphin walked over to the side table where he left something.

He walked back over to her, and handed a large book to her, which she took carefully as it was old and heavy. She opened it to find it was a book on herbal medicine, filled with lists and illustrations, of various herbs and plants and their uses. 

“I found this at a book shop in Welstone.  The shopkeeper, did not know its origins, only that it was quite old.  I bought it simple out of curiosity, as I have never seen its like before,” Elphin said smiling, pleased at Laurel’s fascination with it.

“It is beautiful Master Elphin.  We have similar books in Gwenlais, but not as richly illustrated as this is,” Laurel said, her eyes wide with wonder and fascination.

“I am happy you like it, please consider it a gift,” the Physician said smiling broadly.

Laurel looked up at him suddenly, surprise registered on her face.

“I could not, Master Elphin.  This is far too impressive to be wasted on me,” Laurel said incredulously. 

“I hardly feel it will be wasted Laurel.  After what you did for Owain, I feel you are an Ollam in the making.  It would be a shame for you to not pursue your obvious gifts,” Master Elphin said, smiling at her warmly.

Laurel lowered her head slightly, as she gently moved her fingers across the page of the book.  Caleb smiled at her as she looked up at him to see his reaction to Master Elphin’s remark.

“Thank you Master Elphin, I shall treasure it,” Laurel said humbly.

“I have no doubt you will,” the Physician said laying a hand briefly on her shoulder. “I shall take my leave of you.  Please let me know if you need anything.  Prince Caleb, make sure she stays off her feet for a few days.  I will be back in about that time.” 

Caleb walked with him across the room as he escorted him to the door, they spoke in a hushed tone before he left.

“It is important Caleb she rest and stay off her feet.  I know, she may become a bit restless, but the damage to her ankle is quite extensive, she may always have trouble with it.  She was quite fortunate the vine did not do worse than it did,” Master Elphin said with concern. 

“I will make it my concern that she remains content and happy for the next few days,” Caleb said with quiet conviction, as he looked over at her, watching her study the book.

Master Elphin smiled as he looked at Caleb’s worried expression, as he watched Laurel.

“I am sure you will,” he said giving Caleb’s shoulder a friendly pat as he walked out of the room.

Caleb closed the door and walked back over to Laurel as she looked up at him, smiling sweetly, still admiring the book.  Caleb crouched down to speak with her at face level.

“I cannot believe Master Elphin gave this to me Caleb,” Laurel said still smiling, and speaking excitably. 

“Why would you not believe it, love?  Did I not tell you that he was impressed?” Caleb asked her smiling warmly.

“Yes, but a book like this is quite valuable, at least it would be to the Ollams,” Laurel said, turning the pages with great care.

“Then what better choice than to give it to you?” Caleb asked her pointedly.

“What did you think of his comment to me?” Laurel asked him shyly.

“You mean what a shame it would be if you did not pursue your gifts?” Caleb asked smiling.

Laurel looked at him and simply nodded her answer.

“I agree with him.  Ever since that horrible day at the village, I have always felt it was something you should pursue.  I feel it is your calling,” Caleb said warmly, smiling at her affectionately. 

“I do not even know if I will be accepted,” Laurel said in a soft voice, looking down at the book.

“Now why would you say that?” Caleb asked her.  His voice becoming defensive as he gently lifted up her chin to have her look at him. “Your mother was an Ollam and the Queen. What could possible cause them to not except you?” his eyes flashing in anger in her defense. 

She smiled at his protective nature, she was not surprised by it as she had always known him to be this way. 

“I am much older than any of the new apprentices would be.  Most are only in their thirteenth or fourteenth season. I have just entered my nineteenth season Caleb,” Laurel explained, with a cheerless smile.

“Your age should make no difference.  Your willingness to learn should be the only thing that matters,” Caleb said his voice still sounding irritated.

“I appreciate that you feel that way, but I will explain how it is done.  First you are considered an apprentice, you assist the doe meds, you are not allowed to help the Ollams at this time,” Laurel began to explain.

“What is a doe med exactly?” Caleb asked interrupting her.

“A doe med is an actual student.  You cannot even be considered a doe med until you pass the three tests of apprenticeship,” Laurel continued to explain. 

“And what are these three tests?” Caleb asked, his eyes intense as he found himself becoming fascinated with the subject. More so with how she was quite animated when she spoke of it.

“One of the tests is, you must help care for someone with a serious injury. Another, to care for a difficult and belligerent patient, and then to assist with the birth of a child.  If you pass these tests you can then go on to become a doe med,” Laurel said with a smile, happy with Caleb’s rapt attention.

“How long must you be a doe med before becoming an actual Ollam?” Caleb asked in a soft voice, clearly enjoying her pleasure at answering his questions.

“That really depends upon the individual.  The more you learn and progress in your skill and abilities, the quicker you became an Ollam. That being said, an Ollam always considers herself a student, always learning,” Laurel sat back and sighed, as she finished speaking.

Caleb looked at her thoughtfully before he spoke, allowing her to reflect on what she had just said.  He smiled at her slyly.

“Well you should have no troubles with the three tests whatsoever, my dear,” he said still grinning at her.

“What do you mean?” Laurel asked curiously.

“Think about it. Helping someone with a serious injury, you have just done that, with Owain.  Taking care of a belligerent patient, you do this daily with your father.  Helping with a birth, you where there for your mare.  So the tests will be nothing,” Caleb said with a charming smile.

Laurel laughed out loud with Caleb mentioning her father and assisting her mare.

“I do not believe it would really be considered the same thing,” Laurel said still laughing.

“The concept is still the same,” Caleb stated assuredly.

“Yes, I suppose you are right,” she said wincing in pain, as she moved her injured foot forward too much.

Caleb stopped smiling as he held her hand watching her breath through her discomfort.

“Sit still Laurel, let me find that stool for you, I know it is here somewhere,” as he stood up and began looking for the small stool he spoke of.

Finding it, he brought it over and taking one of the pillows that Laurel had thrown on the floor, placed it on the stool.  Caleb then very gently raised her foot onto the stool, still it caused her to wince in pain as she put her head back against the chair, gripping the arms.

“Please, let me give you something for the pain, Laurel.  I cannot bear to see you like this,” Caleb said, as he began stroking her hair.

“No, not yet.  I will fall asleep,” Laurel said weakly.

“And why would that be such a horrible thing?” he asked in a low voice.

“I do not wish to fall asleep yet,” she smiled at him, with a tired expression.

“Fine. Let me take this heavy book off your lap,” Caleb said as he put the book on a side table. “First I am going to bring back a cool cloth for your ankle, then I will go down to the kitchen and bring you something to eat.  I will bring a book back from the library I had in mind to read to you this evening. How does that sound?” he asked, his voice sounding low and enticing.

“It sounds very nice,” Laurel said slowly smiling, with half closed eyes.

“You have to promise me however, that you will take some of the medicine that Master Elphin left you for your pain, after you have had a bite to eat,” Caleb said with insistence.

“I promise,” Laurel said in a small voice, still smiling at him.

“I will be back in a moment,” Caleb said as he stood up.

He returned fairly quickly with a cool cloth that he gingerly placed on her swollen ankle. 

“I will have one of the servants bring in a basin of cool water, that way we can keep this on your ankle for a bit,” Caleb said as he adjusted the cloth.

He looked up with an amused expression as he heard her laugh.

“Why are you laughing your Highness?” he asked her.

“I was just thinking, how many people have the chance to say they have Prince Caleb of Heathwin as their personal attendant?” Laurel asked, with a giggle.

“No one.  Consider yourself lucky my dear,” he smiled at her sardonically as he stood up again, lightly tweaking her nose. “I will be back soon.  Do not get up,” he said with a stern tone.

“As you wish Sire,” Laurel said, laughing at him again.

He smiled at her mockingly and left the room.  She sighed as he left, and putting her head back, closed her eyes to relax before Caleb came back.  A few moments later there was a light knock on the door.  Before she could answer or open her eyes, she heard women talking softly as they entered the room.

“Shh, she is asleep.  Let us just put the basin and pitcher on this table,” the woman said in a whisper.

“Is it not touching how the Prince dotes on her?  She would be a far better choice than the first one, that is for certain,” the second woman said, with a hint of bitterness in her voice.

“If the Queen had her way, she would never let this one leave,” the first woman said with a quiet laugh. 

 Both woman left laughing quietly as they shut the door. Laurel opened her eyes and smiled to herself.  Now she was beginning to understand Mauve’s behavior, and how she felt Caleb was indeed changing in his feelings towards her.  Tulla was not imagining it.  She decided to keep this secret to herself, as if it were a special trinket she had found.

 

Caleb walked into the library, placing a rather large plate of food on a nearby reading table.  He walked over to one of the towering book shelves that reached to the ceiling.  The library of the Grand Lodge was impressive and the pride of the royal family, as it had been in existence at least since Caleb's grandfather.  Every month for one day, it would be available to whoever wished to visit it.  Caleb reached over, just above his head and picked out a book he knew would please Laurel.  She loved poetry and especially loved the works of a poet from Heathwin itself.  His poems were passionate and melancholy and were beautiful when read aloud by someone who appreciated their beauty and power.  Caleb returned to Laurel’s room and was pleasantly surprised to find her still awake.  She turned her head to look at him, giving him a warm smile. 

“I thought you may have fallen asleep while I was gone,” Caleb said smiling as he walked into the room.

“No, I am too restless to sleep just yet,” Laurel answered stifling a yawn.

“Hmm. Too restless or in too much pain?” Caleb asked her pointedly as he placed the plate of food down on a side table near Laurel’s chair.

“Oh, Caleb.  I hope you intend on sharing this food with me, this is far more than I could ever eat,” Laurel said looking at the abundance of items on the large plate.

“You are deliberately avoiding my question Laurel.  Which tells me you are in quite a bit of pain.  Are you not?” Caleb asked, as he moved a chair and sat down in front of her. 

 He looked at her expectantly with a slight grin.  She smiled at him sheepishly, a bit embarrassed that he had caught her trying to do just that.

“Yes.  I suppose I am feeling a bit uncomfortable,” Laurel conceded. 

Caleb stood up and went over to the small dressing table where he had placed the vial of medicine.  After pouring a small glass of water, he added two drops from the vial as the Physician instructed. 

“Here you are.  Do not make a fuss and just drink this,” Caleb said with an officious tone, handing the glass to Laurel.

He moved his chair closer to the small side table near Laurel’s chair, and watched her wrinkle up her nose as she drank the medicine.

“Eww! Why must it always taste so horrible?  Cannot anyone make medicine at least tolerable?” Laurel complained. “I cannot finish this, it is disgusting. How many drops did you put in here?” Laurel grumbled.

“Well apparently not enough because you are still complaining.  I put in exactly what was instructed, and you most certainly will finish it. I will not be so easily dismissed as Phineas or Tulla, so you had better get used to the idea. I am beginning to think I am going through the three tests,” Caleb spoke in a scolding tone.

Laurel just looked up from her glass with stormy eyes, beginning to pout again.

“Do not look at me like that. Finish the medicine and be done with it, so we can both move on with our lives,” Caleb said, smiling at her wryly.

Laurel sighed resignedly and gulped the medicine down quickly, making a face of complete disgust as she forced herself to swallow it.

“Now was that really so horrible?” Caleb asked her, trying his best not to laugh at her reaction.

“Yes! It was absolutely horrible. I will not be taking that again,” Laurel said, shaking her head in reaction to the bitter taste in her mouth, as she handed Caleb the empty glass.

“Yes, you will love. You are not going to suffer in pain needlessly. I will try to find something else to mix it in, to make it more palatable for her Highness,” Caleb said in a soft voice as he again moved the stray lock of hair out of her eyes.

“I am not a child Caleb. Do not tease me like that,” Laurel said in an injured tone, her eyes becoming teary and sad.

“I am not teasing you Laurel.  I was just trying to lighten your mood a bit, please do not cry,” Caleb said his voice still soft, as he leaned over and kissed her temple.

“I am not crying,” Laurel said sniffing back tears. “I just hate feeling helpless and pathetic,” sounding more pitiful than before.

“You are not helpless and pathetic. But you are injured and you need to be patient and let yourself heal. Is it really so bad to allow me to take care you for a bit?” Caleb asked her, his eyes warm yet intense as he looked at her.

“No, it is not. I appreciate what you are doing for me. I do not mean to be ungrateful,” Laurel said in a small soft voice, her eyes becoming heavy as the medicine was starting to take effect.

Caleb noticed this and smiled at her.  He brought the plate of food closer and put it between them.

“Let us eat something and then I will put another cool cloth on your ankle. Afterwards I will read to you from the book I have chosen for you.  It is one of your favourites I believe,” Caleb continued speaking in a soft tone.

Laurel smiled at him warmly. She picked at the items on the plate, only eating a few bites, before she could not eat any longer. Caleb did not insist she eat more, as her eyes were becoming heavy from exhaustion and the medicine taking its effect on her. He again added a cool compress to her ankle, and was happy that this time she did not flinch in pain. As Laurel started to doze off in her chair, Caleb began to light candles as the room grew darker with the sun’s departure.  Walking over to her bed he drew back the coverings. Caleb then approached Laurel and gently touched her face, not wanting to make her startle out of her sleep and hurt her ankle.

“Do you wish to lie down now mo daor?” Caleb asked her softly.

“Yes I do,” Laurel answered drowsily. 

Caleb gently took her in his arms, carrying her over to the bed and placed her down, allowing her to sit on the edge, as he helped her remove her robe.

Helping her to lie down, she winced again as she moved to make herself comfortable. Caleb placed her ankle gently on a pillow before covering her up.  She let out a soft sigh of relief as she settled into the bed.  Caleb smiled down at her, leaning down and kissing her forehead once again.

“You are not leaving yet are you?” Laurel asked anxiously.

“No.  Not yet.  I still planned on reading to you.  You may fall asleep if you want to,” Caleb said as he lightly stroked her hair.

Laurel reached up and took his hand, gently tugging at him.  Caleb knelt down beside her as he assumed she wished to tell him something.

“I hope you do not find me childish, but...I am a bit nervous to be alone right now.  I am not used to feeling this way, and after all that went on...,” Laurel trailed off, her eyes looking sad and tearful again.

“Would you like me to stay with you tonight?” Caleb smiled as he asked her, his voice barely above a whisper, reaching over to smooth her hair.

“If you do not mind,” Laurel answered, her voice sounding small and shaky with emotion.

“Of course not. I will drag that ridiculous chair you are so fond of over here and I will just sit in that for the night,” Caleb answered her, still playing with her hair.

“Oh, well that will not be very comfortable for you,” Laurel said in a concerned voice.

“You are forgetting mo daor, I sleep in tents on the ground.  The chair will be more than comfortable,” he said smiling at her. “I will be right back, I am going to get out of these boots, change my clothes, and then I will be completely at your disposal,” Caleb squeezed her hand as he stood up to leave.  

He looked over and smiled at her again before closing the door quietly behind him.

 

Laurel opened her eyes to find Caleb gently shaking her shoulders as he sat next to her on the bed.

“Wake up Laurel, it is just a dream,” Caleb said, his face wearing a concerned expression.

“What happened?  What is wrong?” Laurel asked in a confused stupor.

“You were crying out in your sleep when I came back in the room,” Caleb answered, gently putting his hand on the side of her face.

“Oh, I am sorry. I do not remember,” Laurel spoke dazedly. 

“Do not be sorry for having a bad dream,” Caleb said, lightly laughing. “I am glad you do not remember.  By the sounds of it, it was not very pleasant,” Caleb smiled at her as he spoke. “How is your pain by the way? Be honest with me. I have brought you some tea to put the medicine in this time.  Though I have to admit I enjoyed all those faces you made when you took it last,” Caleb enquired of her.

Laurel smiled at his admission, then thinking for a moment about his question.  Caleb began to laugh at her as she was contemplating whether she needed the medicine or not.

“Why are you laughing at me?” she asked giggling back at him.

“Because if you actually have to think if you are feeling pain or not, then most likely you are not,” Caleb answered still laughing. “We will save the tea for next time.”

He stood up and dragged the heavy large chair over to the side of her bed, shoving it roughly against the wall.  Laurel began to laugh at his expression as he did so.

“You really do not like the chair do you?” Laurel asked him giggling again.

“I have never understood my mother’s fondness for these enormous overstuffed things,” Caleb said sitting down in the chair, smirking at her.

“I actually like it,” Laurel said smiling at his annoyance of the heavy bulky chair.

“Well of course you do. You sit in it like some little bird in a nest,” Caleb replied laughing at her.

Laurel laughed with him at his reply. She then looked at Caleb with sleepy eyes, smiling at him as she reached over and held his hand that he had rested on the side of her bed. He smiled at her affectionate gesture, happy she was feeling less anxious. 

“Would you like me to read the book now?” Caleb asked, rubbing his thumb across the top of her hand as she held his.

“Yes I would, I am curious what you picked out, after you mentioned it was one of my favourites. Who is it?” Laurel asked curiously, smiling at him.

“I am not going to tell you. I will just start reading and you can guess from that,” Caleb answered, grinning at her, his eyes still looking down at their hands.

“Will you at least give me a clue? What if I am not able to guess from the beginning?” Laurel asked, with a bit of a whine in her voice.

Caleb looked at her and began to laugh quietly. She was smiling at him coyly, her eyes sleepy and luminous.

“So you think if you whine a bit and give me that smile you will get your way?” he asked her, his voice deep and soft.

“Yes I do,” Laurel answered, smiling even more demurely.

“Well I am sorry to disappoint you,” Caleb said with a laugh. “I will give you a clue however. He is my favourite as well,” Caleb stated, watching her face intently, as she thought about his answer.

“That does not tell me anything,” Laurel said pouting, as she could not guess.

“Pouting is not going to work either. You will just have to listen as I read the book to you,” Caleb said smiling at her, as he stood up to retrieve the book from the side table they had eaten from.

 

After sitting back down in the chair next to Laurel he looked over at her, she was smiling, her face calm and content. She reached over and took his hand once again as she waited for him to read. Caleb laid the book in his lap and opening it, began to turn a few pages until he found the desired poem he wished to read. He began to read, his voice rich and deep, his accent more pronounced as he read the poem with sentiment and appreciation for the feelings that it was to evoke. Laurel listened to Caleb, entranced by his voice and the quiet passion and beauty he was arousing as he read aloud the words of unrequited love and regret. Even though Laurel had read this poem many times, she truly never felt the poet’s heartbreak and sadness until she heard it read aloud by Caleb. She continued to watch him read, his face focused but calm and placid. Laurel felt as if she were looking at him for the first time. Seeing a part of him she had never known, and moved by the glimpse that few probably knew existed. Caleb finished the poem and smiled as he looked over at Laurel, her grey eyes, soft and filled with emotion.

“Bram,” she whispered. “It was Bram. It was so beautiful Caleb. I was truly moved by how you read it,” she said softly.

“I am happy you enjoyed it so much,” he said touching her cheek.

“I cannot believe he is also your favourite,” Laurel said, her eyes becoming bright and animated.

“Really? And why is that? Because I am far too busy lopping off heads and riding about the countryside to appreciate poetry?” Caleb asked, smiling broadly at her remark.

“No! I did not mean it that way. I meant I am surprised we have that in common. I am well aware of how much you appreciate poetry. I have heard of the Lodge Library,” Laurel chided him smiling.

“You have heard? You have not yet seen the Library?” Caleb asked her, with surprise.

“No. I have not yet had the opportunity,” she answered shyly. 

Feeling a little self-conscious by her lack of knowledge of her surroundings.

“Well that will be the first place I will take you when you are feeling better,” Caleb said with a warm smile. “I must ask you why you feel surprised we have a fondness for Bram in common. We actually have quite a few things in common.”

“Yes I suppose we do. We both love horses, and we are both very good riders,” Laurel remarked smiling, taking Caleb’s hand once again.

“Well, you are very good mo daor, I however am excellent,” Caleb said teasing her, grinning wryly at her.

Laurel laughed at his remark, Caleb was happy to see her feeling more relaxed, after all she had been through today.

“We are both also a bit stubborn,” Laurel said smiling coyly.

“No. No mo chailin that is definitely you,” Caleb said dryly but grinning at her.

Laurel rolled her eyes at his remark. “Fine,” she said curtly. “We both have a bit of a temper,” Laurel remarked, looking at him expectantly.

“No. That would be you again,” Caleb smirked continuing to tease her.

“I am not saying anymore. You are just being mean now,” Laurel remarked, putting her head against her pillow beginning to pout.

“I am sorry Laurel. I should not tease you when you are not feeling well,” Caleb smiled at her, squeezing her hand. 

He sat forward folding his arms on the side of Laurels bed.

“We both love the smell of a freshly cut field,” Caleb continued in a soft low voice. “We both love the way the sky looks just before a storm.  The way a fire smells on a rainy day. The way your hair blows back, when you leave it down, while riding your horse,” Caleb smiled at her expression, at his last remark.

“I did not know you liked it when I kept my hair down,” Laurel said shyly, as she felt her face blush.

“Now you do,” Caleb smiled at her reaction, as he gently rubbed her hand with his thumb as she continued to hold his hand. “Would you like me to read to you again?” he asked, his voice deep and soothing.

“Yes please,” Laurel said smiling, her voice sounding sleepy.

“Maybe something a bit less melancholy perhaps?” Caleb asked, as he turned his attention back to the book.

“I will be happy with whatever you decide,” Laurel answered softly, her eyes becoming heavy again.

Caleb turned the pages of the book for a few moments and then began to read once again. This particular piece was concerning the peace one felt when returning home from a long journey, being filled with the happiness of seeing loved ones and familiar places again. He read with the same feeling and passion, only more light hearted. When he finished reading he looked over at Laurel to find she had fallen asleep. He leaned over and kissed her gently on her temple and smiled at how peaceful she looked, a small smile on her lips. He leaned back into the chair, still watching her when there was a quiet knock on the door. Caleb stood up and walked over quickly, not wanting Laurel to be woken up. Opening the door he was not surprised to find his mother and Phineas. He stepped aside opening the door wider to usher them in, putting a finger to his lips, to indicate the need to speak quietly.

“She is asleep,” Caleb whispered.

“How is she feeling?” Queen Alana asked quietly, smiling.

“She was in quite a bit of pain earlier, and anxious. But after I gave her some of the medicine that Master Elphin left for her, I read to her and she fell asleep,” Caleb spoke softly, looking over at her.

“Perhaps I should stay in her room with her this evening,” Phineas whispered, looking at her concernedly. 

“No need. She has already asked me to. That is why I moved the chair next to her bed,” Caleb answered back smiling.

Queen Alana smiled at Caleb and then looked over at Phineas, noting his surprised expression. Caleb continued to look at Phineas, his eyes intense waiting for a reply from the counselor.

“What did Master Elphin say after he checked in on Laurel?” Queen Alana asked, to defuse the tension between the two men.

“He said the damage to her ankle was quite extensive and that it was important for her to keep off her feet for the next few days. So I shall remain home and with her for that long. I am sure Father and Aiden can take care of the last few details necessary for the Patrol mission,” Caleb whispered as he glanced over at Laurel once again.

“I wrote the letter to her father, as Fergus requested. It has already been dispatched,” the Queen said softly, watching Caleb’s face as he looked at Laurel.

“Well I shall certainly look in on her quite often as well,” Phineas replied, looking meaningfully at Caleb.

“As long as you do not become too fussy with her. She will just tell you to leave again. And yes, you were right Phineas, she was quite grumpy when I first arrived. She also hates the taste of the medicine that Master Elphin gave her. I had to scold her into taking it,” Caleb smiled at her stubbornness.

“Well she can be quite spirited. A trait she inherited from both her parents. King Garron is quite stubborn at times as we all know, but her mother was even more so. The Queen was just more unobtrusive about it,” Phineas spoke quietly, with a sad smile.

“We should leave now Phineas. I am sure Caleb has things well in hand, and no doubt Fergus has reset the Tablut board by this time. Let us not keep him waiting. We do not want two grumpy people in the house. Your father will stop by tomorrow to see Laurel,” Queen Alana smiled at Caleb, as she spoke, gently coaxing Phineas out of the room.

Caleb noticed his concerned expression as Phineas turned to leave.

“Do not worry Phineas. I will take care of Laurel. Between all of us, she will get better soon. The next few days will just be a bit difficult for her,” Caleb spoke quietly, giving Phineas a reassuring pat on his back.

Phineas just smiled cheerlessly and nodded his head in reply. As they closed the door behind them, Caleb walked about the room, blowing out a few of the candles. Then walking over to the fireplace, began to ready a fire to ward off the cool evening air. After he was happy with the steady heat emitting from the fire he settled into the chair once again, surprised at how tired he felt. He glanced over at Laurel’s sleeping face, smiling at her peaceful expression, as he began to drift off himself.

 

“Caleb. Caleb,” Laurel whispered urgently.

Caleb opened his eyes and sat up looking over at Laurel with concern.

“What is it mo chailin?” he asked her quietly. 

He immediately noticed her pained expression, her eyes filling with tears.

“I turned over in my sleep and I ended up lying on my ankle. I am afraid I am in quite a bit of pain,” she said beginning to cry, as she spoke.

Caleb stood up quickly and moved the covers off her, to look at her ankle. He was startled to see it had actually become worse, the bruises uglier and deeper than before, and more inflamed.

“I am so sorry Laurel. I should have put another compress on your ankle before you fell asleep. I will get you some medicine and a cool cloth,” he spoke compassionately touching the side of her face, wiping the tears from her eyes. 

She nodded her reply.  He moved quickly to the other side of the room to retrieve the necessary items, carefully mixing the medicine with the tea he had prepared for her earlier.  Caleb hastened to her bedside, first applying the cool cloth to her ankle, which made her flinch in pain and whimper pitifully. He handed her the tea and found he had to help her hold the cup as her hands were shaking too much to hold it herself. To his surprise she drank it without complaint, though her face showed it still did not taste well.

Taking the cup, he sat down next to her and began to smooth her hair, her breathing rapid and heavy from the pain.

“I wish I could take this away from you Laurel. My heart is breaking, seeing you like this,” Caleb spoke softly, continuing to stroke her hair and face.

“I am sorry I have caused so much trouble,” Laurel replied, her voice shuddering and weak from crying.

“You have no reason to feel you are any trouble. You are the one suffering right now. Just try and relax, let me take care of you without feeling guilty about it. You are simply a diversion from my otherwise monotonous routine,” Caleb smiled at her warmly, as he spoke.

Laurel laughed lightly at his description of her as a diversion, and his daily life in general as being monotonous.

“I find it doubtful your life is monotonous,” she replied, smiling through her tears.

“Do you? Well I shall have to explain my general activities then. Let me see, I wake up fairly early, eat breakfast, go over security details with my father and brother. Write up whatever schedule needs to be done, meet with whoever is returning from a mission, meet again with my father unless he or myself are preparing for a mission. Meet with the Clann Chiefs at least once a month, and then pack for my next Patrol. In between, doing otherwise mundane things, have dinner, usually read, then retire for the evening. 

So as you can see I am really quite boring,” Caleb concluded, smiling at her warmly. 

He was happy to see her smiling back at him, breathing more calmly.

“I do not find you the least bit boring Sire,” Laurel spoke softly, her eyes becoming heavy again from the medicine taking effect. 

She reached over and held his hand again. Caleb smiled at her finding comfort in doing this and gently griped her hand as he leaned down to kiss her forehead lightly.

“I am glad you feel that way. You however, I find to be the most entertaining and pleasant addition to my routine in quite some time,” Caleb said to her softly, watching her eyes grow sleepy again.

“Even when I am grumpy and pathetic?” Laurel asked drowsily.

“Especially when you are grumpy and pathetic. That is when you are the most entertaining,” Caleb said smiling at her charmingly.

Laurel laughed at him softly as she began to feel more relaxed and drowsy.

“I think I should put another cool compress on your ankle. Why do you not try to sleep again? I can see you are fighting it. Do not stay awake love on my account. You really need to rest as much as possible. My mother and Phineas stopped by while you were sleeping. The message to your father is on its way. So you need not concern yourself with anything else but getting well. Is there anything else I can get for you?” Caleb asked, as he stood up to replace the cool cloth for Laurel’s ankle.

“No thank you. I am just afraid I may turn over again in my sleep. I am used to sleeping on my side,” Laurel said, with a worried tone.

“I think I can fix that my dear. Lie a bit longer on your back while the compress is on your ankle and I will help you get comfortable in a few moments,” Caleb spoke soothingly, as he began to adjust the pillows under her head. 

He then gathered the extra pillows from the bed and the ones Laurel had thrown on the floor. She watched him curious and amused at the same time, wondering what he was doing. When he had finished gathering all the pillows he brought them over to the side of her bed next to his chair. He laughed at her bemused expression.

“I do have a perfectly logical reason for doing this, as you are about to see,” Caleb said smiling. 

He removed the cool compress and was relieved to see it had helped with the swelling. He then very gently helped her to turn on her side, placing her injured arm and ankle on the pillows he had placed the full length of her body along the bed. He covered her back up with the blankets and sat back down in the chair next to her.

“How is that?” he asked her softly, as he began to stroke her hair once more.

“It feels wonderful. This is the first time since my injury that I feel comfortable,” Laurel replied with a sigh, her eyes once again blinking sleepily.

“Good. That was what I was hoping for. Close your eyes and rest now Laurel. If you need me just wake me again,” Caleb said, still gently stroking her hair.

Laurel smiled at him her eyes soft and warm. She reached up and took his hand from her head and held it in both of hers as she placed their hands just in front of her face, within moments she was asleep.

Caleb sighed deeply as he looked at her. Happy that he had finally been able to ease her pain. He was beginning to wonder how he would feel after she recovered and returned to Gwenlais. Her presence left him with a feeling of peace and contentment he had never felt. She found her way into the empty dark space in his heart, and filled it with her laughter, and yes, he had to admit, even with her bouts of temper which he usually found amusing. He did not fully realize how deep and haggard the wound to his soul was that Morene had caused, until having Laurel here with him. She truly does love me. How much pain would I have been spared if I had not given in to Father and McCullan’s demands? I should have waited for her, Caleb thought to himself, softly drawing his finger across her cheek. He promised himself that he would enjoy every moment he had left with her, knowing he would probably not see her again until, at the very least, after his Patrol mission. For now he would just be content to savor the present and what time they had together. He closed his eyes comforted by her peaceful soft breathing as he drifted off once again.

 

Aiden walked up the stairs and noticed it was very quiet and dark, only the lanterns at the top of the stairs were still burning softly, no one appeared to be awake or moving about. Aiden first went to Caleb’s room and was surprised to find he apparently had not been there all evening, since his room was dark and the bed untouched. He stepped out and thought he would check on Laurel. He knocked on her door and then opened it slowly walking in quietly. Aiden was surprised to find a fire was softly burning in the fireplace, a few candles were also lit.  He smiled as he found Caleb sleeping in the chair next to Laurel, both of them looking exhausted. He walked over and touched Caleb’s shoulder.

“Caleb, wake up,” Aiden said, in a sharp whisper.

Caleb opened his eyes slowly, seeing Aiden smiling at him.

“So did you feel she would not be able to sleep without you right next to her?” Aiden asked smirking at him.

“As a matter of fact she could not,” Caleb said smiling at him, with half closed lids. “She was very anxious and asked me to stay with her. She has had a rough time of it tonight,” Caleb said, looking over at her.

“I am sorry to hear that. Has she been in pain?” Aiden asked, becoming concerned as he watched Laurel sleeping.

“Yes she has. I tried to let her sleep for a bit and she woke me crying because her ankle was so swollen. Master Elphin was quite specific about her having the compresses applied every three hours. I allowed her to rest too long. Sadly she suffered because of it,” Caleb said sorrowfully, as he stood up.

He walked over to the side table and prepared another compress to apply to Laurel’s ankle.

“I did not realize her injures were so severe. I thought she only had a few bruises and perhaps just a bit shaken from being dragged across the ground,” Aiden said, in a subdued tone.

“I had forgotten you have not seen her bruises. I have to place a fresh compress to her ankle. I really have no choice, I cannot allow her to suffer as she did earlier. So I will have to wake her,” Caleb said, as he walked to the side of Laurel’s bed.  “Stay for a little while. You can help her keep her mind off the pain,” Caleb looked over at him and smiled sadly.

“I course I will,” Aiden answered, walking over to stand next to Caleb.

Aiden stood back a bit as Caleb bent down to touch Laurel’s shoulder, as he spoke softly to awaken her. She stirred in her sleep waking slowly, her eyes groggy and her face pale from lack of rest. She stretched stiffly and whimpered, as moving her injured ankle and arm caused her discomfort.

Then suddenly a rush of pain woke her jarringly as she looked at Caleb, her eyes wide and brimming with tears. Caleb continued to speak to her softly as he gently touched her face and explained why he woke her. She nodded her head to let him know she understood. Aiden continued to watch their interaction, moved by Caleb’s gentle treatment of Laurel, but also by how much she trusted him. Aiden noticed that even though Caleb was obviously distraught at seeing Laurel this way, his face remained calm and his voice soothing as he spoke to her.  Aiden looked at his brother with new found respect. He had suffered greatly this past season, with what had happened with Morene, before and after her death. No one would blame him for never wanting to be close to anyone again.  Obviously this was not to be the case. Aiden saw that Caleb’s eyes never left Laurel’s face when he spoke to her, as he gently moved the blankets away to apply the cool cloth. He also saw the pain in Caleb’s eyes when Laurel flinched as he placed the compress on her bruised and swollen ankle.  Laurel pushed her head back against the pillows, closing her eyes, as silent tears rolled down her face. Caleb sat down on the side of the bed, allowing her to grip his hand as she breathed through her pain, the whole time he continued to speak to her softly, stroking her hair back and gently kissed her forehead.   

He loves her, Aiden thought. No wonder he had no desire to visit the tavern. His heart was here, waiting for him. Did he not mention she had asked him to stay with her?  She could have asked anyone, Phineas, his mother, but she asked Caleb, Aiden smiled to himself with that thought. It was obvious Laurel also knew how he felt, whether it was spoken or not, their hearts knew it to be true. For now that was enough.

 

Aiden abruptly stepped away from his thoughts as he heard Caleb mention his name. 

“Aiden has decided to grace us with his presence tonight, after returning home from Welstone,” Caleb said, smiling over at his brother.

“Well I could not allow Caleb to take all of your attention. So I came in to check on you, and here he is, doing just that,” Aiden said to Laurel giving her his most charming smile. “How are you feeling love?” he asked her. 

His voice becoming more concerned, placing his hand gently on the top of her head.

“I have felt better. But Caleb is taking good care of me,” Laurel answered in a weak voice.

“Of course he is. I told you, he is taking all your attention away from everyone else. He has never been good at sharing,” Aiden said well naturedly.

Laurel laughed lightly, trying to be brave through her discomfort. Caleb smiled at her attempt to hide her obvious pain.

“I think my dear you will have to suffer through another dose of the medicine the Physician left for you,” Caleb said regrettably.

“Yes I know, I just wish it was more bearable. It is truly hideous Aiden,” Laurel said, looking at him with sad eyes.

“What medicine would that be?” Aiden asked curiously.

“Master Elphin left us with a very potent medicine for the pain, but the taste apparently is less than pleasant,” Caleb answered smirking at Laurel.

“It is completely disgusting,” Laurel said with an obvious pout.

“What can we do to make it easier for her? There must be something we can mix it in. How much is she given?” Aiden asked, trying to think of a solution.

“Two drops in water. I have put it in tea, but it really did not make it easier,” Caleb answered.

“Let me see what I can find in the kitchen. This time of night no one will be there in the way, or giving me these looks of contempt for searching about. I will be back in a moment,” Aiden said cheerfully as he left.

As Aiden made his way down to the kitchen he began to regret his decision to go to Welstone. He had not enjoyed himself this evening, his mind always going back to the Lodge. He had been concerned for his brother and for Laurel, and Owain. Now seeing how much Laurel had been suffering while Caleb patiently stayed by her side, made him feel a pang of conscience.

He stepped into the dark kitchen and cursed quietly as he stumbled about when first entering. He lit an overhead lantern and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. Unable to find any other beverage but tea, he poured a mug for Laurel, and continued to look around. His eyes were suddenly drawn to something on a side cupboard, and he smiled at the thought of bringing it back upstairs, picturing Laurel’s reaction to it. That was enough to help him make up his mind.  When Aiden walked back into Laurel’s room, Caleb’s back was to him as he applied another compress to Laurels ankle. Laurel was biting her lower lip and holding in her breath. Laurel suddenly noticed Aiden’s arrival, her eyes widening in surprise, she then began to laugh. Caleb turned around to see what was causing her reaction. Aiden continued to walk towards them smiling broadly, as he was happy to see he was correct about Laurel’s reaction. Caleb also began to laugh, as he saw Aiden walking over to the small table in front of the bed with a very large round cake.

“The cook is going to be demanding someone’s head when she discovers it is missing,” Caleb said to Aiden, with wry smile.

“The fussy old pain in the arse can just make another,” Aiden said dryly, as he placed in on the table.

“What kind of cake is it?” Laurel asked, her voice showing she was clearly delighted by Aiden’s surprise from the kitchen.

“Excellent! If you have to ask me, that means you have never had it. It is called a honey lavender cake. With your fondness for lavender, I am sure you will enjoy it,” Aiden smiled at her excitement.

“Did you really need to bring up the whole cake?” Caleb asked him smirking.

“Absolutely. I was unable to find anything else for Laurel to mix her medicine in besides tea, so I thought this would make up for it. I did intend for all of us to have some,” Aiden said, smiling back at Caleb.

Caleb walked over to the dressing table with the mug of tea, and pouring some of it into a glass, added the two dreaded drops of medicine.

As Caleb walked over to Laurel’s bedside, her smile she wore earlier, instantly vanished when she saw what Caleb was holding.  Her eyes becoming stormy and sad once more, with the thought of having to endure the dreadful liquid again. 

“Do not look at me like that love. You know that you still need this,” Caleb said to her soberly.

“The pain is not as bad as earlier,” Laurel said in a small voice, knowing she was not very convincing.

“No, not at all. Which is why you practically dig holes into the blankets with your nails whenever I have to apply a compress,” Caleb said sternly, as he handed her the glass.

Aiden, amused by this interaction between them, walked over to the bedside smiling at Laurel sympathetically.

“Does it really taste that hideous Laurel? You looked terrified when Caleb handed you the glass,” he asked.

Caleb took the glass back from Laurel and handed it to Aiden. 

“Take a small sip, and tell us what you think,” Caleb instructed him.

Aiden looked apprehensively at both of them before taking a sip. Laurel watched him intently, a mischievous smile her face, well knowing what his reaction would be. Aiden swallowed the tea and made a face of utter revulsion.  Laurel began laughing at his reaction, while Caleb took the glass back from him, began to laugh as well.

“So what do you think? Be honest, what does it taste like?” Caleb asked mockingly.

Aiden described it offensively in their old language, so as not to speak understandably in front of Laurel. Caleb laughed at his brother’s offensive but honest description of the taste. Aiden then walked over and took a large bite of the cake, swallowing it quickly.

“So now you know why she hates it so much. The cake does help,” he said taking another bite.

“Well my dear, I have even more sympathy for you now, after Aiden’s graphic description. But I am afraid you will still have to take the medicine.

The way you suffered earlier is not worth going through again,” Caleb said to Laurel, smiling at her warmly. 

Laurel sighed deeply, looking sad again as Caleb handed her back the glass, which Aiden noticed she took with her left hand. He thought it curious as he knew she was right handed.

“Why are you holding the glass in your left hand Laurel? Is your right hand that painful?” Aiden asked her.

Caleb and Laurel exchanged knowing glances. 

“I think you should show Aiden my reasons for making you take that horrible concoction, but not until after you have forced it down,” Caleb said smiling at Laurel drolly, amused by her disgusted expression.

Taking a deep breathe Laurel drank it down in one gulp, again shaking her head several times in reaction to the taste. Aiden looked on in sympathy. He walked over with a piece of cake he had placed on a small plate for her.

“Here you are, you poor girl. Eat this, it will help rid the taste in your mouth,” Aiden said with empathy.

Laurel put a bite of cake in her mouth and was surprised how it did help make the taste of the medicine less noticeable.

Her eyes still watering in reaction to the taste of the medicine, she blinked a few times and took another bite of the cake.

“This is very good,” Laurel said, trying to talk with her mouth half filled with cake.

Caleb and Aiden laughed at her surprised expression. 

“Wonderful! Finish it and I will get you another piece,” Aiden said, walking over to take the plate.

Laurel devoured the rest, feeling hungry from not eating all day.  Aiden then quickly got her another piece, smiling the whole time as he watched her finish the cake in no time at all. Turning to Caleb, Aiden smiled and spoke to him in their tongue once again.

“I do not care how angry the cook is. It was worth it to see her look so happy for just a moment. Do you not agree?” Aiden asked.

“Yes I do.  It was unbearable to see her suffer as she did earlier,” Caleb answered him back in their native tongue as well, in a low tone.

“How serious are her injuries?” Aiden asked continuing to speak as before.

“Wait until she asks me to fix her pillows and I will show you. She will be sleepy and not notice, then it will not upset her,” Caleb answered, in the same low tone.

“Why do you feel the need to talk about me in your language?” Laurel asked looking at them, with an irritated expression.

“What makes you think we are talking about you, your Highness?” Caleb asked her smiling sardonically.

“Your tone and the way you are looking at me, makes it quite obvious,” she replied in a tired voice, her eyes once again becoming heavy.

“I was actually telling Caleb some rather foul jokes and I did not want you to hear them,” Aiden said smirking at her.

“He is not laughing,” Laurel answered back, yawing.

“They were not that funny,” Caleb said smiling at her, as he took the plate from her hand.

“Now you are just teasing me again,” Laurel answered, barely able to keep her eyes open.  “Caleb will you please fix my pillows once more? It seems to be the only way I can sleep,” Laurel asked sleepily, closing her eyes.

“Of course love,” Caleb said to her softly, as he looked over at Aiden and moved to her bedside.

He again moved the blankets and arranged the pillows as before, gently placing her injured arm and ankle draped over as before. Caleb stepped aside for a moment allowing Aiden to see the extent of Laurels injuries, without causing too much attention to them, not wanting to upset her.

Aiden looked over at Caleb his eyes registering shock at the deep purple marks on her otherwise ivory skin. Caleb smiled at him cheerlessly, as he slowly placed the blankets over Laurel. 

“Thank you Caleb,” Laurel replied dreamily with half closed eyes. “Thank you for the lovely cake Aiden. I think it will become my favourite,” she said smiling, beginning to drift off.

“You are very welcome love. I will try to steal something else for you tomorrow,” Aiden replied bending down, and lightly kissed the top of her head.

Within a few moments she was sleeping peacefully, the medicine having taken effect.  Aiden and Caleb walked over to the other side of the room and spoke in hushed tones so as not to disturb her.

“I had no idea she was so badly injured. How did she ever walk back over to where we were with Owain?” Aiden asked incredulously. 

“I think she was in too much shock to realize herself how bad it was. Not to mention it was also just sheer will,” Caleb said, as he looked over at her.

“I should not have gone to Welstone. I should have stayed to help you care for her,” Aiden looked over at Laurel, his voice filled with regret.

“Do not feel badly Aiden. I did not know myself how serious it was until after Master Elphin arrived. I feel it simply worsened over the course of the evening as most injuries do,” Caleb tried reassuring his brother.

“I would not object to staying with her the rest of the night so that you can rest. You look well worn out yourself,” Aiden looked at Caleb with concern.

“I appreciate that, but I could not leave tonight if I wanted to. I would feel as if I were abandoning her,” Caleb smiled at him tiredly.

“You do realize that you will have to sleep at some point?” Aiden asked hitting Caleb’s arm.

“I intend to tomorrow. Everyone will be in here chasing me out anyway. I plan on staying with her in the evenings, until she is feeling well enough to no longer need me in here with her,” Caleb said looking over at her again, his eyes warm and loving.

Aiden noticed this and smiled at him.

“Well at least allow me to bring Owain to the Infirmary in your stead. I can deal with his mother better than you. All I need to do is say something crude, she will leave in a huff, and Owain will be thanking me profusely,” Aiden said, with a devious grin.

“You will have to give me the details of that encounter,” Caleb said laughing lightly.

“I will let you get some rest now. I will check on her while you are sleeping tomorrow, after I return from bringing Owain. Do try to get some rest Caleb. You will be no help to Laurel walking about in an exhausted stupor,” Aiden said as he left the room.

Caleb smiled at his brother’s concern. Walking back over to Laurel, he adjusted the pillows a bit more as she had moved in her sleep. He softly stroked her hair and gently kissed her temple. He sighed deeply as he sat back in the chair and quickly fell asleep.

 



  
 


 7: TABLUT LESSONS 
What seemed like only a moment, Caleb felt himself being shaken awake, by a hand on his shoulder.

“Caleb. Caleb dear wake up,” Queen Alana said gently.

Caleb opened his eyes and sat up, stretching his arms above his head. He looked over and found Laurel was not in her bed. He looked about confused.

“Where is Laurel?” he asked with concern as he stood up.

“She is in the bath dear, freshening up,” his mother said with quiet amusement at his concern.

“How did she get in there? She cannot walk without help. She should not be walking at all,” Caleb said with growing concern as he began to walk out of the room.

“Caleb!” Queen Alana said, abruptly to get his attention.

Caleb stopped and turned to look at her. Queen Alana walked over to him and placing her hand on the side of his face, smiled gently at him.

“Tulla and Mauve are helping her. She did not want to wake you. Besides that, there is only so much you can do for her dear.  A lady does need her private moments from time to time,” Queen Alana said knowingly.

Caleb nodded his understanding at her meaning and smiled sheepishly. 

“Now you have done enough, please go and get some rest, we will all be here to take care of her,” the Queen said reassuringly.

“Do not forget she has to have the cold compresses every three hours, and do not let her tell you she does not need the medicine. She is only saying that because she hates the taste. Do not let her get up and walk about either, Master Elphin said she must stay off her feet,” Caleb began to insist.

“Yes dear we have everything in hand," the Queen said calmly, as she began to usher Caleb out of the room.

“Maybe I should wait until she is ready to return to her room,” Caleb mentioned looking down the hall.

“You will do no such thing. Please Caleb, now go to your room and get some rest.  Do not even think about knocking on the door to the bath.  You will embarrass the poor girl,” the Queen said with authority.

“Fine I will go and sleep for a bit. Do not hesitate to wake me if you need me,” he said in a frustrated tone, as he left for his room.

“Yes dear, do not worry. We will see you this evening,” the Queen stated, in an amused voice.

“You will see me this afternoon,” Caleb said brusquely, as he walked across the hall.

 

Queen Alana smiled and shook her head at her son’s concern. She found it quite enchanting and also very interesting to see Caleb’s growing attachment to Laurel.  It had grown far past that of a doting older brother or close friend.  And what Aiden had also noticed was in harmony with what she had already thought. Caleb was falling in love with Laurel. Whether he had admitted it to himself or not was not important.  She knew at King Garron’s wedding the idea she had always hoped would happen, must be brought up for discussion.  The rest would, with a bit of help, fall into place. The Queen was taken from her thoughts by the sound of voices in the hall.  Laurel was hobbling along slowly while Tulla and Mauve were on either side of her helping her to go back to her room. Laurel had insisted on not waking Caleb, as she knew he was exhausted. She had also told Tulla she wished to wear a casual tunic dress, as she no longer wanted to remain in her nightgown.  She smiled at the Queen as she entered her room. She looked about and noticed that Caleb was nowhere to be seen. 

“Were you able to convince Caleb to finally get some rest?” Laurel asked in an amused tone.

“Yes, but it was not easy. He would have rather waited to see you were safely tucked back into bed,” the Queen replied, smiling at Laurel knowingly.

“I will not be going back to bed at this time. I know Caleb means well, and he has been so sweet with caring for me. But I do feel he was unnecessarily alarmed by Master Elphin. He acts as though I will not walk again. Do you know he was awake every three hours, to put a compress on my ankle?” she stated as she struggled to sit in the overstuffed chair, next to the bed. 

Laurel put her head back and sighed deeply as she sat down. Closing her eyes for a moment from the exertion the walk from the bath had caused.

“I have no doubt, he had quite a list of things that he insisted be, or not be done, in helping you,” the Queen said with a light laugh.

Laurel blushed at picturing him insisting how things be done concerning her.

“Speaking of such, we should probably ready another compress for you,” the Queen said, as she looked about the room.

“Oh please do not bother, your Highness. I have just left the bath and I am sure we can put it off for a bit longer. I am really feeling much better today,” Laurel said trying her best to sound cheerful, though the long walk from the bath had tired her out.  

Tulla and Mauve looked at the Queen with unconvinced smiles. 

“Well, let us see how you feel after breakfast. The servants should be here at any moment with your meal.  In fact Phineas should be in shortly as well.

Ah good here it is,” the Queen said as a servant brought in a tray of food.

Tulla went to drag over the small table, but Laurel insisted in sitting at the table herself, having Tulla help her to stand and limp over to where the table was.

“You really must not exert yourself too much dear. I feel you may be rushing things a bit,” the Queen said with concern.

“I will be fine,” Laurel said in a shaking voice as she sat down.

“If you are all settled dear, I will be joining Aiden and Fergus for breakfast. Please let us know if you need anything,” she said giving Tulla a pointed look, as Tulla nodded in acknowledgement.

“Thank you, your Highness, I will,” Laurel said smiling, as the Queen and Mauve began to leave the room. 

When Laurel and Tulla were alone, Laurel looked at the amount of food that was given to her. Raising her eyebrows and sighing, she looked over at Tulla, shaking her head.

“Please Tulla, you must help me eat some of this food. If I ate all that was put in front of me for each meal, I would not be able to fit in my clothes by the time I was ready to return home,” Laurel said laughing lightly. 

Tulla smiled at Laurel happy to see her acting a bit more like herself. When they had eaten their fill, Laurel looked about becoming increasingly restless.

“Tulla, help me to stand.  I would like to move around a bit more.  I know when Caleb comes back he will insist I not move at all,” Laurel said trying to stand, letting out a small gasp as she tried to stand.

“My Lady, are you sure you should be attempting this so soon?” Tulla asked, with growing concern.

“I want to try Tulla. I do not like feeling so helpless. Caleb will insist I not try at all, I feel badly to be taking so much of his time. I do admit, I enjoy having his attention, but I wish it was not spent attending to my injuries,” Laurel laughed, and blushed at her admission.  

Tulla laughed with her, as they attempted to walk about the room.

Suddenly there was a knock on the door, Tulla and Laurel looked at each other, a bit alarmed, hoping it was not yet Caleb. 

“Who is it?” Laurel asked sweetly, looking at Tulla still wide eyed.

“It is Phineas, your Highness,” Phineas said in a soft voice.

Laurel and Tulla began to giggle and sigh in relief, for they knew Caleb would not be happy to see Laurel up and about.

“Come in Phineas,” Laurel said still giggling.

Phineas walked in and looked over at the two young women with a surprised expression.

“Your Highness, do you feel you should be walking about so soon?” Phineas asked with concern. 

Walking over to them he gently took Laurel’s arm, concerned at seeing her unsteady on her feet.

“I just feel I should at least try to a bit Phineas. Maybe by the time Caleb comes back I will have gained a bit of strength and surprise him,” Laurel said trying to ease Phineas’ mind, as he continued to look concerned.

“Your Highness, I must insist you sit down and rest a bit. Master Elphin was quite specific about what you needed to do in order to recover,” he said, his voice becoming serious as he led her over to the chair next to the bed.

Laurel looked at him a bit surprised by his insistence and walked with him shakily to the chair. She sat down slowly and flinched suddenly, as she put weight on her ankle. Phineas stooped down in front of her, looking worried as he could see she was clearly in pain.

“Princess Laurel, I understand that you are feeling restless, but you must rest now and continue with what the Physician has directed for you. Prince Caleb will return to check on you sometime today, if he sees that you have not listened to the Physician’s instructions he will not be pleased. I do not wish to see you upset at his reaction. So I am asking you to please, allow yourself time to recover, and to do as you have been instructed,” Phineas said with worried sad eyes.

“I was only trying to see how much I could accomplish Phinny. I do not wish to upset anyone, especially you and Caleb,” Laurel replied, her eyes becoming stormy.

“I know this, but please indulge me for a moment by answering my question honestly. Are you in pain at this time?” he asked, his eyes intently watching for any reaction spoken or otherwise.

Laurel looked down at her hands for a moment before answering.

“Yes, I am. I was hoping to simply work through it,” she answered, in a soft voice, shaking with emotion.

Phineas smiled at her sympathetically, reaching over and holding her hand lightly. He knew how difficult it was for her to be waited upon in this way. She had always been an exuberant child, running freely about all day, doing whatever she pleased, with very little supervision. She enjoyed her little adventures, as she was seldom told no with anything she wished to do. 

“I feel at this time, you should probably have your medicine and have a good lie down for a bit,” Phineas looked over at Tulla, and gestured for her to turn the covers down from the bed.

Laurel sighed deeply looking at Phineas with a pitiful expression.

“I will rest for a bit, but I am not taking that disgusting medicine right now. It will be bad enough when Caleb makes me take it. It is impossible to convince him otherwise,” Laurel said, with a pout.

“Yes, I have no doubt about his insistence. Which is why I would strongly suggest you also have us apply a compress to your ankle as well. So when he asks you, and you know that he will, you can at least say for arguments sake, you had at least one,” Phineas said, with a knowing grin.

Laurel rolled her eyes and sighed deeply, putting her head back against the chair, while Tulla looked on, smiling sadly at her mistress’ discomfort.

“Very well Phineas. I feel that I shall have very little say as to what I can and cannot do until I have recovered,” she said, her eyes becoming stormy and sad once again.

“I appreciate very much you conceding with my request your Highness. Please know that I only have your best interest in mind,” Phineas said graciously.

“You always do my dear Phineas,” Laurel said, smiling at him warmly.

Phineas stood up smiling consolingly at her frustration.

“Perhaps Tulla you could see if someone could fetch some cool water and cloths for her Highness, so she can have the compresses applied,” Phineas instructed Tulla.

“Of course Master Phineas, I shall be back as soon as I can,” Tulla replied, giving Laurel a quick smile as she left the room.

 

“Messengers from Heathwin have arrived,” the watcher on the tower yelled out.  “Inform his Majesty,” he shouted out again, sending a herald running to King Garron. 

The King was in his personal study, going over wedding plans with Lady Ellos, who since Laurel’s departure to Heathwin, was now in a more relaxed mood. 

“Excuse me Sire,” the herald said breathlessly, “but messengers from Heathwin have just arrived and should be here at any moment to see you.” 

“Fine send them in,” King Garron said with a bit of concern.

Within minutes, two tall, handsome, dark haired young men entered the room. They were dressed in long black leather riding coats, as most of the Sentinels, as well as others in the King’s service wore. Lady Ellos could not help but be impressed with how attractive the men of the Western realm were. Even though she did find them rough and uncouth.

“We have a message from Queen Alana for you Sire,” one of the men said, while the other handed King Garron the sealed letter.

King Garron opened it up with slightly shaking hands, reading it quickly.

He sighed in relief and smiled over at Lady Ellos.

“What does she say Garron?” she asked curiously.

“She is enjoying Laurel’s company so much that she has requested she stay for another fortnight or so. I must say I am both relieved and curious. Phineas was correct. The trip did indeed help her mood,” King Garron said smiling broadly.

“Well thank the Maker something did. Really Garron, she was becoming quite impossible to deal with,” Lady Ellos replied. 

Suddenly becoming aware of the two men smirking at her remark, she cleared her throat self-consciously. 

King Garron smiled wryly at her, as he looked over at the messengers.

“Please inform her Highness that I am most pleased that my daughter is enjoying her visit.  Also that we look forward to seeing her and King Fergus at our wedding. I shall put that all in writing for you,” the King said expectantly.

“Yes Sire, I will have our replacements come back before they depart for Heathwin. Is there anything else you wish to add,” the young man asked politely. 

“Yes, inform my daughter, I wish her to take her time and relax and enjoy herself while she is there,” King Garron said, with a thoughtful smile.

“Very good Sire. We shall take our leave, after we have taken our horses to the Lodge stable and meet with the officers there, they will depart with your reply by the day’s end,” the young man stated respectfully, as the both bowed slightly and took their leave.

“Well that is certainly good to hear. Queen Alana must be keeping Laurel entertained with many pleasant distractions,” King Garron spoke, with a light hearted tone.

“I do not think it is just Queen Alana who is pleasantly distracting your daughter,” Lady Ellos replied, with a sardonic smile on her lips.

“What do you mean?” King Garron asked bluntly.

“Oh really Garron. Can you truly be so unaware of your surroundings?” Lady Ellos asked incredulously.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” King Garron said, becoming increasingly irritated.

“How Laurel reacts to Prince Caleb when he is here. Or I might add, how he is not able to take his eyes off her when she enters the room. Do you not notice how he always sits next to her at dinner, often with his arm around the back of her chair? How he leans in when she very rudely, tells him things in a private little whisper, which only makes him smile or laugh at her. How can you not see that?” she asked, smirking at him.  

“Well,” he answered thoughtfully, “I suppose I shall have to pay closer attention when she arrives home. I always felt her feelings were one sided,” he said, a scowl on his face.

“I shall have to pay closer attention as well,” Tramaine said to himself, just outside of the door.

 

“Prince Caleb, I see you are awake. May I have a word with you?” Phineas asked as he met Caleb in the corridor.

“Good afternoon Phineas. I have actually been awake for some time. I knew if I came out too soon, I would only be nagged away,” Caleb said with a sarcastic look on his face. “How is our Princess this afternoon?”

“That is what I wish to discuss with you,” Phineas replied with a sad smile.

“Let me guess. She refused to take medicine, would not let anyone bother with a compress, and probably did something foolish like walk about,” Caleb replied smiling sardonically.

“That is actually remarkable,” Phineas said smirking with raised eyebrows.

“Not really. I just know her better than she thinks,” Caleb added dryly.

“I would now say you know her better than most of us thought,” Phineas said laughing. “Yes I am afraid everything you have stated is true, though she did allow at least one compress. So unfortunately at this time she is quite beside herself, not to mention quite ill-tempered. I wanted to make sure you were aware, so you could act accordingly,” Phineas informed him, looking worried as he glanced across the hall at Laurel’s room.

“Do not concern yourself Phineas. I will not scold her too much,” he put a reassuring hand on Phineas’ shoulder, smiling as he walked to Laurel’s room.

Phineas turned to walk back down the corridor towards the sitting room. Laurel had been quite irritated all day and had refused the pain medicine left for her. She had not been easy to deal with and Phineas was quite fatigued from it. He smiled at the thought that Prince Caleb would not have that problem. 

Now, time for a pleasant diversion, Phineas thought to himself, as he made his way down the main staircase.

 

Caleb stood in front of Laurel’s door for a moment and then knocked quietly. Within moments Tulla answered the door looking tired and frustrated.

“Good afternoon Tulla,” Caleb said with a charming smile, surprised with her appearance.

“Good afternoon Sire,” Tulla said quietly, as she opened the door to let him in.

“What no arguing today?” Caleb asked mockingly, with a charming smile.

“No Sire. Her Highness is quite distressed and well...not herself,” Tulla whispered to Caleb, both glancing over in Laurel’s direction.

“I am sorry to hear that,” Caleb spoke in a sympathetic low tone. “Why do you not take your leave for the day? I have no other plans and, quite frankly you look as if you have done enough. I will tell her Highness I dismissed you for the rest of the day. She will not argue with me,” Caleb said, smiling at her.

“Very well Sire I shall say goodnight to her first,” Tulla replied, as she turned to walk over to where Laurel was sitting.

Caleb walked in the room to find Laurel sitting in the overstuffed chair, looking very dejected and frustrated. Her foot up on the low stool.

“I will be taking my leave now my Lady. I will see you in the morning,” Tulla tried, to say cheerfully.

Laurel looked up at her sadly, with a half-smile. 

“Yes, I will see you tomorrow. Good day Tulla,” Laurel spoke quietly, then looked away.

Tulla left the room quietly, and closed the door behind her. Caleb looked over at Laurel, and smiled at her warmly, walking up to her he crouched down to be at eye level with her. She still did not smile, her eyes looking stormy and teary. Caleb gently moved a strand of hair from her face, brushing her cheek with his thumb.

“How was your morning my dear?” Caleb asked her softly, still smiling at her. 

“It did not go as I had hoped,” she answered in a shaky voice, biting her lower lip.

“How did you hope it would go dearest?” he asked her, with the same soft voice, caressing her hand.

“I was hoping for too much I think. I tried to walk a bit, and stand more. But I was not able to without help or pain. So it just made me frustrated and angry. I was not very pleasant to be around I am afraid,” Laurel replied beginning to cry.

Caleb kneeled down in front of her and took her in his arms, slowly caressing her back. Laurel put her arms around his neck, putting her head on his shoulder. 

“Did you have any medicine today?” Caleb asked her gently.

“No.  It makes me fall asleep, and gives me strange dreams,” she answered, in a small voice.

Caleb gently pulled her back to look at her face. Putting his hand on the side of her face.

“You cannot continue in pain Laurel. Perhaps you could have a smaller dose. Why do you not let me help you to lie down on the bed and then I will put a compress on your ankle. Perhaps this evening will be more pleasant for you,” Caleb told her warmly. 

Caleb stood up, then picking her up easily, and placed her gently on her bed. He gently moved her skirt to look at her foot, she flinched as he did, and Caleb looked up at her, his face showing both annoyance and sympathy.

“Laurel,” Caleb chided her, with a whisper. “Why would you not let yourself be tended to?” he asked her, quietly but sternly. 

Her ankle had once again become swollen, the bruises dark and ugly.

“It has become as bad as it was the first day. Did not Master Elphin tell you to rest, and how important it was to stay in bed for a few days?” he asked her again, his voice and face registering his displeasure.

“I know Caleb. Please do not be angry. I am just not used to lying about doing nothing. I realize I really will have no choice but to do so. I cannot even stand-alone now,” Laurel whimpered, her eyes tearing up, as Caleb placed her swollen foot on a pillow.

“Well I am afraid I will have no choice but to bring you to the Infirmary. You are not improving by staying here at the Lodge. I cannot stand by and watch you suffer this way,” Caleb looked at her intently, but his voice still low and soft.

Laurel’s eyes grew wide with surprise at his words. Tears of frustration running down her face, as she shook her head.

“No! Please Caleb, I do not wish to go. I will do what I must, to get better, please do not bring me to the Infirmary,” Laurel pleaded with him, her voice shaking with her tears.

Caleb smiled at her slightly, even though his heart was breaking at her pleading, but he was not ready to give in just yet. 

Perhaps this is the motivation she needs, he thought to himself. 

He leaned over and kissed her forehead gently, as he did not wish her to continue to be upset.

“Let me go and see about getting some cool water and cloths for your ankle. I will only be a moment. I will think about your request. Just lie against the pillows and rest for a bit,” Caleb said smiling at her warmly as he brushed the tears from her cheeks.

He left the room shutting the door quietly behind him. There he met Aiden in the corridor, with a broad roguish smile and a large tray of sweet biscuits with a small decanter of some dark rich looking liquid. 

“I thought this would cheer up our Princess. I did not even have to steal them, the cook had them ready when I went to the kitchen. I was also given a bottle of cordial for her. She will not have to take her disgusting medicine with a few sips of this,” Aiden said, with a sly smile.  

Caleb laughed at him. Aiden had always been fond of Laurel and the first to give her sympathy when she was either in trouble or upset with something she had not been able to do. He always managed to amuse her in some way to take her mind off her troubles.

“You will find her in need of cheering up, she did not follow Master Elphin’s instructions, and now she is suffering for it. I told her I was considering taking her to the Infirmary, because she was not improving here,” Caleb said, in a thoughtful voice.

“Surely you are not going to take her there. It will break her heart Caleb. Owain is actually enjoying his stay, because he does not have to deal with his mother,” Aiden replied, in a concerned tone.

“No, I have no intentions of taking her there. But if she thinks it is a possibility then perhaps she will behave herself and start taking Master Elphin’s directions seriously,” Caleb answered, with a wry grin.

“That is the cruelest thing you have ever done. It is genius, but still cruel. So I find myself again, in position of jester and rescuer,” Aiden observed, giving a charming smile.

“Rescuer? How so?” Caleb asked, with a smirk.

“I am going to tell her I talked you out of sending her to the Infirmary,” Aiden said, starting to laugh, as he turned to walk to Laurel’s room.

You are pathetic,” Caleb laughed, as he walked down the corridor to find a servant.

Aiden entered Laurel’s room to find her still crying, as she sat propped up by pillows on her bed. He smiled at her sadly, as she still did not notice he was there.

“Why are you crying love? I heard you had a bit of a rough morning,” Aiden asked, as he gave her a sad smile.

“Yes, it has been a dismal morning,” Laurel replied tearfully.

“Well I brought you a few things to cheer you up, these lovely biscuits and an even lovelier decanter of wild berry cordial. I was just telling Caleb, a few sips of this and that hideous stuff you had to force down will be just a sad memory,” Aiden said to her cheerfully, putting the biscuits and decanter down on the small table she had eaten from earlier.

To his surprise and dismay Laurel put up her hands and covered her face and began to weep quite pitifully. He sat down next to her on the bed and gently laid a hand on her shaking shoulder.

“What is it love? Tell me why you are so upset,” Aiden asked her softly.

Laurel, moved her hands down from her face and wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. She sniffed a few times before she spoke, in order to calm down.

“I fear Caleb is tiring of me,” she said, her voice filled with sadness.

“Now why would you think that Laurel? Is he not off now, running some errand for you?” Aiden asked, in a calm reassuring voice.

“He feels I should go to the Infirmary. I so do not wish to, but I am afraid I may have no choice,” Laurel spoke, in a tear filled voice.

“I should not be telling you this, but he really does not want to send you there. He is just worried with your ankle not improving. You know how temperamental he can be with anything involving you is concerned. So why do you not just go along with what he has to say, and for the next few days concentrate on getting better. Come now, have a few sips of this delicious cordial I have brought for you,” Aiden spoke cheerfully, as he walked over to the small table and poured her a small amount of the sweet rich liqueur.

He brought it over to her and smiling warmly, handed her the glass.

She looked at it thoughtfully and hesitated before taking a sip.

“What is wrong Laurel? You act as if it will bite you,” Aiden asked her, with a light laugh.

“My father does not approve of me drinking spirits of any kind. I have only had wine a few times,” Laurel replied, in a self-conscious tone.

“Your father is not here. You are no longer a child, and Caleb and I will not have you get sozzled. The medicine for your pain has more of a drunken effect than the cordial, and you will not have to deal with the taste,” Aiden said in a reassuring voice, smiling at her with amusement.

She looked over at him and smiling shyly took a sip. It was warm and sweet, and was a drastic improvement over the bitter tasting medicine she had been forced to suffer through. She took another sip and then finished what Aiden had poured in the glass for her. Aiden took the glass from her and brought it back over to the table. He then placed two of the biscuits on a small plate and handed them to her. 

“Here love, try these,” he said quietly. “The cook had them all ready for you when I went to the kitchen, no pilfering required,” he said giving her a wink.

Laurel smiled up at Aiden as she took the plate and began to nibble on the biscuits, as Caleb suddenly reentered the room. He smiled at her warmly as he saw that she was no longer upset and eating what Aiden had brought for her.

“You look much calmer. Have you tried the cordial yet?” Caleb asked, as he sat down next to her on the bed, absently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. 

Aiden could not help but smile whenever Caleb did these affectionate little gestures. He knew that Caleb really did not think about what he was doing, it was just a natural response to being around her. 

“Yes, Aiden had me try some. It was very pleasant. I must admit it did take the edge away from my pain,” Laurel spoke, in a tired subdued voice.

“Well good. After the servants bring in what you need for a compress, you will have to drink a bit more, seeing how much it helps,” Caleb said, smiling at her tenderly.

“I will have to leave for now,” Aiden suddenly spoke up. “I promised Owain I would bring him something to read. I will be back to see you again this evening,” Aiden said, as he walked over, and kissed Laurel lightly on the cheek.

“Please tell Owain I was asking for him,” Laurel requested.

“I will, and I am going to tease him about not having cordial,” Aiden smiled wickedly, as he left the room.

Both Caleb and Laurel laughed lightly at Aiden’s comment. Caleb then looked intently at Laurel, a soft smile on his lips.

“Now my dear. How shall I convince you to behave yourself, so that you may start to get well?” Caleb asked her, in a soft but intense voice.

“You do not need to convince me Caleb. My horrible morning has already done so, just please let me stay here at the Lodge. I would feel lost somewhere else,” Laurel spoke quietly, as she began to cry again.

Caleb could not hold back his compassion and sympathy for her any longer as he took her in his arms and began to gently caress her back. 

“I will not send you anywhere dearest.  I will be with you for the next few days,” he said gently moving her away from him to look at her. “We will get through this together. It will not be easy for you, but you will not suffer through it alone. You must promise me, you will not argue with me any longer. I do know what you are going through,” he smiled at her knowingly.

He released her from his embrace and still sitting on the edge of the bed, he began to pull his right pant leg up. In doing so, it revealed a ragged scar running up almost to his knee. Laurel’s eyes went wide with surprise.

“How did that happen?” she asked in a shocked whisper.

“I was only a few seasons younger than you are now. It was my first real assignment without my father or my instructors. We were looking for and ridding the dark part of the forest, of the Dragon’s Tooth.  It took us several weeks, as you know they can be very difficult to find. We were alerted to their presence in that particular area, as several woodcutters had been attacked. Some of them were severely injured, and one died,” Caleb spoke in a low intense voice as he adjusted his pant leg. 

Laurel reached over and held his hand in both of hers, her eyes wide, as she paid rapt attention to him.

“When did you get hurt?” Laurel asked her voice soft and concerned.

“It was during one particularly long day, just before the assignment was complete. I was simply not paying attention the way I should have. We had just found and destroyed at least twenty of them. I was exhausted and let my guard down. Before I knew it, I ended up walking right in the middle of a copse of them,” Caleb paused for a moment, his face thoughtful. “The vines were all over me, in an instant. I was able to cut most of them away, but the largest one grabbed my leg and threw me off my feet. I was quite fortunate the others who were with me came running as soon as they heard me cry out. We also had two Physicians with us, as injuries did happen quite often. They were probably the reason I survived the attack,” Caleb concluded, his voice sounding as if telling one of an unpleasant dream.

 

He looked up at Laurel, her eyes brimming with tears. She took his hand that she was still holding and brought it up to her lips and softly kissed it.  Caleb smiled at her, completely enchanted by her affectionate gesture.

“It is no wonder that you were so upset when this happened to me,” she whispered.

He placed the hand that she had kissed on the side of her face, caressing her cheek with his thumb.

“I was upset dearest, because it happened to you,” he said pointedly smiling at her warmly. “And like you, I was also very impatient and did not wish to listen to Master Elphin’s instructions on what was required in order to recover,” Caleb said as he grinned at her. 

Just then there was a light knock on the door, Caleb answered for whoever it was to enter? Two maidservants came in smiling, as they brought in a large pitcher of water and several clean white linen cloths. The women placed the items on the dressing table, and Caleb politely thanked them, which he did customarily to all the staff. They nodded their acknowledgement and smiled again as they left. Caleb stood up to prepare another compress.

“So what happened? What did you do that made you so impatient?” Laurel inquired curiously.

“I chose to ignore Master Elphin’s directions and felt I was more than well enough to continue with my routine. I went to practice my sword work with Tolemais, who at that time was one of my instructors. He also tried to convince me I was not ready and being, in his words, “a boar’s ass” for not listening to the Physician. I told him I was just fine and to get on with the lesson, as he was becoming very annoying. Am I beginning to remind you of someone?” Caleb asked her, with a wry smile, as he walked over and applied the cool compress to Laurel’s ankle.

Laurel flinched and gripped the blankets on the bed tightly, she blinked back tears, Caleb sat on the edge of the bed next her. Taking one of her hands in his, he allowed her to grip his hand to help her through the pain.

“Please, tell me what happened next,” Laurel requested, her breathing heavy, and her voice shaky as she worked through her discomfort.

“Well, Tolemais put up with me for a few moments, and then decided it was time to end my foolishness, he kicked my leg out from under me. I fell to the floor screaming louder than I did when I was first attacked by the Dragon’s Tooth. I just laid there on the floor crying like a child. He looked at me shaking his head and just said, ‘I told you boy, and you are not ready.’

Needless to say I was stuck in bed for at least two days, and then confined to the Lodge for another three weeks,” Caleb said smiling mordantly at Laurel. 

“That was so cruel Caleb. How could you trust him after that?” Laurel asked, in a heartbroken voice.

He smiled at her loving and sensitive heart. He knew she could never see how Tolemais actions could be justified. The world that she grew up in, was kinder and gentler then the one he had always known. He did not find her foolish, only innocent and naive, and he loved that aspect of her personality.

“He felt he was helping me to see the error of my ways, to be more patient and humble,” Caleb replied, as he stood up to adjust the cloths gently on her ankle. “In many ways he did me a favor. My leg healed completely, because I gave it time to do so.  And, I learned to enjoy poetry, which is where my love of Bram was discovered.  I spent many a lonely hour in the Library during my recovery, but I grew to appreciate it as time went on. So for someone who is capable of cleaving off someone’s head before they know it, I am also very well read,” Caleb smiled at her with amusement. 

Laurel laughed at his description of himself, then paused contemplatively for a moment before speaking.

“Aiden must have been some help to you. At least giving you companionship,” Laurel said thoughtfully.

“Aiden and I became quite close during that time. He was only about ten seasons then. I taught him to play Tablut, and we played quite often, which is why he is so good at it, though he will never admit this. We can both play better than Father, but Aiden enjoys letting him win more than I do,” Caleb said dryly.

Laurel smiled warmly at, Caleb squeezing his hand, Caleb returned her smile, moving the stray tendril again away from her face.

“Thank you for sharing that with me. I now understand why you have been so concerned and worried for me,” Laurel said quietly.

“Dearest, I would be worried for you whether I was attacked by the Dragon’s Tooth or not,” Caleb said with warmth and concern. “Perhaps I should have told you sooner. I planned on doing so, but I wanted to wait until you were feeling a bit stronger.”

Caleb then stood up and took the compress off of Laurel’s ankle to put the cloth back in the cool water. He then once again applied the compress, noting Laurel wince in pain again at its application. Caleb looked at her intently, as he sat on the edge of her bed once more.

He began to stroke her hair again as he reached over and took her hand.

“You realize of course I will not be letting you out of this bed for the rest of the evening,” he said in a low voice, smiling at her.

“Am I correct in assuming you will not be letting me out of the bed tomorrow as well?” Laurel asked with a tired smile.

“Yes you are. Though I do suppose you will have to get out occasionally for personal reasons,” Caleb said smirking. “I will have Mauve and Stella come and help you to change soon, before they are no longer available,” he said as he adjusted he pillow behind her head. “Would you like some more cordial? Perhaps if it helps you, we can forgo the medicine, at least until evening. I noticed you have not finished your biscuits. Do you not like them?” Caleb asked.

“Yes I liked them very much. You simply had my full attention,” Laurel answered, smiling but sounding tired.

Caleb laughed at her quietly, as he walked over and refilled the small glass with the cordial, and then handing her the glass, placed the small plate of biscuits on her lap.

“Here, drink this and try to finish your biscuits. I need to speak with my mother for a moment.  I will be sending in Mauve and Stella to assist you. Do not have them help you back into that chair. You are to get right back in bed.  Am I making myself clear?” Caleb said in a stern voice, even though he was smiling.

“Yes Sire. I will concede to your request. I can see that you are becoming all grumpy and demanding again,” Laurel replied, with a smirk.

“Grumpy and demanding am I?” Caleb asked Laurel, as she began to giggle at his reaction. “You shall see how grumpy I can be if you become argumentative again. I have not given you a good spanking in six seasons and I am beginning to think you are due,” he replied with slightly narrowed eyes as he grinned at her wryly. “Now finish your drink so I can take your glass. Grumpy and demanding....” he said trailing off.

Laurel simply laughed at him, but finished her drink fairly quickly, her eyes watering slightly from the effects of drinking the cordial in two gulps. Caleb took her glass still smirking at her and placed it back on the table.

“I will be back in a while to help you get settled in before dinner. Is there anything else I can get for your bratty little self?” Caleb asked her, with mild annoyance.

“No, I am fine thank you,” Laurel replied, laughing at him.

Caleb grinned at her sardonically as he left the room.  Laurel smiled contentedly, leaning her head back into the pillows. She had already made up her mind that she would be cooperative and appreciate Caleb’s help and concern. Though she did enjoy teasing him and knew he did not really mind it. It warmed her heart to have him share his experience with her, and she was enjoying learning more about him, seeing different sides of his personality. Her stomach fluttered a bit as she admitted to herself how their feelings for each other were indeed growing into something more intense and deeper. A short time later Mauve and Stella entered the room smiling at her. 

“We are here to help you change into something more comfortable your Highness,” Mauve said kindly.

Stella walked over to assist Laurel out of the bed, while Mauve walked over to the wardrobe to retrieve a nightgown. After a short time Laurel was changed and helped back into bed.

“If there is anything else you need, please inform Prince Caleb we will be here for at least another hour or so, your Highness,” Stella said thoughtfully as they left her room.

Laurel lay back in the bed, surprised how much her ankle hurt again as she had to stand in order to change into her nightgown. She was still breathing uncomfortably when Caleb came back into the room. He brought with him a wooden cup, and another book.

“Do you remember this game?” he smiled, shaking the cup, as he walked towards her, it made a rattling sound.

Laurel smiled, recognizing it as a dice game Caleb had taught her when she was a little girl. 

“Of course I do. You played it with me the second time we met. I think I was about five seasons. We have not played in some time now. After you taught me, I would make Phineas play Pass the Boar with me almost every night. I always seemed to get to one hundred most of the time before him. I must admit I think he would let me win, because he was always dropping his dice on the floor,” she laughed at remembering.

“Well I am not going to be that easy on you. You are not a little girl anymore, so you will just have to prepare to lose,” Caleb smiled at her. “That I believe was actually the third time we met,” he said warmly, as he sat next to her, bringing over a high backed chair to the side of her bed.

“The third time? I thought I first met you when I was three or four. I distinctly remember you on this huge horse. You were always on a huge horse, I remember when you rode up to Father and I at the stables, I was terrified of your horse,” Laurel looked at him curiously.

“Really? This whole time I thought you were terrified of me. It took several minutes of my coaxing to get you to say hello to me,” Caleb said, giving her a charming smile.

“No. I was never afraid of you. I always thought you were very charming and handsome,” Laurel replied shyly, blushing lightly.

“Except for the day I spanked you at the stables,” he reminded her, with a wry grin.

“Again, no. I was just heartbroken you would be that angry with me. Not to mention I was very jealous of Owain,” Laurel confessed, biting her lower lip.

“Jealous?  I thought you loved Owain.  Especially after he stayed behind with you,” Caleb replied, looking at her with surprise.

“When you brought him with you, and then told me I could not go hunting, but Owain still could, I was horribly jealous. I was upset that he was taking all your attention. When he stayed behind I began to like him partly because I still got my way,” Laurel said smirking.

“How did Owain staying behind still get you your way?” Caleb asked grinning at her, enjoying this revelation. 

“The fact that he did not go with you, or without me.  When you took us both riding the next day, I was quite happy with myself.  I still had to share you with Owain, but at that point I started to like him,” Laurel answered laughing and blushing slightly, at sharing this with Caleb.

Caleb laughed at her revealing this to him, as it was something he had never considered.  He leaned in closer placing his hand on the side of her face and lifting her face to look at him.  She was still blushing at the intenseness of his gaze. 

“You shall have me all to yourself for the next few days. If any sharing is to be done, it will be me sharing you with Aiden and Phineas on occasion,” Caleb said to her, in a deep low voice.

“I wish it did not have to be under these circumstances,” Laurel replied softly.

“The circumstances do not matter. We will simply make the most of it,” Caleb said in the same soft voice, as he leaned over and gently kissed her forehead. “Now are you ready to lose horribly at Pass the Boar?” he asked, smiling at her disarmingly.

“Do not be so sure of yourself Sire. It will just make losing to me that much harder,” Laurel said, with a laugh.

As they began to play the game Laurel smiled and looked up at Caleb curiously.

“What is it love? You are about to ask me something, are you not?” Caleb asked her smiling, as he took his turn in the game.

“You mentioned when you taught me to play this game it was the third time we met. When was the first and why can I not recall it?” she asked, looking at him expectantly.

“You do not recall it because you were just a week old. I was very excited to be going on my first trip to Gwenlais with my father. I was ten seasons then. I thought it was some very important mission, I was quite disappointed it was just to see some boring infant. I was not impressed with you at all. You had enormous eyes and a ridiculous amount of hair on your head that stood straight up. They passed you about like you were this rare treasure. It was not until you vomited all over Remy that I thought you may have potential,” Caleb told her smiling at her roguishly.

Laurel simply laughed at his description of her.

“The potential for what?” she asked, still laughing.

“To at least be entertaining. I am happy to say that you have become most entertaining the majority of the time. Slightly irritating the rest of the time. I have fifty points by the way,” he said, grinning at her slyly.

“Only slightly irritating? Well I suppose I can accept that. I have eighty points,” Laurel said smugly.

“How have you acquired eighty points already?” Caleb asked her doubtingly. 

“Because I threw the dice and counted,” Laurel answered laughing.

“Well you obviously did not count correctly,” Caleb said dryly, but with a glint in his eyes.

“Are you saying that I am cheating?” Laurel asked, in mock offense.

“No, not at all.  I am only saying that you cannot count,” Caleb returned, grinning at her.

Laurel laughed out loud at his remark, lightly hitting his arm. Caleb next took his turn at the game and then frowned at the points he received, mumbling under his breath.

“What was that?  I did not hear you,” Laurel asked him giggling.

Caleb smirked at her with narrowed eyes.

“I said I have sixty points,” he answered dryly, handing her the playing cup with dice.

“I thought that is what you said,” Laurel said, smiling demurely at him, as she giggled again. “Oh look, I now have over a hundred,” she said smugly.

Caleb smirked at her and grabbed the cup away.  Laurel just laughed at his demeanor. 

“I am not playing this childish game with you. I will be right back, I am going to teach you how to play Tablut,” Caleb said grumpily, as he left the room.  

He came back a few minutes later with a beautifully carved Tablut board and an even more ornate box which held the pieces.  Caleb very carefully put the board on the side of Laurel’s bed and began to set the board up.  Laurel smiled as she watched Caleb arrange the pieces, enjoying the time she was spending with him.

“Now do you understand the basic gist of the game?” Caleb asked her without pretense.  

“Yes, you are supposed to protect the King, with the Knights,” Laurel answered smiling.

“That is right.  Each Knight has a specific way they can move, your opponents only concern is to capture your King, you have to use your Knights to prevent that from happening,” Caleb explained to her smiling at her warmly. “So we will start off with you trying to protect the King, these are your Knights, you have to stop my pieces from capturing your King.

I will move here and then I will show you how to counter my move,” Caleb said thoughtfully moving one of his pieces forward. “Now which piece do you think you should move?” he asked smiling at her expectantly. 

Laurel took one of the pieces and began to move it forward, when Caleb gently took her hand and moved the piece back to its position.

“No, that can only move to the right, try this Knight here,” as he took her hand again, and moved another piece on the opposite side. 

“But that piece will take twice as long to block you, using the other piece would be so much easier,” Laurel reasoned.

“If that piece moved forward it would, but it does not move forward, only to the right,” Caleb explained smiling at her with wry amusement.

“It does not make sense, why can it not move forward?” Laurel asked becoming curt.

“Because those are the rules Laurel.  You know what it is called when you change the rules?” Caleb paused for a moment. “It is called cheating,” Caleb answered complacently.

Laurel looked at him smirking and rolling her eyes. “Show me another move that will not take as long,” she said drolly.

“The game is not over in just a few moments, it takes a bit of time. It will help you to learn some patience. Now move the piece the way I showed you and stop being such a brat,” he answered her sternly, though he was smiling at her.

Laurel moved the piece as Caleb directed but continued to smirk at him.

Caleb then took one of his pieces moving to the side, took the piece she had originally wanted to move. Laurel looked at him in total disbelief with her mouth opened. 

“That was so mean Caleb! Why did you do that?” Laurel asked, in an injured tone. 

“This is almost always one of the first pieces that is taken, also to get your attention, and it obviously did,” Caleb said laughing at her. “Now look at the Knight I had you move, is he protecting your King?” he asked her smiling.

“Well.....yes I suppose he is,” she answered pouting slightly.

“Alright then. Some of your Knights will have to sacrifice themselves in order to let the other Knights do their job,” Caleb explained patiently. “You have to pay attention to your opponent's moves in order to determine which Knight has which job. You have to keep your focus and be patient,” he said as he smiled at her knowingly.

“Why do I have this feeling you are trying to tell me something?” Laurel asked, looking at Caleb intently.

“Am I?” he asked her, his eyes intense and penetrating, but still had a soft smile on his lips.

“Why do you not just show me?” she asked in a shy quiet voice, her eyes soft and luminous. 

Caleb’s smile broadened as he leaned over, and placed his hand on the back of her neck, gently drawing her towards him. He then slowly kissed her face, her eyes, her forehead, and then her cheeks once again before releasing her and leaning back against his chair. He smiled at remembering the first taste of her lips he had taken, to his own surprise, back in Gwenlais.

“I shall show you even more so when we are both ready.  For now, there are still a few moves left to learn in the game,” he said quietly as he took her hand and helped her to move another piece in a different maneuver. “I do not mind waiting, to show you how it is played.  I am not going anywhere, there is no one else I would rather show than you,” he said quietly placing her hand down on the board, as he lingered before he released his gentle grasp. “There are certain things you need to focus on first, some personal things, I will give you the time to do that.  I will be here waiting for you,” he said softly, though his eyes showed the more intense emotions that he was holding back.

“But, what if someone else who...knows the game, far better than I, wishes to take my place?” Laurel asked, her eyes filled with emotion.

“I have no intensions of letting anyone take your place. I will be giving you my heart, to take back with you to Gwenlais. I expect you to return it to me unbroken,” Caleb said, with a smoldering intensity, he had never expressed to her. 

Leaning over he gently kissed her forehead again, but lingered longer than he had ever done, gently moving his lips down her face to kiss her cheek, before pulling away.  Laurel closed her eyes for a moment and sighed softly.

“I will keep it safe Caleb,” Laurel whispered.

“I know you will mo chailin, I trust you completely. I have never given anyone my heart before, in more ways than you know, you are the first,” Caleb said, his voice soft and deep. “As I said before, focus on your personal things first. We do not have to share our feelings for each other with anyone else. When you have taken care of what you need to do, I will not contain my feelings any longer. We will simply go from there. I will wait for you mo chailin,” Caleb said in a soft reassuring voice, as he reached over and gently brushed the hair from her eyes.

Just then Aiden walked into the room, smiling roguishly as he realized he was interrupting an intimate moment between them.  Laurel was blushing as she shyly lowered her eyes. Caleb turned to him with an annoyed smirk on his face.

“Do not tell me you are putting the poor girl through the torture of teaching her to play Tablut?” Aiden asked as he sat down in the overstuffed chair next to the bed.

“I will have you know I have been very patient, and Laurel is by far a much better student than you were,” Caleb answered, with a wry smile.

“In my defense I will say that I was only ten seasons, and you were the most impatient teacher I ever had. He punched me in the head so hard, I could not blink for two days,” Aiden remarked, turning to look at Laurel.

Laurel put her head back against the pillows and laughed at Aiden’s remark, bringing her hand up to her mouth.

“That is an absolute lie. You were the one who would get impatient and then throw the pieces across the room. After doing that for the third time is when I punched you in the head,” Caleb exclaimed, in a riled tone. 

“So you admit you punched me in the head, after just saying I lied,” Aiden replied sounding equally irked.

“I fully admit I punched you. The part about you not being able to blink for two days is the lie,” Caleb answered back.

Laurel could not control her laughter as she listened to their exchange.

“You need to rearrange the board so we can show Laurel how badly you lose,” Aiden said grinning slyly.

Caleb grinned back at him and rearranged the pieces, as Laurel watched both of them in amusement. Caleb and Aiden played for almost an hour, when it was Aiden's turn he hesitated and putting two fingers to his mouth in a thoughtful expression, staring at the board. Laurel watched with a delighted smile on her face.

After a few moments had passed, Caleb looked at him smirking.

“I would appreciate it if you would move while we are still young,” Caleb said impatiently.

“This is what I mean about his impatience Laurel. You are not allowed to think out your next move,” Aiden said, with a scowl.

“There is nothing to think out. You have one move to make and you just do not want to do it, because you know what I will do next,” Caleb answered smugly.

“I do not care, I am still thinking,” Aiden replied grumpily, still looking at the board intently.

“Well, why he is ‘thinking,’ I think you should have another compress my dear,” Caleb said to Laurel, as he stood up to walk over to the table. 

He placed a clean linen cloth in the cool water, wringing it out then walked back over to Laurel, moving the covers aside, placed the compress gently on her ankle once more. She still flinched a bit as the cool cloth still caused a flash of pain when it touched her bruise.  Caleb smiled at her knowingly.

“Maybe it is time to have a dose of your medicine love. You have not had any at all today,” Caleb said to her quietly.

Aiden looked over at her as she made a soft sad sigh.

“Give her another drink of the cordial. She has suffered enough today,” Aiden said with empathy.

“It is not my intentions to have the poor girl suffer, it does not seem to be helping her with the pain,” Caleb replied defensively. 

“Well give her a larger swig then. You only give her a couple of sips worth,” Aiden answered, arguing his point.

Laurel began to laugh again as they argued, which caused them both to stop and look at her.

“I have never seen you two argue so much in my life. If this is what living with you both is really like, than I have nothing but the highest respect for your mother,” Laurel said, as she continued laughing.

“Well do not give her too much credit. She never puts up with it for long, and she always takes Aiden’s side,” Caleb said dryly, as Aiden nodded his head in agreement and grinned wickedly at Laurel.

Laurel began to laugh again at Aiden’s reaction. Caleb walked over to the table and poured Laurel another drink of the cordial, which was a much larger portion than the last. Laurel’s eyes widened when Caleb handed her the glass, which in turn caused both brothers to smirk at her.

“Well this should be fun. Go ahead love, gulp it down,” Aiden said, smiling broadly at her.

Laurel looked at both of them sheepishly, taking a quick breath, she then finished the cordial in one long drink. She began to cough and her eyes watered from swallowing the cordial so quickly. Caleb and Aiden laughed at her expression. Caleb took the glass from her, as he gently tucked her hair behind her ear again.

“That should most assuredly take the edge off,” Aiden said still laughing.

“Oh,” Laurel said blinking her eyes. “I feel a bit dizzy,” she said, as she began to giggle.

Aiden and Caleb began to laugh at her once more.

“I think that will be enough for now, you have not had dinner yet,” Caleb said grinning at her.

“Speaking of dinner,” Aiden said standing up and making his last move on the Tablut board. “Take the bloody King and get it over with,” he replied grumpily to Caleb.

“I will allow you to keep your dignity in front of Laurel,” Caleb answered, with a wicked grin on his face.

“How very kind of you,” Aiden retorted back hitting Caleb roughly on the arm as he walked past him. “I will be back in to say goodnight love,” he smiled over at Laurel as he left the room.

A few moments later two servants came in with dinner for Laurel and Caleb, placing it once again on the small table, and smiled kindly as they left.

Laurel began to sit up and uncover, so as to attempt to go to the table.

“Where may I ask, do you think you are going?” Caleb asked her mordantly. 

“I....I was going to sit at the table,” Laurel replied, with a bemused look on her face.

“No you are not. You have put enough stress on that ankle today,” Caleb said, speaking in a stern voice as he smirked at her, placing the covers back over her.

“Were do you expect me to eat dinner?” Laurel asked, beginning to sound irritated. 

“Right where you are, and do not use that tone with me. Are you forgetting already how much pain you were in just a few short hours ago?” Caleb asked, as he leaned over her placing his arms on either side of her.

“No.  I just do not like to eat in bed,” Laurel answered quietly, beginning to pout again.

“Neither do I,” Caleb replied, as he kissed her forehead gently. “But it is something you will have to put with for tonight, and quite possibly tomorrow as well,” Caleb said as he stood up straight.

“Oh Caleb really? Do you think it will be necessary for me to stay in bed all day tomorrow?” Laurel asked in a slightly whining tone. 

“Yes I do, especially if you wish to continue to argue with me. Master Elphin is coming to look in on you and he will not be pleased that you have not heeded his instructions, and what is worse he is going to blame me for it,” Caleb said grumpily as he walked over to the table of food.

“Why would he blame you?” Laurel asked gratingly.

“Because I promised him I would look after you, and he is going to say, ‘You are the Prince of Heathwin, you command the Sentinels. Yet you were unable to keep one, small, young woman, from getting out of bed, and not heeding my instructions.’ And then I am going to tell him that you are a stubborn pain in the arse, who does not listen, and will not do as she is told. But because you already hold his favor, he will then inform me it does not matter it is still my fault. So I hope you are pleased with yourself,” he said indignantly, but with a wry smile on his face, as he walked over with two deep bowls. 

He sat once again in the high backed chair he had brought over with him earlier. He then gave Laurel her bowl, carefully placing it in front of her.  Laurel looked up at him with a sheepish smile, noticing he had selected relatively easy fare to eat. The bowls contained a rich meat, barley and vegetable pie. The vegetables coming from the abundant early gardens of Gwenlais, the meat being the succulent pasture raised beef that was regarded so highly in both Kingdoms.  She reached over and took his hand, gently squeezing it.

“I will not argue with you anymore Caleb. I know I must rest before I can get well. I simply am not accustomed to staying put.  This experience will certainly help me to be more empathetic with patients when I become a doe med,” Laurel said quietly, as she smiled at him once more.

“So you are going to request apprenticeship then?” Caleb asked her warmly, as he caressed her hand with his thumb.

“Yes,” she answered in the same quiet tone. “You have been so encouraging concerning this, and then Master Elphin’s comment the other day. I know my mother would have been so happy to see me at least try,” Laurel said biting her bottom lip, to suppress her emotions as her eyes teared up.

Caleb leaned over placing his hand under her chin, gently lifting her face to look at him. Smiling at her warmly, he then gently kissed her forehead and then both cheeks. 

“I truly feel that one day, you will be known as a great Ollam,” Caleb spoke in a deep soft voice.

Laurel lowered her eyes shyly for a moment, laughing lightly.

“I will be happy just to be a doe med for a time. It will not be easy, I will not be treated as ‘the Princess,’ they will most likely expect more of me because of my mother and my age. I will have to prove myself, to prove I belong there,” Laurel said, her voice revealing her self-doubts.

“You will. I believe in you. You belong more than anyone, you have already shown you have the gifts for healing, with how you helped Owain. We were all mesmerized by you. You were so calm, almost tranquil. I know you say you were not sure what you were doing, but it did not appear that way. It was if you were acting by instinct. It was a wondrous thing to behold, Laurel,” Caleb replied, his eyes intense and penetrating.

“You embarrass me Sire. I feel you think too highly of me,” Laurel said softly, as she blushed at his remark.

“Not at all. Did I not just say you were a stubborn pain in the arse?” Caleb replied laughing lightly then kissing her cheek once again. “Eat your dinner love before it becomes cold,” he said with a smirk. 

They finished their meal fairly quickly, as neither had eaten much during the day. Caleb then walked back over to the table, bringing back with him a small plate with tiny delicate cakes. Laurel looked up at Caleb smiling curiously at him.  

“The cook was so pleased you enjoyed the cake the first time, she informed me that whenever it was to be made for you, it would be made in this way, ‘perfect for a princess,’ she said, Caleb replying to Laurel’s expression.

“That is so very sweet,” Laurel laughed, as she ate one of the delicate tiny cakes.

“No, not really. She has just become completely sick of Aiden and I,” Caleb said sardonically. 

Laurel laughed again at his remark. “Have one silly, I do not need them all,” Laurel replied smiling at him.

“No, I am fine. I brought them over just for you that is who they were made for. Besides you favor them more than I do,” Caleb smiled at her warmly, as he spoke.

“Do you not like sweet things Caleb?” Laurel asked him guilelessly, as she took another of the delicate treats.

Caleb smiled at her roguishly as he answered, “I love them, especially when they look this adorable eating cake,” Caleb said, in a low deep voice.

Laurel stopped chewing for a moment, looking at him, her eyes widened as she realized his meaning.  Blushing furiously she swallowed her bite and then began to giggle with shy embarrassment.  Caleb laughed at her reaction to his words.  He leaned over gently moving her hair once more away from her face, kissing her lightly on the forehead again.

“I am sorry if I embarrassed you love. I could not help myself,” Caleb replied, as he gave her a charming smile.

“I seem to have a tendency to make it easy for you,” Laurel said smirking at him, her face still blushing.

“Yes you do. I hope that is something that continues, as I enjoy it quite a bit,” he spoke in a deep soft voice leaning back looking at her adoringly.

Laurel felt a deep warmth envelope her, as she noticed he gazed at her in a way he had never done before.  

He is so handsome, she thought. 

She still was not quite able to believe his feelings for her were changing in depth and intensity. Something she had always wished would happen, her heart fluttering at the thought that it was beginning to come true.

“Now I wish you to be honest with me. How are you feeling this evening?” Caleb’s voice taking on a more serious tone, though his eyes were soft and caring.

“I admit I am a bit uncomfortable, and yes it is my own fault,” Laurel smiled sadly, as she rolled her eyes.

Caleb leaned over putting his hand on the side of her face, smiling at her warmly.

“I was not even going to mention that. Would you like me to fix the medicine for you? I know you hate the taste, but I do not wish you to suffer needlessly,” Caleb inquired of her, as he gently caressed her cheek with his thumb.

“I know, and I truly do appreciate your concern Caleb. It just makes me feel so helpless, and I have strange dreams from it. Yes, it does take away the pain, but I am still left feeling anxious from it as well,” Laurel answered, her voice sounding tired and small.

“I will still be with you tonight love, if you should wake from a bad dream, I will be here,” Caleb said to her trying to be reassuring.

Laurel sighed deeply and lowered her eyes, a small sad frown on her lips.

“I cannot resist you when you look like this. What do you wish me to do for you so that you will not feel anxious?” Caleb asked her, in a deep soothing voice.

Laurel looked back up at him and smiled shyly at his question.

“Perhaps we can just continue with the compresses and the way you arranged my pillows and just see how the evening goes,” Laurel spoke in a quiet subdued tone, reaching over to grasp his hand.

“How can I resist this face? I am afraid you are going to be my downfall,” Caleb said, smiling at her charmingly.  

“I shall promise not to be too brutal Sire,” Laurel replied giggled.

Caleb laughed at her affectionately. “Thank you, my peace of mind has been restored,” he said wryly. “So let me get another compress for you, and then you can tell me how we can begin our evening,” Caleb told Laurel as he stood up to prepare the compress for her.

“I would enjoy another lesson in Tablut,” Laurel suggested.

“Would you?” Caleb asked her with an amused expression. “I would be more than happy to continue. Do you still wish for me to read tonight?” he asked, smiling as he applied the compress.

Caleb looked at her intently as he noticed her catch her breath for a moment as he touched the cool cloth to her ankle.

“Yes I do. I shall miss hearing your voice before I fall asleep, when I return home,” Laurel said, before she realized her honest admission. 

It was not until after she spoke, did she grasp fully what she had said. Which then caused her to blush brightly and lower her eyes shyly, as Caleb laughed lightly at her reaction. He sat on the edge of her bed, then leaning towards her, he gently kissed her cheek, and stroked her hair.

“I shall miss you as well, dearest,” Caleb spoke to her softly. “Let us set up the board,” he said, as he attempted to ease Laurel’s self-consciousness.

Caleb then showed Laurel how to arrange the board, placing each piece on its proper space, then removing them, having Laurel then replace the pieces. He was impressed with her memory, as she only misplaced three of the knights.

“Did your father ever attempt to teach you Tablut? I know he enjoys the game, as I have played with him several times,” Caleb inquired, as he watched her studying the board.

“No, Father feels this is a man’s game. In fact he would be quite surprised that you are teaching me to play,” Laurel smiled at him, as she moved her piece to the right.

“And your father calls us barbarians. My mother is the one who taught me to play.  She is still my most challenging opponent,” Caleb said grinning at her, shaking his head as he moved his Knight forward. “I shall inform Phineas that you are learning the game, he will actually be pleased. I have no doubt he will continue to show you,” Caleb replied, as he waited for her to make her next move.

He watched her with quiet amusement as she looked at the board with her full concentration, before deciding which piece she wished to move. She then began to pick up her Knight, when Caleb gently placed his hand over hers. 

“Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Caleb asked softly.  “What do you think I will do after?” he asked again, smiling at her warmly as he released her hand.

Laurel looked at him questioningly, then back at the board. After a brief moment she smiled at him, and then moved another piece.

“Very good my dear,” Caleb spoke, with a twinge of pride in his voice.

They played for an hour, Laurel did not win, but did not expect to. She did however enjoy spending time with Caleb this way, and was enchanted by his gentle instruction and patience. As Caleb was putting the game away Aiden walked back in as he had promised.

“My dear Laurel, did he torture you yet again with another wretched Tablut lesson?” Aiden asked her as he smirked at Caleb, as Laurel giggled at his question.

“She actually requested that we play again. She is a brilliant student, unlike others I have taught,” Caleb said, with a droll expression.

“Yes, well the stable boy is not very bright, everyone knows this,” Aiden replied, sitting once again in the overstuffed chair grinning wickedly.

Laurel laughed out loud at his comment, Caleb just smirked, as he stood up, and placed the Tablut board on the table. They enjoyed each other’s company for several hours, as Caleb began to notice Laurel becoming restless and fidgety.  Aiden noticed as well, giving Caleb a meaningful glance.

“What is it Laurel? Are you in pain?” Caleb asked her, as Aiden reached over and held her hand.

“Yes, I am regrettably admitting I am,” she answered, her voice shaking as her lips began to tremble.

Aiden looked over at Caleb, with a sad smile, as he continued to hold her hand. Caleb stood up and then moved to the side of Laurel’s bed.  Reaching down and stroking her hair.

“Dearest, please let me prepare the medicine for you. I will only put in just a drop, enough to make you comfortable. Tomorrow, rest the whole day, and you may not require it all that evening,” Caleb requested warmly of her, as he continued to gently stroke her hair. 

Laurel could only nod her head, as she was becoming emotional, and was afraid if she began to speak she would start crying. Caleb smiled at her and kissed the top of her head. He then walked over to the small dressing table to mix the medication for her.

“Well this moment calls for cake,” Aiden spoke up brightly, which caused Laurel to laugh at him.

“She has some on the table there,” Caleb gestured to the table, at the foot of her bed.

“What are these ridiculous tiny morsels?” Aiden asked, as he looked at them warily.

“Honey lavender cake. The cook prepared it that way just for Laurel,” Caleb stated as he walked over with the medicine.

“You would need to eat a good dozen just to get a mouthful,” Aiden complained, as he put some of the tiny cakes on a plate.

“Yes, especially for your mouth,” Caleb replied smugly.

Aiden scowled at him as he brought the plate over to Laurel.

Laurel smiled up at him, amused at how the brothers were interacting with each other. Caleb handed her the glass with a sympathetic smile. She gulped it down quickly, noticing it was not quite as horrible as the last few times, but still barely tolerable.  She then immediately put one of the tiny cakes in her mouth and swallowed it quickly.  Aiden grinned at her benevolently then leaned down to kiss the top of her head.

“Good night love, I promised Father a game of Tablut before retiring. I shall see you both in the morning.  Do not let Master Elphin scold her too much Caleb, you know what a bit of a grouch he can be if you do not do exactly as he thinks you should,” Aiden said as he made his way out of the room.

“No he will save his ill temper for me,” Caleb replied smiling knowingly at Laurel.

“Well that is fine, you can handle the old curmudgeon,” Aiden smiled wryly, as he left and made his way to the sitting room.

“I will be back in a few moments dearest, I am going to change to more comfortable clothing then I will be back to read to you. I have selected a different poet this time. Someone a bit more lighthearted,” Caleb said handing Laurel the book, he had selected earlier.  

Laurel took the book and opening it, smiled at him delightedly.

“Athract. I love her. My mother used to read me her poems almost every night, when I was a child,” Laurel said her eyes dancing with joy, that he had found yet another of her favourites.

“Well imagine that. So much the better, as I planned on giving you the book as a gift,” Caleb smiled at her meaningfully, his voice indicating his awareness of her fondness for the poet.

Laurel smiled up at him warmly, putting her hand up to him, indicating she wished to have him lean closer, he did so smiling at her charmingly. As he moved closer to her, leaning into her, she shyly touched his face and then kissed him gently on the cheek, he looked at her a bit surprised, but his expression still warm and loving.

“Thank you,” she said, barely above a whisper.

“You are most welcome dearest,” he answered, his voice low and enticing.

As he looked into her soft grey eyes, the temptation to take her in his arms and kiss her passionately, was almost too strong to resist. His mind telling him to wait and be patient, this was not yet the time, his heart arguing otherwise.  He sighed deeply and stood up moving slowly away from the bed.

“I will change and be back in a moment Laurel,” he said smiling, and then turned and left the room.

Laurel smiled thoughtfully to herself after Caleb left the room. For just a few sweet moments she was breathless, at how close he had come to kissing her. She had startled herself by kissing him. She traced her fingers lovingly over the book’s cover, touched but not completely surprised by his thoughtful gift. Caleb came back in her room, fairly quickly. He had changed to more relaxed clothing of black loose britches and a loose natural colored cotton tunic unlaced in the front. He smiled at her warmly as he entered the room, sitting down in the overstuffed chair next to her.

“Is there anything you require before bed dearest?” Caleb asked her softly.

“No, I think you have done more than enough for me already.  I do feel badly still, that you sit up in that chair all night,” Laurel said as she reached over and held his hand as he placed his arm on the side of her bed. 

“You still require the compresses mo daor, it would be more difficult for me if I had to walk across the hall every few hours. I have to admit lying on the floor would probably be more comfortable than the chair,” he replied smiling wryly.

“Oh Caleb, that would just not be acceptable. I could not bear it if you slept on the floor,” Laurel said with remorse.

“As I mentioned before, I sleep in tents at least for a fortnight each month. Lying on the floor would be almost the same thing,” Caleb said, in a reassuring voice.

“No. No, I would rather spend the next few nights alone than have you do that,” Laurel spoke with increasing emotion.

“Alright, please do not get upset. I am not leaving you alone until the Physician tells me you no longer require the compresses and you are able to walk without assistance. You still cannot stand without help, am I not correct?” Caleb asked, looking at her intently.

“Yes,” Laurel answered softly with a sigh.

Caleb smiled at her with empathy, saddened by her defeated demeanor.

“I have a suggestion, but only if you are completely comfortable with it,” Caleb spoke in a soft voice.

Laurel looked at him curiously, hoping he would not be suggesting something that would cause him any imposition, as he had done so much for her already, she felt.

“After I help you to get settled, after the compress is removed, and I arrange your pillows as before. Just for tonight, I will lay down next to you on top of the coverings. That way, I will still be here for you, and you will not have to see me sit in the chair all night, not to mention there will be no need for me to sleep all morning. Then I can keep my eye on you and make sure you behave yourself. Then tomorrow evening I shall have a sleeping mat brought in, such as the ones used during our Patrol missions. I will sleep there until you are well enough to move about on your own. How do you feel about that?” Caleb asked, smiling at her warmly. 

“I am quite comfortable with that suggestion,” Laurel said without hesitating.

“Well alright then, let us get settled in for the night shall we?” Caleb asked laughing lightly, at her agreeing so readily.

After Caleb had applied and then removed the compress, he again helped Laurel arrange her pillows, so she was able to rest on her side as she was accustomed to doing. He noticed she seemed much less anxious this evening then she had been, and not as lethargic from the medicine. He was satisfied with his decision to give her a bit less than called for. Once she was comfortably settled in her bed he covered her and then got into bed next to her. She snuggled into his side, her head against his chest as she draped her arm lightly across his waist. He smiled down at her, and was amused and enchanted by her being so relaxed with him. He was happy with how close they had become over the last few days, with their mutual understanding and recognition of each other’s feelings in their deepening relationship.

“I shall miss this most of all Caleb, when we are apart,” Laurel said softly, her voice sounding sleepy.

“You will just have to read them yourself and imagine I am with you,” Caleb replied back smiling at her warmly.

He then softly began to read from the book he had given to her as a gift. His hope was that she would find comfort in something warm and loving she had shared with her mother. Within a short time she was asleep, her breathing soft and relaxed. Caleb gently kissed the top of her head, as he continued to read aloud the lovely and light hearted verses this particular poet was known for. 

 How ironic he thought, that he would owe falling in love, to the creature that had caused them both so much pain at one time in their lives. 

Caleb put the book down and then held Laurel closer, putting his arms gently around her, as she whimpered softly in her sleep. 

Yes, this does feel right, he thought to himself, gently kissing her once more, before drifting off into a blissful slumber.

 

In the early morning hours the Master Falconer, quietly but hurriedly arrived at Tramaine’s door, knocking softly. A few moments later Tramaine opened the door and hastened for him to step inside. 

“Well? Have you received word?” Tramaine asked in impatient agitation.

“I have indeed sire. You will be sent an assistant to help in your shared vision with our acquaintance. We will receive word once again when she arrives,” the Master Falconer informed him, in a patient and calm manner.

“I do not require an assistant! And a woman at that! How is this female assistant supposed to help me accomplish our goal?” Tramaine asked with angry indignation. 

“I feel Master Tramaine, it in your best interest to wait and see what she is capable of, before expressing any disagreement with our acquaintance’s, ideas for accomplishing our goals,” the Master Falconer replied, with a warning tone. 

Tramaine hung his head for a moment and sighed in a defeated manner, well knowing the patience of his acquaintance had dangerous limits.

“Very well Falconer. I shall await for her arrival. We shall have to act soon. The little wench has extended her stay in Heathwin, no doubt it being encouraged by the barbarian himself,” Tramaine replied in a frustrated tone.

 



  
 


 8: A CHANGE OF HEART 
Tulla walked hurriedly towards the family dining room, still not quite sure how to approach the situation she had just encountered. She hesitated for just a moment, listening to the cheerful conversations going on in the room. Taking a deep breath she then walked in the room, quietly and politely stood just past the entrance until she was noticed.

“Yes, Tulla. What is it? Does Laurel need anything?” Queen Alana asked, with mild concern.

Everyone then turned to look at her, which caused Tulla to become even more self-conscious, as she cleared her throat nervously.

“No your Highness, she is still asleep,” Tulla answered hesitantly.

“Then whatever is the matter girl?” Phineas asked, with a trace of annoyance.

“Well…it is just that…Prince Caleb is also still asleep,” she explained her voice becoming more frustrated.

“Yes Tulla, we are all aware Prince Caleb is sleeping in the chair,” Phineas continued, as he took a bite of baked eggs.

“Um…no that is not the case,” Tulla responded sounding vague.

“Tulla dear. What has you so flustered you are unable to speak clearly?” Queen Alana asked, looking at her intently, while Aiden and his father grinned at each other.

“I went to her Highness’ room, and I knocked first, seeing as no one answered I assumed she was still sleeping or in the bath. So I then walked in and found she and Prince Caleb were still asleep….in the bed. As I did not expect this, I just left, not sure what I should do,” Tulla explained further, her cheeks now blushing, as she looked down at her shoes awkwardly. 

“In the bed? They were both sleeping in the bed?” Phineas asked, in a shocked nervous tone.

“What did you not understand about her explanation Phinny?” Aiden asked chuckling, as he continued to eat his breakfast.

“Well I feel this is most inappropriate of Prince Caleb. I really should go and wake them,” Phineas said in a flustered tone, starting to stand up.

He was stopped, as Aiden reached over and once again yanked roughly on his arm, causing him to go off balance and fall into his chair. He looked over at Aiden angrily, but before he could respond, Aiden spoke up.

“Before you go off thinking you need to save Laurel’s virtue, ask yourself this. Do you really think Caleb is capable of taking advantage of Laurel in her present condition? Or, I might add, do you think he would be in bed with her, if she did not want him there? Tulla. Were they both dressed?” Aiden asked, the flustered maid-servant. 

His questioning, causing his mother and Phineas to gasp in surprise, but his father to only laugh.

“Aiden really!” Queen Alana chided, with surprised anger.

“I am trying to make a point. Tulla answer the question,” Aiden directed, with obvious annoyance.

“Well yes… they were. Prince Caleb was lying on top of the covers fully dressed and her Highness was covered, but yes I could see she was in her nightgown,” Tulla answered completely disconcerted.

“You mean Caleb was not even under the covers? Then what is your problem?” Aiden asked her, in a scolding tone.

Tulla stood there, cheeks blushing even brighter, her eyes filling with tears as her lips trembled. King Fergus was laughing even more merrily as he came to Tulla’s defense.

“Do not yell at the poor girl Aiden. She simply was surprised and not expecting to see her Mistress, sleeping quite peacefully in Caleb’s arms. I happen to know that is exactly what she saw, as I checked on them earlier this morning on my way to the dining room, and that is how I found them. They were both looking quite content and restful. It is probably the first good night’s sleep they have had since this horrible incident. So, I say we let them be, and just enjoy our breakfast. Phineas, relax and have another cup of tea. Aiden I feel that was quite good of you to defend your brother that way. You made both very valid, and amusing points,” King Fergus replied, as Aiden smiled at him good naturedly.

The three men resumed their meal, while Tulla just stood helplessly by, still unsure of what to do. Queen Alana noticed this and smiled at her sympathetically.

“Tulla dear. Have you had breakfast yet?” the Queen asked warmly.

“No, your Majesty. I have not,” Tulla replied, in a shaking small voice.

“Well, go down to the kitchen and inform the cooks I sent you to have breakfast. Then sit and relax for a bit. I shall send for you when you are needed,” Queen Alana said reassuringly.

“Thank you Queen Alana,” Tulla replied shyly, giving a quick curtsy then leaving the room hurriedly.

“This is certainly an unexpected development,” Phineas asserted, after a brief pause.

“Unexpected? Are you completely blind Phinny, or do you just not pay attention?” Aiden asked with a smirk, taking a bite of sausage as King Fergus chuckled once more.

Phineas put down his fork for a moment to give Aiden a disapproving look before answering.

“I simply meant, I did not expect anything of this nature to happen on this visit,” Phineas replied grumpily, as he took another bite of eggs.

“Hmm. So you just do not pay attention then,” Aiden said drolly, causing both the King and Queen to laugh lightly at his comment.

“Pay attention to what?” Caleb asked, as he suddenly walked into the room, his voice still husky with sleep as he sat down at the table. 

“To how much attention you give to Laurel,” Aiden answered grinning at him.

“And why would anyone be concerned with that? Phineas? Something you would care to say to me?” Caleb asked in a challenging tone, as he reached over and took a piece of thick cut bacon.

Phineas sighed and then looked over at Caleb’s intense gaze. 

“I will admit I just found it a bit surprising with the….familiarity, that you and her Highness seem to be having towards each other,” Phineas tried to explain, without a confrontation with the quick tempered Prince.

“Why would it surprise you Phineas? I have known Laurel her whole life, and she is very comfortable with me. She has also suffered a horrible experience, which I can fully relate to, as you well know. I have not left her side since it has happened, so I really do not know what you expect,” Caleb replied, with tired complacency.  

“I just feel after all you have both had to deal with in the last few months, that you becoming more….upfront with your feelings, might be a bit difficult for Princess Laurel to contend with,” Phineas mentioned with concern, speaking as unchallenging as possible. 

The King and Queen as well as Aiden gave each other knowing smiles, as they then turned and looked at Caleb, who was just watching Phineas with a thoughtful expression.

“I do fully appreciate and understand your concern Phineas, especially for Laurel. However, after what the poor girl has had to contend with, do you not feel it is time for her to begin a new chapter in her life? If I happen to be more of a presence in this chapter, would it really be such a distressing thing?  We know each other very well, and have a much greater understanding of each other. Did you know she intends to approach Mistress Gavenia to begin her training as a doe med upon returning to Gwenlais?” Caleb asked Phineas, with a self-assured smile.

“Ah…well no. I did not know this,” Phineas answered with a surprised look on his face.

“Well then, you do not know everything do you?” Caleb asked with the same smile, as he stood up and began arranging things on a plate. “Laurel does still have her little tantrums from time to time, but she is not a child. Her goals and dreams need to be realized. I intend to encourage and help her do just that. You need to do the same Phineas. She will be going through many difficult changes when she returns home, she will need you now more than ever. She has already expressed to me, how much she will miss me when she returns. I do not wish for her to be fretful and sad while we are apart. I told her she needs to focus on her personal things, and that will be difficult if she is not encouraged. Laurel’s father will be more than preoccupied with his upcoming nuptials. So you need to be positive and patient with her. She needs you Phineas, especially if I am not with her in the beginning of our relationship. I find it most disheartening, that our circumstances do not allow us to have a proper courtship, One which would allow us to spend more time with each other and express our feelings more openly. As it is, I find myself having to hold back, as I do not wish for Laurel to be distracted from her goals of becoming a doe med. Having her focused on her studies will make it easier for her to not become melancholy while we are apart for months at a time,” Caleb concluded, adding one last morsel to the plate, then filling a mug with tea.

Phineas looked at him with a kind smile, shaking his head slightly.

“Thank you for your honesty Prince Caleb. You have most assuredly put my mind at ease, as regards to your feelings. For that I shall be honest with you. It was always Queen Milna’s hope that you would indeed feel this way towards her Highness. Do not worry for her while you are away, I will make it my mission to see that she is happy and able to achieve her goals,” Phineas replied, with a kind smile.   

“I have no doubt you will Phineas,” Caleb smiled at him as he patted his shoulder, walking out of the dining room, with the full plate and mug of tea.

Everyone resumed their meal, then suddenly looked over at Queen Alana, who was sniffing quietly and dabbing her eyes with her napkin. 

“What is it mo chroi? Why are you distressed?” King Fergus asked with warm concern, as he reached over and held her hand.

“I am not distressed my dear Fergus. I am just happily overwhelmed,” she replied her eyes glistening, as she smiled at him lovingly.

“By what mo stor?” King Fergus asked returning her smile.

“All that Milna and I wished for, is beginning to take place,” Queen Alana answered, with a trembling smile.

Phineas smiled warmly at her, as Aiden chuckled softly to himself.

 

Caleb walked back into Laurel’s room to find she had just woken up, as she smiled at him drowsily. He placed the tea and plate on the small table then walked over and sat on the side of Laurel’s bed, brushing her hair from her face and gently kissing her forehead.

“Good morning dearest. I trust you slept well,” he asked smiling warmly at her.

“Yes, I slept very well Caleb. I do feel it was one of the best nights since this happened,” Laurel replied, with a bright smile.

“Very good. Well let me add a compress to your ankle, and then I shall bring over what I brought us for breakfast,” Caleb said as he stood up and moved the bed coverings to examine her ankle. “How is your wrist feeling this morning? Can you move it a bit easier, and be honest with me,” Caleb asked her, with a droll grin.

“Well…ah…it still does feel a bit uncomfortable,” Laurel winced, as she tried flexing her wrist. 

Caleb took her hand and moved the sleeve of her nightgown up so he could look at the bruises clearly. 

“Really? Only a bit? The bruises are still quite pronounced mo chailin,” Caleb stated with a doubting smile, holding her arm gingerly. 

“It does not hurt nearly as much as before Caleb. You see? My wrist is no longer swollen,” Laurel tried sounding positive. 

“Hmm. Well let us see your ankle,” Caleb replied, as he helped Laurel to turn on her back, and then moved the coverings aside, as Laurel pulled her nightgown up slightly, to reveal her ankle. “I am happy to admit it does not look nearly as swollen as it has been. Though Master Elphin will still not be pleased to see it is still quite serious looking Laurel. It will be more than obvious to him you did not follow his instructions. Do not look at me like that, with that pitiful pout of yours. As I said before, he will most likely blame me, he will not scold you at all,” Caleb said smiling at her knowingly, as he playfully tugged her hair. 

“I do not wish for him to be cross with you either Caleb,” Laurel answered in a small voice, still pouting.  

“Do not concern yourself with that dearest. I am more than capable of handling him,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he applied the cool compress he had gotten from the basin on Laurel’s dressing table.

Laurel still flinched when it touched her ankle, looking up at the ceiling for a moment, before closing her eyes and exhaling softly. She felt Caleb’s long fingers, gently stroke her hair, she still kept her eyes closed as she felt his breath against her cheek. He softly kissed her where his breath had first caressed her skin, his lips again lingering on her face. Laurel smiled to herself, relishing the newness of Caleb’s more demonstrative affections. When she felt him move away she opened her eyes to see him smiling at her in warm amusement.

“I believe I have discovered what will help make the compresses easier to deal with,” he said in an enticing deep voice, smiling wider at Laurel’s blushing at his words. “Let me bring over our breakfast,” he spoke with a light laugh, attempting to ease Laurel’s self-consciousness. 

Caleb stood up and walked over to the small table, and then came back with the very full plate, and large mug of chicory root tea. Laurel’s eyes went wide at the amount of food Caleb had put on the plate as he carefully placed it on the side of her bed, handing her the mug of tea. Laurel still looked at him with a sceptical expression, as she sipped the tea. Caleb grinned at her mockingly as he sat down in the high back chair next to her bed.

“Why are you giving me that look dearest?” Caleb asked in a low deep voice, still grinning at her.

“It is just quite a bit of food, and I hope you intend to help me eat it,” Laurel replied smiling coyly, as she took another sip of tea.

“Of course I do, now give me the mug, so you do not fill up on tea. I have become quite aware of your little tricks with food mo chailin,” Caleb eyed her with a knowing smile, as he offered her a fork full of baked eggs with cheese.

“What do mean?” Laurel asked with a pout, and an injured tone.

“Open your mouth and take the bite I am offering, and I shall tell you,” he answered, with a domineering tinge to his voice. 

Laurel rolled her eyes at him then took the offered bite, which Caleb hastily placed in her mouth knowing she would protest the size of the helping, which she did immediately.

“Cawid, it is toow mush,” as she tried speaking with her mouth full of food, her brows knit together, as she put her hand up to her lips.

“If you stop complaining and actually chew it, you will be fine,” he said, with a light laugh.

Rolling her eyes again and sighing in frustration, she chewed the mouthful, before speaking again. Caleb himself took a bite of eggs, still laughing at her.

“It is not funny. Now what did you mean about my tricks with food?” she asked, pouting once again.

“Last season during your mother’s funeral, you barely ate enough to keep a small bird alive. I know when you are upset or anxious you do not eat. I have noticed since my return to Gwenlais, you have most definitely lost more than a bit of weight. Again I know this occurs when you are stressful. You move your food about your plate, take a small bite here and there to make it appear as if you have eaten. While you are here Laurel, you will eat what is given you, no more protesting the servings are too much. Now take another bite,” Caleb said in a strict tone, smiling at her wryly, offering her another bite.

“I can feed myself Caleb,” Laurel replied in a small hurt tone, with a pout.

“Of course you can dearest. When I am happy with how much you have eaten, than you shall feed yourself. Indulge me for a few bites more,” Caleb said, as he once again placed the fork up to her lips.

Laurel took the offered bite once again, but her eyes became tearful with emotion as she chewed and hastily swallowed the mouthful. Caleb saw her reaction and putting his hand to the back of her neck, drew his thumb across her cheek, smiling warmly at her.

“Mo daor, why do you look at me that way? Can you not see I only wish to care for you? You have suffered much this past winter dearest, we both have. I however, had people always looking out for me, and constantly seeing what they could do for my often foul moods. It became ridiculous, so I had no choice but to let them cater to me, so they would give me some peace. You of course had Phineas, Tulla, and Deaglan when he was available, but as you mentioned they were also distracted by Lady Ellos and her children. You found yourself having to share your father. You did not have to say it, but I know you felt betrayed by him,” Caleb said in a soft deep voice, as his thumb brushed a tear from her cheek. “He did not betray you dearest, he and Ellos were simply consumed by their own pain and grief. Which left my poor girl alone, and not cared for, not as she should have been. Your lovely face is far too thin for my liking, and your eyes are still too sad. So please, while you are here, let me look after you, without feeling I am being overbearing. Let me help you recover from your grief, as your presence has most certainly helped me to recover from mine,” Caleb admitted in a warm and caring voice, as he leaned over and tenderly kissed her tear filled eyes and forehead.

Laurel returned his warm smile, giving a soft shuddering sigh. 

“Alright Caleb, I admit, have become thinner than I normally am. I just could not escape from the wretched darkness I found myself in. I just….I did not care any longer,” Laurel explained, as she tried to compose herself.

“I know. That will all change now. You have so much to look forward to when you return. You will be very busy with your studies. It is my hope you will accept your father and Lady Ellos’ relationship. I remember dearest, Marina was your friend at one time. I think you will find she needs your friendship as much as you need hers. If you were to have a change of heart, I am sure your life would be so much easier for you to deal with and adjust to. And you have me dearest, my heart will only grow fonder of you with each day we are together, and each day we are apart,” Caleb assured her as he tucked her hair behind her ear. “Now take one more bite for me, and then I shall go and see if the kitchen has anything sweet for her Highness,” Caleb smiled, as he offered her another bite of the baked eggs and cheese, which this time she accepted with a smile.

“There now, was that so horrible?” Caleb asked with a warm smile, then finishing the last bite himself.

“No, it was not Sire. May I have my tea back please?” Laurel asked, with a demure grin.

Caleb took a sip of the tea before handing it back to Laurel, then removed the compress and covered her back up to her waist. 

“I shall return in a few moments. Would you like me to have a bath arranged for you?” Caleb asked in an alluring voice, as he leaned closer, playing with the stray tendril that always fell across her eyes.

“I would like that very much Caleb,” Laurel smiled at him, her face becoming flush with emotion, as Caleb leaned down to kiss her forehead and cheeks once again.

“I shall have Tulla, Stella and Mauve assist you. Then after Master Elphin comes to look in on you, which I have no doubt will be shortly, we shall spend the rest of the day together. I wish to begin courting my sweet girl, and reassure her of my feelings, before I must return her to her lovely white castle in Gwenlais. Does this meet with your approval your Highness?” Caleb asked in deep low voice, as he softly kissed her face once again.

Laurel sighed and swallowed in charming nervousness, as Caleb continued his tender ardent affections. She found herself becoming, overwhelmed with happiness, at the thought of Caleb actually telling her he wished to begin courting her.

“Yes…yes it does,” Laurel answered in a shaking whisper.

“Good, I shall return in a few moments,” Caleb replied with a charming smile, as he stood up and left the room.

 

Caleb smiled to himself as he took his time in walking to the kitchen, wishing to give Laurel time to absorb all that he had just revealed to her. Smiling more at the thought of Garron’s reaction to Caleb telling him, not asking him, that he was now officially courting his daughter. Knowing that Garron could do little about it, as he was both the Prince and heir to the throne of Heathwin, and Laurel being well past the age of consent.  

She has felt so lost and alone this past winter. She will not feel this way when she leaves, Caleb thought to himself as he walked down the wide staircase. 

As he entered the busy kitchen the servers and cooks all smiled and gave him greetings of good morning and quick curtsies as they continued to rush about with their duties, as preparations for the midday meal and feeding the household staff and stable hands were well under way. Caleb approached the head cook, a tall and sturdy built older woman, who said good morning but still had a stern expression on her face. When Caleb mentioned having something sweet for Laurel, her severe expression dissolved into a smile, which was rarely seen by the staff.

“And how be the Princess this morning Sire? The staff finds her very polite and so sweet natured. Unlike others we have known,” she said with a caustic tone, her stern face returning.

Caleb glanced down for a moment smiling at her obvious reference to his first wife. There were few in Heathwin who mourned her loss, the staff of the Great Lodge were not among the ones who did.

“Thank you for asking Eubh. She is well rested this morning. I fear though over the winter she has grown a bit thin, and I am hoping to remedy that before she returns home,” Caleb mentioned, with a sly grin.

“Oh, do not worry for that Sire. I shall make sure her Highness has a sumptuous menu planned just for her. I have a lovely custard tart just cooling on the sideboard. Help yourself to it. I will make her an exquisite midday meal personally,” Eubh said warmly, her smile returning.

“Thank you Eubh, I appreciate your concern and help with this,” Caleb replied, as he walked over to the sideboard.

Caleb then sliced two generous helpings for Laurel and himself, when he noticed a very lost and sad looking Tulla, sitting by herself in the corner at a small table nibbling on fried toast. Caleb smiled and walked up to her, as she suddenly noticed him, she stood up looking at Caleb expectantly, as she wiped her hands on her dress.

“Good morning Tulla. Now why would you be down here looking all melancholy and dejected?” Caleb asked her, with a warmth that surprised the young maid-servant.

“I was just having breakfast Sire. Does Princess Laurel require my help at this time?” she asked anxiously.

“She will soon, as I will be having a warm bath arranged for her. So do not hurry yourself, finish your tea and toast, I will be bringing her this tart in a moment. I am concerned with how thin she has gotten, and her overall demeanour. I shall be spending the rest of the afternoon with her today, after Master Elphin’s visit. So, after helping her with her bath, I am giving you the rest of the day free of duties,” Caleb mentioned, in a kind tone. 

“Oh…why thank you Sire,” Tulla replied, looking more surprised and lost as before.

“Who are the two maids you are sharing quarters with?” Caleb asked, with a light laugh.

That would be Grier and Peigi, Sire,” Tulla answered nervously.

“I shall arrange with Lucas that Grier and Peigi are to have the afternoon off as well. Then they may escort you around Heathwin, so you that you may have a tour of our fair city. Is this agreeable with you?” Caleb asked her, smiling warmly as before.

“Thank you Sire. It is most agreeable,” Tulla smiled back, in happy surprise.

“Very good then,” Caleb smiled back as he turned to leave, then pausing for a moment turned back to her. “I wish to express my gratitude to you Tulla, caring for and looking out for Laurel. I know over the seasons I was not always kind to you, and for that I apologize. In light of recent events I find myself…well becoming more comfortable in my affections for her Highness. I will be officially informing her father of our courtship, when she returns home. I would very much appreciate your continued care and support of Laurel, as I will not be seeing her for months at a time, and I do not wish to worry for her well-being,” Caleb spoke with emotion, which Tulla found unexpected but also endearing.

Tulla reached over and placed her hand on his and smiled at him with new respect at his openness and honesty.

“Do not let your heart be troubled Sire. I have been with her Highness since we were both thirteen seasons. I have always looked at her as a beloved sister, for I am an only child as well as an orphan, being raised by my grandmother. She will be supported and cared for, her heart will be much lighter now that you have given her the answer she has longed for,” Tulla revealed to him with a knowing smile.

“Thank you Tulla. I shall send for you shortly,” Caleb replied as he grinned back, then turned and left the busy kitchen.

Tulla sat back in her seat, sighing deeply. Smiling, she then began to eat her breakfast with renewed enthusiasm, feeling a deep sense of peace she had not felt since arriving in Heathwin. 

Perhaps it is not so horrible here after all, she thought to herself.

 

As Caleb made his way back up to the staircase he was met by a page sent from the Infirmary by Master Elphin, informing Caleb that the Physician would be arriving after the midday meal. Caleb then spoke with Lucas concerning giving Tulla’s room companions the afternoon off, and to arrange a bath for Laurel. When entering Laurel’s room, he found everyone had decided to check on her. Aiden was just finished with some snide remark directed at Phineas, causing everyone but Phineas to laugh. Aiden was sitting very comfortably in the overstuffed chair, his long legs stretched out in front of him, while his father stood next to Queen Alana who sat on the bed holding Laurel’s hand, Phineas stood at the foot of the bed, still shaking his head and giving Aiden a look of complete annoyance. 

“Well, look what we have here. I do believe Caleb has returned bringing you something to appease his concern for your ‘pathetic state,’ as he calls it,” Queen Alana said to Laurel, with a wry grin.

“She is well aware I was bringing her back something. As far as her ‘pathetic state,’ yes she is far too thin for my liking, I have told her this as well,” Caleb said officiously, as he smiled and handed Laurel the custard tart.

“Is this custard tart?” Laurel asked with obvious delight, her eyes lit up with the thought, as Caleb noticed this, much to his amusement.

“Yes it is. It is still a bit warm, so be careful,” Caleb replied, as he took a bite of his own helping.

“I love custard tart. I have not had it for some time,” Laurel spoke with a happy tone, as she carefully took a bite of the sweet rich tart.

“Yes, mo chailin. You have not had much, for some time,” Caleb said drolly, as Laurel took another bite, and smirked at him.

“We have custard tart? Why was I not told? Everyone in the kitchen knows it is my favourite,” Aiden asked indignantly, as Laurel went to hand him her plate, to which he smiled and shook his head, mouthing silently, ‘no’. 

“Take it up with Eubh,” Caleb replied, taking another bite of his tart with a smug smile.

“No. I will not talk to that fussy pain in the arse. The woman loathes me, there is something wrong with her. No, I shall have one of the scullery maids get me a slice. The little darlings are always most accommodating,” Aiden replied, with a wicked grin.

King Fergus and Caleb laughed at his remark, as Queen Alana gave him a disapproving glare, which Aiden knew well, and did not care for.

“That is because you flirt with them shamelessly. Really Aiden it is most embarrassing,” Queen Alana stated curtly, which caused Laurel to look at him, with an impish grin.

“Embarrassing for whom? I only flirt with the maids Mother, it is not as if I have a bunch of little bastards running around,” Aiden replied, with a very affronted tone.

“None that you are aware of,” Caleb replied, with a laugh.

Laurel was just getting ready to swallow her last bite, than began to cough at Aiden and Caleb’s last remarks, as she started to laugh out loud.

“Now look what you two have done! You are causing the poor girl to choke to death! At least get up and get her drink of water,” Queen Alana scolded angrily, as Aiden stood up to do her bidding.

“No….really. I am…I am fine,” Laurel said between coughing and laughing.

“Stop laughing Laurel. Aiden really, you are such an ass,” Caleb stated, laughing at the both of them.

“You made her laugh as much as I did,” Aiden replied, smiling at Laurel charmingly, handing her a drink of water, winking at her as she took it from him.

“You are both asses,” Queen Alana, said scoldingly, rolling her eyes, as King Fergus and Phineas shook their heads laughing as well. 

Just as Laurel composed herself and stopped choking Lucas walked into the room. 

“I wish to inform you Sire that her Highness’ bath is now ready,” the kindly older man replied with a warm smile, his bright blue eyes twinkling at seeing everyone’s good humour. 

“Thank you Lucas. Oh and here is Tulla, perfect timing my dear, quite an uncanny gift you have,” Caleb stated to her smiling warmly, as Tulla returned his smile.

Laurel noticed this exchange, and looked at them both with curious amusement.

“Mother if you could inform Stella and Mauve, that Laurel will soon need their assistance in the bath that would be most helpful. I shall be bringing her in there soon,” Caleb mentioned very forthright manner, as everyone looked at him with surprised grins.  

“Um…Caleb. You will be bringing me?” Laurel asked blushing brightly.

“Of course dearest. You still cannot stand without assistance, how do you expect to walk down to the bath? Master Elphin will be here soon, and he will already be complaining about your ankle not looking much better. Tulla will bring you some clean clothes and Stella and Mauve will assist you as needed. Then when you have finished I will bring you back to your room. Why do you blush over that dearest?” Caleb asked her, with a bemused smile.

“Laurel is simply not used to this kind of attention from you as yet Caleb. Is that not true Laurel?” Queen Alana asked Laurel, to try to ease her self-consciousness.  

“Yes, that um…that is precisely it,” Laurel answered still blushing, and looking about slightly embarrassed. 

“It is simply a matter of practicality dearest. You are not able to walk on your ankle as yet. My carrying you there is no effort and is necessary at this time,” Caleb replied to Laurel, trying his best to sound reasonable, as Aiden smiled at her reaching over and squeezing her hand.

Phineas smiled at Laurel knowingly, as he found it quite amusing, how Caleb could not see how his bold suggestion in front of everyone, would cause Laurel to feel embarrassed. 

“I shall go and inform Stella and Mauve to arrange things for you in the bath my dear, while you get ready,” Queen Alana informed Laurel, as she reached over and lightly squeezed her hand as she stood up to leave.

Everyone with the exception of Caleb and Tulla, left the room, as Caleb sat on the edge of Laurel’s bed while Tulla finished collecting Laurel’s things.

“Oh Tulla. Perhaps you could find a dress for me instead of another nightgown. I am growing so tired of wearing them all day,” Laurel spoke up, as she noticed what Tulla was choosing for her from the wardrobe.

“I really do not feel that is in your best interest dearest. You are still unable to walk about and at some point you will become uncomfortable then have to change, which will cause more stress on your ankle. Allow Tulla to continue to get your things arranged, just as she is doing, and perhaps in another day or so you can resume wearing your usual attire,” Caleb suggested, smiling at her knowingly, as he was aware of her growing impatience.

Tulla looked over and smiled at Laurel sympathetically, waiting for her response to Caleb’s suggestion.

“Oh, very well then. Thank you Tulla, I shall wear what you have chosen for me,” Laurel replied with a deep weary sigh, as Tulla continued to arrange her clean clothing.

Caleb smiled warmly at Laurel as he leaned down and lovingly kissed her forehead once again. He sat back and began playing with her hair absently.

“Would you be ready to have me bring you into the bath now?” he asked in a soft deep voice.

“Yes, I suppose I am,” Laurel answered back bashfully, as she blushed lightly.

“There is no need to feel shy mo chailin. This is certainly not the first time I have carried you. There were considerably more people present when I brought you back from the forest than there will be now,” Caleb explained with a patient smile.

“I know. I just feel more self-conscious because I am injured, and well….feel helpless,” Laurel replied in a quiet voice, her eyes becoming stormy once again.

“As you said, all of this will help you in feeling empathy for your patients. Look at this experience in that manner, allow it to be a life lesson,” Caleb said smiling at her charmingly, as he tucked her hair behind her ear once again.  

Caleb then took her in his arms and carried Laurel out of her room and down the corridor into the bath. Stella and Mauve were already waiting for her, smiling kindly, as Caleb carefully sat Laurel down on the heavy high backed chair that was always in the bath next to the fireplace.

“Let me know when she is ready Tulla,” Caleb instructed kindly as he turned to leave, going through the door that led to his room.

“I will Sire,” Tulla replied back with a smile, causing Laurel to grin at her curiously, as she had never seen Tulla smile that way at Caleb before. 

After Mauve and Stella assisted in helping Laurel step into, then recline in the large copper tub, they left for a time, as Tulla washed Laurel’s hair.

“Tulla, I must ask you. What has occurred between you and Caleb?” Laurel asked, her eyes closed as Tulla began to rinse her hair, a slight smile on her lips.

“I think we have just come to a greater understanding of each other my Lady. I have been most impressed by his care of you since your frightening incident. He also asked me to look after you while you are apart from each other. He mentioned to me in the kitchen, that he is now courting you, and will be informing King Garron of this when we all return to Gwenlais,” Tulla said, as she finished rinsing Laurel’s hair.

“Really? He actually told you he was now courting me?” Laurel asked gleefully, wiping the water out of her eyes as she turned and smiled at Tulla.

“Yes he did. He was most upfront about it as well, not caring at all, when some of the kitchen staff turned and looked at him with surprised smiling faces,” Tulla informed Laurel with a giggle, as Laurel giggled back, reaching for her hand.

Laurel then looked over, and watched the door leading into Caleb’s room for a moment, before looking back at Tulla’s smiling face.

“Can you believe it, dear Tulla, my Prince from the West is actually courting me?” Laurel asked, in an incredulous whisper.

“In all honesty my Lady, once I was told that Lady Morene, renounced her marriage pledge to Prince Caleb, I knew it was only a matter of time. You have always been enamoured with him, and he has always given you a great amount of attention,” Tulla whispered back, glancing up at the door. 

There was suddenly a knock on the other door, leading out to the corridor, Mauve and Stella were returning to assist Laurel out of the tub, and to help her dress. After Laurel was seated once again on the chair, wearing her clean robe and nightgown, Tulla brushed and finished braiding her hair. Stella and Mauve left the bath, to attend to their duties for Queen Alana, wishing Laurel and Tulla a pleasant day.

Tulla then told Laurel of her afternoon activities that Caleb had arranged for her, smiling very excitedly at the prospect.

“Have a wonderful time Tulla, you must tell me all about it tomorrow,” Laurel said with a bright smile.

“I look forward to it my Lady. Shall I knock on Prince Caleb’s door and tell him you are ready?” Tulla asked smiling knowingly.

“Oh...wait a moment,” Laurel told her, as she arranged her braid over her shoulder and straightened her robe. “Alright, you may knock now,” Laurel smiled nervously, as Tulla walked over and knocked on Caleb’s door.

Caleb’s deep voice beckoned for Tulla to open the door and come in, she did so walking in his room a few steps, informing him Laurel was now finished with her bath. Caleb smiled looking over from his desk then he walked into the bath, smiling warmly at the both of them.

“You look very comfortable and refreshed mo chailin. Are you ready to return to your room now?” Caleb asked as he walked up to her, running his hand down her long braid. 

“Yes I am, and Tulla is most excited to begin her afternoon as well,” Laurel answered smiling over at Tulla’s happy expression.

“Oh yes, that reminds me Tulla, I was informed by Lucas that the two maids you share quarters with will not be available, as this is their usual day free of duties. One is back with her family for a few days and the other is visiting her betrothed. I did however, assign another escort for you. If you would wait in the Hall, by the fireplace, he will be there shortly,” Caleb smiled at her anxious face, as she glanced at Laurel then back at him.

“Oh, alright then. Thank you Sire. Have a good evening my Lady, I shall see you in the morning,” Tulla spoke in a slightly nervous voice, as she embraced Laurel then walked out of the room.

“Caleb who did you find for Tulla as an escort? She is most shy around men,” Laurel looked at him with concern, as he crouched down in front of her. 

“Let us wait a few moments and then I shall bring you to the balcony and you can see for yourself,” Caleb told her with a warm smile, as he leaned in and kissed her cheek.

Tulla sat down on the plush couch in front of the fireplace as Caleb instructed, looking nervously about, then looked down, absently straightening the folds of her dress.

“Good afternoon Tulla. So nice to see you again,” a warm and familiar voice spoke her name, as she looked up with a surprised smile.

“Owain! I did not expect to see you today,” Tulla replied in a delighted voice as she stood up to greet him.

Then noticing the heavy cane he was leaning on, her face took on a more concerned and worried expression. Owain smiled at her, noticing this.

“Do not concern yourself my dear, it is temporary. The injuries I sustained were more from cuts and bruises and being poisoned.  Poor Laurel is the one who had the trauma to her muscles and joints, at least that is what the Physician told me. I shall be back in fighting form in only a fortnight or so. I was told by my cousin Caleb that you would care for a tour of our city. So I am here as your guide and escort,” Owain mentioned, with a charming smile.

“Will it not be too difficult for you to get around in your current condition, Owain?” Tulla asked, with a worried smile. 

“Not at all, we shall be on horseback. You do not mind sharing a horse do you?” Owain asked, his deep blue eyes dancing.

“No, not at all,” Tulla answered with a light laugh.

“Good. I wanted to show you our stables first, as we have six new foals, which are quite adorable. After, I will bring you to a teashop, the only one in the city. My mother and Aunts are all fond of it, as it serves the best scones. Then I thought, I would take you to our pub. It is the King’s favourite pub and serves a wonderful roast stuffed chicken, that I am quite fond of, that I think you would enjoy,” Owain expressed in a happy and carefree manner, that already had Tulla feeling relaxed and glad he was escorting her.

“It sounds lovely Owain,” Tulla replied in a sweet voice, her dark brown eyes soft and luminous entwining her arm through Owain’s, as he led her out of the Lodge.

Laurel smiled warmly, looking down at the happy scene, as Caleb held her in his arms. Laurel then turned and looked at Caleb, leaning forward and kissing his cheek.

“What was that for?” Caleb asked her, in a soft deep voice.

“For being so kind to Tulla. It was most thoughtful of you to ask Owain to entertain her this evening,” Laurel answered in a soft voice, her eyes filled with emotion.

“Not at all. Owain was only too happy to oblige. He was bored out of mind, his mother fussing over him was driving him mad, and he genuinely likes Tulla. So it was good for both of them,” Caleb explained as he turned and headed back to Laurel’s room. “Now my dear, you sit here…where it that stool?” Caleb asked a bit irritated, as he sat Laurel down in the heavy plush chair in her room, looking about for the stool. “Oh there it is. They need to stop moving the damned thing,” he grumbled as he placed her foot gently on it. “Master Elphin will be here at any moment. Now I am going to warn you again, he will be most unhappy when he sees you have not improved to his liking, but as I said he will just be irritated with me. So pay him no mind, and do not try to defend me as it will only make him worse,” Caleb explained, with a knowing grin.

“I am sorry Caleb. I do not wish for you to be scolded by Master Elphin,” Laurel replied, placing her small hand on the side of his face. 

“It is fine dearest. It will not be the first time, I can handle him. I just smile at him let him say his piece and nod or shake my head when necessary. It is really not a problem, I just wanted you to be aware,” Caleb explained smiling at her affectionately, as he leaned in and kissed her forehead and face tenderly. 

As they sat and talked quietly together, there was a soft knock on the door, Caleb smiled at Laurel knowingly, then walked over to answer it. Master Elphin walked in smiling and cheerful as he approached Laurel where she was sitting.

“Good day your Highness. You are looking well rested. How are you feeling?” the Physician asked, in a kindly manner.

“I am feeling much better Master Elphin. I slept very well last night,” Laurel replied, trying her best to sound cheerful, as she glanced over at Caleb, who was just grinning at her.

“Have you had the opportunity to look at the book again?” Master Elphin asked with expectantly. 

“Oh yes, it is amazing. I cannot wait to show Mistress Gavenia when I return to Gwenlais. I know she will be quite impressed with it,” Laurel answered back happily.

“Very good. Well, if you would be so kind your Highness, allow me to look at your wrist for a moment,” Master Elphin directed as Laurel moved her sleeve as he gingerly held her wrist, examining it closely. “Hmm, still a bit swollen I see. The bruises are also quite pronounced. Is she getting enough meat with her meals Prince Caleb?” Master Elphin asked looking over at him with a serious expression.

“As much as she will eat,” Caleb smiled over at Laurel, drolly.

“Hmm, I see. Now your Highness, let us look at that ankle shall we?” Master Elphin asked, as he knelt in front of Laurel, Caleb walked up to stand next to them.

Laurel lifted her nightgown slightly as Master Elphin looked at Laurel’s ankle with a stern face, looking up at Laurel, then at Caleb.

“Prince Caleb, was I not clear enough on how important it was for Princess Laurel to stay off her feet and have the compresses every three hours?” Master Elphin asked in a scolding tone, as he looked at Laurel’s ankle again.

“Yes, you were quite clear. Unfortunately, things were not always possible, to follow your instructions to the letter,” Caleb answered with a slight smile, glancing over at Laurel for a moment then back at the Physician. 

“Well, things need to become possible, her ankle is not much better than when I first saw it. It is clear she has not followed my instructions and I hold you responsible,” Master Elphin continued to speak scoldingly, as he stood up and faced Caleb. “Surely the influence you hold over the Sentinels, would make it possible for you to care for one, small, young woman, no matter how spirited she may be,” he said in a challenging tone.

“You would be most surprised,” Caleb replied with a sardonic voice and grin. 

“Yes…well new instructions. She is to stay off her feet for two more days, no exceptions, and continue with the compresses as instructed earlier. Also a diet with plenty of meat and greens, as well as custards, anything with a bit of richness to it. Your Highness, I feel you are quite frail and thinner than you should be, the circles under your eyes, tells me you do not eat as you should. I shall return in three days and I expect to see improvement. Prince Caleb do you honestly feel you are up to handling my instructions, or do I need to assign an attendant to come here?” Master Elphin asked grumpily, with a stern gaze, causing Laurel to look up and smile sheepishly at Caleb.

“No, I feel I am up to the challenge Master Elphin,” Caleb answered, with a calm and even voice.

“Well good. I shall take my leave now. Good afternoon, Your Highness. Prince Caleb, I shall be back in three days. I will show myself out, good day,” the older man said, as he turned and left the room, shutting the door behind him.

Laurel looked up again at Caleb holding her hand to her mouth and laughing at Master Elphin’s grouchy manner. 

“Did I not tell you, this is how he would be? I hope you are happy, sitting there giggling at my expense,” Caleb complained, as he crouched down next to her with a sardonic grin.

“I am sorry Caleb. I truly did not intend on having him be so irritated, especially with you,” Laurel giggled again as she reached over, and placed her hand on the side of his face.

“You can make it up to me by eating your meal that will be arriving soon. Then perhaps I could show the Library. Would you like that?” Caleb asked with a warm smile, drawing his bent finger across her cheek.

“I would like that very much,” Laurel answered in a soft voice.

“Good. I shall be back in a moment, to see when your meal will be served,” he stood up and lightly kissed her cheek, then turned and left the room.

Laurel sat back smiling to herself, still trying to let the reality of all that was happening sink into her consciousness. A few moments later Caleb walked in and moved the small table closer to her chair, and brought over his own chair, as two servants walked in, each holding a tray filled with food, Laurel’s eyes wide with surprise. The trays were then placed on the table as the two young women from the kitchen, smiled and curtsied quickly, giggling to each other as they left the room.

“What was that all about?” Laurel asked as the servants left the room, smiling in amusement.

“I have no idea, they have been doing that all day. Every time I walk in there, they all start giggling and smiling like a bunch of ninnies. Now enough about the silly girls from the kitchen, you heard the fuss Master Elphin made today, I suggest you start eating your meal. Do not even think of telling me there is too much on your plate,” Caleb said to her in a serious voice, as he looked at her with a wry grin, beginning to eat his meal.

Laurel bit her bottom lip for a moment and sighing began to eat what was in front of her. It was all what she favoured, though it was twice as much as what she would normally have on her plate. She was given a quarter of a roasted chicken with roasted vegetables, creamed spinach, and a thick rich corn pudding, as well as two slices of thick fried toast with butter. A smaller plate had pickled vegetables, cheese, a savoury chutney, smoked sausages, and a rich steamed pudding, covered in a cream sauce.

“I do not know where to begin,” Laurel said looking up at Caleb with an overwhelmed expression, causing him to laugh lightly. 

“Just put something in your mouth and start chewing. It is really not all that difficult. Now stop fussing and eat Laurel. I will not be sending you home looking like a pathetic wraith. How do you expect me to show your father I am capable of caring for you, telling him I am now official courting you, when you still appear frail and sickly?” Caleb enquired in a sombre voice, no longer smiling.

“I do not look as bad as all that Caleb,” Laurel countered back in a small voice, still picking at her food.

“Yes you do mo chailin. Master Elphin would not mention it if it were not so. I am sorry if I appear overbearing, but I will do what is necessary to help you regain your strength,” Caleb replied with a gentle smile, lifting her chin to look into her stormy grey eyes. “The harshness of winter, still shows on your face, my sweet girl. Just eat what you can, and do not let the amount of what is in front of you, be daunting. Then when you have finished I will apply another compress to your ankle, and we will go the Library for a time. We will have a very pleasant day together dearest. I promise you it will only become easier, if you allow me to help you,” Caleb said in a soft caring voice, brushing her cheek with his thumb. 

“I will Caleb. I am aware you are only trying to care for me. I am simply not accustomed to…to this type of attention,” Laurel answered smiling shyly.

“I know. You have had an existence of carefree abandon most of your life. Do you still climb that tree I told you not to?” Caleb asked her, with a knowing smile.

“Oh, this creamed spinach is delicious, you should try some,” Laurel giggled, as she offered him a bite.

“You know I loathe spinach. You did not answer my question,” Caleb mentioned with a smirk, as she took another bite and giggled once more.

“Mmm. This corn pudding is lovely too,” Laurel smiled smugly, taking a mouthful.

Caleb looked over at her, shaking his head and laughing quietly as they finished eating. He was delighted she had eaten considerably more than he had expected.  After applying another compress to her ankle, Caleb took her in his arms once again and carried her to the Library.

“Now what are you going to do, not having me to carry you around in Gwenlais?” Caleb asked teasingly, walking past the balcony to the Library.

“Oh I am sure I shall adjust to walking on my own once again Sire,” Laurel answered, back with a laugh. 

“Here we are. Let us sit over here next to the window, then I will get us a book,” Caleb expressed in a soft spoken voice, as he placed her carefully on the couch.

Laurel glanced about, as Caleb walked back to the front of the Library. She was quite impressed with how immense it was, having thought the Library in Gwenlais, was quite impressive. The high shelves seemed to go on forever with the many rows of books, rolled scrolls, and various parchments placed in large leather bindings. Laurel was aware of course that the King and Queen, Caleb and Aiden were intelligent and well read, but the Library was further evidence that the thought of the Westerners being completely uncouth and barbaric was, simply an old prejudice. Caleb came back a few moments later with another book of poetry.

He walked over to the couch, placing pillows on his lap, and having Laurel lean back against them, so she was able to lay out fully on the couch.  

“I think you will enjoy this poet dearest. He is not as melancholy as Bram, but still quite moving,” Caleb explained, before beginning to read.

Laurel again listened transfixed by Caleb’s rich deep voice when he read the words of romantic endearments from this poet. As Caleb finished reading her the beautiful poem, Laurel smiled at him with soft and warm eyes. He turned slightly holding her closer, and then leaned over and kissed her cheeks softly several times, as he slowly made his way down her neck and back up to her forehead. Laurel’s breath caught, as she opened her eyes to find him smiling adoringly at her.

“Caleb?” Laurel whispered his name as a question.

“Yes dearest,” he replied as he softly tucked her hair behind her ear, kissing her forehead once again, stroking her hair.

“Why….why is it that you only kiss my face and neck? And never my lips as you did in Gwenlais?” Laurel asked shyly, blushing and swallowing hard at her own question.

“We are not yet ready to resume that type of affections,” Caleb answered in a soft deep voice, smiling at her warmly, as he caressed her cheek with his bent finger.

“We are not?” Laurel asked, in a shaking voice.

“No,” Caleb answered with a soft laugh. “If I begin to kiss you that way again mo chailin, then I will find myself far too distracted to function, and do the things I need to do, while we are apart. I do not wish for you to be distracted at this time either, you will have much to concentrate on with your studies. When we are both ready my sweet Laurel, I will not hold back. You may even find me to be overwhelming. So…do not tempt me to show you any more affection than I can bear at this time. I will simply have to be content with a light kiss on your lips here and there. My holding back in no way reflects my feelings for you dearest. You simply have to trust me,” Caleb explained as he kissed her forehead lingeringly once again.

“I do trust you Caleb,” Laurel whispered, as he continued to kiss her cheeks.

“Good. Let us go back to your room now. You should have another compress and try to get a bit of rest. You do not wish for Master Elphin to be cross with me again do you?” he asked her, with a wry smile.

“No, I do not. I did not realize how grumpy he could be,” Laurel giggled, as she placed her hand against his face.

Taking her back to her room, Caleb prepared another compress and helped Laurel to lay back in the bed. They played another game of Tablut until Aiden arrived, then he and Caleb played a game until dinner was brought in, this time Aiden joined them. They conversed happily together, teasing how crotchety Master Elphin could be. Talking about things they had done together in the past, at the Harvest Festivals in Gwenlais. 

“I am going to try and convince Father and Lady Ellos to have their wedding at that time. I do not think it will be too difficult to do,” Laurel announced to their surprise.

“Why would you wish to do that Laurel?” Caleb asked her with a bemused smile.

“Then that way, you will both be there. As I said, I do not feel it will be difficult to convince Father or Ellos, I will simply tell them that it will be easily remembered by all of Gwenlais as it follows the Harvest Festival,” Laurel smiled back at him very smugly.  

“Our Princess is quite manipulative, do you not think?” Caleb asked Aiden, with a wide grin.

“She most certainly is. That was deviously brilliant love,” Aiden laughed, as Laurel smiled coyly at them.

 

By the time the three days had passed, and Master Elphin returned, he was quite pleased to find Laurel able to walk with assistance from the bath to her room. The swelling had gone down considerably, on her ankle, and was no longer an issue with her wrist. Her bruises were also healing well, and she regained not only the colour to her complexion, but her overall happy and cheerful mood had also returned. When the week had ended, Caleb returned to sleeping in his own room once again, still helping Laurel with the compresses that were now only required a few times daily. He did however continue to spend time with her in her room reading poetry and expressing several sweet moments of shared affection, before going to sleep. He had kept his word about limiting his affections to only lingering kisses on her face and neck, not yet her lips. Laurel though, did not mind this, as she was quite happy with the knowledge what their relationship was and would continue to grow and deepen with time. At the beginning of the second week, Laurel had felt well enough to ride her horse for the first time since being attacked by the Dragon’s Tooth, and Caleb and Aiden decided to show her the Keeper House, were the large and powerful Scimitar cats were kept and cared for. It was a beautiful large stone and wooden structure, surrounded by high stone walls, with sharp iron spikes on the top of these walls. Rian, the young Sentinel who had been at the river village with his Hunter, greeted them at the entrance. 

“Good day to you Princess Laurel. I am very happy to hear you are feeling better, from your injuries,” Rian said, with a charming smile.

Rian was Aiden’s childhood friend, being the same age, they attended all the same schools and training sessions, becoming Sentinels from the same group. Aiden had concentrated on his sword work and was an excellent archer, excelling at the cross bow and the long bow. Rian, a proficient swordsman himself, was trained at being a Keeper. Both his father and grandfather had also been Keepers, as most in his Clann were. He was Aiden’s height, but of a heavier build. His face boyishly handsome, with soft blue eyes, and a ready smile. His raven black hair, cropped close and he was also clean shaven. All Keepers appeared this way, as they were easily distinguished from the other Sentinels.

“Thank you Rian. I am definitely feeling more myself now,” Laurel replied, with a bright smile.

“Very good. Let us begin our tour shall we?” Rian suggested with another charming smile, leading them inside. 

As they walked through the sun drenched wide lobby, Laurel noticed all the windows were either in the ceiling or were covered in iron bars. Rian turned down a long wide corridor and opened a heavy door, also fortified by iron bars. Upon entering Laurel immediately heard the sounds of low growling and of soft rumblings. As they walked a bit further she could see on either side of them, large rooms, or dens as the Keepers called them, made of heavy stone walls and bars. In each room were at least two or three Scimitar cats, reclining on beds of straw or large wooden benches. A large opening in the back of each den, allowing the animals’ access to the outside. Rian stopped in front of one of the dens crouching down and speaking softly in the western language, as one of the enormous cats walked up to him, rumbling softly and rubbing her head against the iron bars, her long front fangs, making a sharp scraping sound against the bars. Rian continued his soft words of endearment as he gently caressed the Scimitar’s great head, her rumblings increasing in volume and intensity. 

“Yes, my sweet old girl. You are always happy to see me, are you not?” Rian spoke affectionately, to the seemingly loving Scimitar. 

Laurel looked down at the intimidating animal, with a very surprised expression, as she had watched the Scimitars only from a safe distance, even at the camp by the river. 

“As you can see love, Rian is quite enamoured with his cat,” Aiden spoke up jokingly, as everyone laughed.

“Would you like to pet her Laurel? Her name is Caffara. She is really quite passive when not on Patrol, and to make you feel more at ease I still have my bracer,” Rian showed her the heavy copper bracer, he wore on his wrist. 

The stones on it correlating with the stones embedded surgically into the Scimitar cat’s head, used to control their actions.

“No, that is quite all right Rian, I shall just admire her from here thank you,” Laurel replied with a nervous giggle, gripping onto Caleb’s arm tightly, as Caleb looked down and smiled warmly, holding her hand.

“That is fine. I have a few cats in the back here, I know you will feel quite comfortable with,” Rian stood up, giving his Hunter one last caress, as he led them all to another room in the back of the chamber.

When he opened the door, two young women could be seen clearly in another large den just in front of them, both looked up and smiled as they approached. They were sitting on the floor of the large heavily bedded straw filled den, holding what appeared at first to be rather large and muscular common pet cats. When they walked right up to the den wall, upon closer inspection, Laurel could clearly see they were actually very young Scimitar cubs. Laurel laughed out loud in delight at watching their playful antics with each other and the two young women in the den with them. 

“May I introduce you Laurel, to Aisling and Juno. They are the Keepers of all our new cubs, and also my sisters,” Rian spoke, in a warm and pride filled voice. 

“Good day to you Princess Laurel, would you like to join us?” Aisling asked in a cheerful tone, holding one of the young cubs on her lap.

“They are most friendly your Highness, the most that they will do is nibble and climb on you a bit,” Juno added with a laugh, as one of the cubs began to climb on her back. 

Both young women shared Rian’s friendly smile and charming attitude. Even though they were seated, Laurel could tell they were both tall, with raven black hair put in a long braid down their backs. They were both quite lovely, with delicate feminine features, looking more like ladies of nobility, rather than Keepers of young Scimitars. Juno was clearly the youngest, looking younger than Laurel.

“I would be delighted,” Laurel answered gleefully, as Rian opened the heavy gate for her, leading into the spacious den. 

Laurel sat down next to Juno who was the closest, and began to pet the soft thick fur of the young cub, still climbing on her back. The cub now completely absorbed by this newcomers affectionate attentions, then climbed on top of Laurel. The cub landed clumsily in her lap and biting her fingers, as Laurel laughed and rubbed the upturned plump belly of the cub. Soon several other cubs joined in, fascinated by this new playmate, one grabbing her long side braid, another chewing on her boot. Laurel laughed in surprise and looked up at Caleb, who was smiling delightedly at her, glad she was enjoying her tour of the Keeper House. They stayed for a few moments more, one of the more persistent cubs wrapping itself around Laurel’s leg and not wishing to let go, requiring Aisling’s assistance. They left the Keeper House soon after, and headed back to the Great Lodge. It was a good hour back, as the Keeper House, for safety reasons, along with other buildings that housed the Scimitars, were placed in a more secluded area. They arrived at the Lodge just as dinner was being served. Tulla was once again pleasantly occupied by Owain, who had brought her to the pub for another visit. Tulla had begun to enjoy her visit to Heathwin, and her growing friendship with Owain, looking forward to relating to her grandmother how agreeable Heathwin had become.  

 

A fortnight seemed to pass to quickly for Laurel as she sat with Caleb outside the evening before they were to depart for Gwenlais. She and Caleb sat on the terrace on a comfortable, cushioned wooden bench. Caleb was relating to her about the Planting season Festival, which would normally have taken place at that time, and the reasoning for not having it this season. King Fergus felt it would be insensitive to the pain and anguish suffered by many from the results of Morene’s rebellious and hostile act, as well as by the violent retribution from the Cydros Kindred. Caleb then talked of the happier occurrences that transpired during the Planting Festivals, and how he looked forward to her being there in Heathwin for the next season’s festivities. Laurel smiled at him lovingly as Caleb kissed her cheeks and forehead once again, then leaned into his side as he put his arm around her, drawing her closer, as they looked out on the back garden. The large glow moths were fluttering about the garden, Laurel smiling at this familiar sight. She had enjoyed catching them as a child and releasing them in her room at night, falling asleep watching their softly glowing wings above her bed. Then suddenly, something caught her eye, a swift moving shape, also luminous and glowing, but unlike the soft green slow shapes of the glow moths, these were darting and fervent in their movement, with a deep blue glow. Laurel sat up as she saw them again, trying to make out what they were. Caleb smiled at her in amusement, realizing she had never seen these unusual nocturnal creatures before.

“Caleb. What is that strange blue darting light?” Laurel asked in a curious whisper. 

“Come I will show you,” he directed with an affectionate smile, as he took her hand and led her out to stand in the open. “Now be very still for a moment and you will see what they are,” Caleb instructed, as he continued to smile at Laurel’s bemused expression.

Laurel looked about, following the quick moving lights, then suddenly one of the lights stopped and hovered in front of her, just inches from her face. Laurel gasped lightly in delighted surprise, for floating there, staring back at her, was a tiny creature not much larger than a hummingbird. It resembled a blue dragon, with tiny gossamer wings, beating fervently, four legs and clawed feet, with a delicate head atop of a slender neck, with oval shaped sparkling eyes, that blinked several times as it watched her. Laurel was completely enchanted as she reached out to touch it, only to have it dart away the instant she put her hand up. Laurel turned quickly to follow where it had flown off to, as Caleb laughed.

“You will never be able to touch them dearest, they are far too quick. You need a very fine net to do that,” Caleb explained, smiling at her benevolently.

“They are so beautiful Caleb. Oh!” Laurel gasped again, as one of the delicate creatures landed briefly on Caleb’s shoulder then flew off again. “Are they really tiny dragons?” Laurel asked in delight, as more seemed to show up suddenly out of nowhere. “Oh I wish I could take a few back to Gwenlais with me,” Laurel exclaimed happily.

“They would never last the night Laurel. They cannot survive in captivity. Some have tried to make them pets, but they would die by morning,” Caleb said as he watched the tiny creatures fly about. “They are called sprite dragons. Some believe them to be some sort of insect that looks like a dragon. Father, Aiden and I, prefer to think of them as miniscule dragons, I have never seen an actual dragon before. Father did once as a boy, then looked for several seasons to find where they shed their skins, hoping to find one. He finally did find a skin, and gave it to Mother as a gift. The Rabkins believe they still exist, well a dragon of sorts. They were called Luminaires, as they mainly appeared at night. They had silver skin and wings, which would shine brightly in the moons light. They were known to be quite peaceful and did not wish to be in the presence of humans, unlike our sprite dragons here,” Caleb laughed lightly, as two landed on Laurel’s head for a moment, then flew off again.

“What happened to them Caleb, these Luminaires?” Laurel asked stepping forward and placing her hands on Caleb’s chest, as he held her waist, fascinated with his account.

“As I said, they were quite peaceful, unlike the dragons that once roamed the Highlands and mountains of Heathwin. They enjoyed wreaking havoc, destroying villages, carrying off livestock and the occasional human. No, the Luminaires were most amiable and unobtrusive.  They were occasionally seen by humans, as it is documented in the archives. They were primarily loch dwellers, living in Loch Tay and others. The Rabkins would see them quite often as they have an affinity with most creatures, with the exception of the Scimitars, and Ligers, they have never cared for them and consider them dangerous predators, which of course they are. After the Great Battle, where the first Lodge was destroyed, and the strange foreigners were driven away, the last of the Luminaires, a female, dove into Loch Tay and never appeared again. She has not been seen in over a hundred seasons. Everyone believes she perished, but the Rabkins still feel she is alive and is just sleeping, waiting for the right time to appear again. I like to agree with their thinking on this, for I would dearly love to see a Luminaire one day,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he caressed her cheek, enjoying her rapt attention.

“You mentioned there was only one left. What happened to the others?” Laurel enquired in an equally soft voice, moved by his story, or rather the manner in which he told it.

“The strange foreigners came and somehow were able to capture some young ones, trying to use them to be a weapon. The adults pursued them, to get back their young, and were slain as a result. The only surviving Luminaire escaped and flew back to the loch, and as I mentioned was never seen again, at least not by humans. Some of the older Rabkins have mentioned seeing her from time to time, but only at night, when the moons light is not present,” Caleb said his voice tranquil and calm, making his rich accent more pronounced. 

“I hope that you do see her again my Prince,” Laurel whispered, looking at him with soft luminous eyes.

“Your Prince?” Caleb asked in gentle amusement, as he caressed her cheek once more.

Laurel bit her bottom lip, and glanced down for a moment, realizing she had spoken out loud what she had called him secretly for some time. Caleb laughed as he pulled her lip down from her grasp with his thumb.

“I have called you, ‘my Prince,’ in my heart for a long time. This is the first time I have ever spoken it aloud,” Laurel explained shyly, as she glanced down again.

Caleb lifted her face to look at her, then leaning down to tenderly kissed her cheeks, eyes, and forehead, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“I like that you think of me that way, and I enjoy hearing you say it,” Caleb replied back quietly. “Perhaps one day, when the Luminaire returns, we shall see her together,” Caleb mentioned, with a loving smile.

“Yes. I hope that we do…my Prince,” Laurel smiled back, as Caleb kissed her forehead again, holding her closer to him. 

They stood for a bit longer in the garden, not speaking, enjoying the peaceful bliss of each other’s presence. As the sprite dragons flew about once more, before disappearing suddenly into the dark forest.

 

Laurel woke earlier than she had wished to, as she did not sleep well the night before. So many things ran through her mind, preventing her from relaxing fully. 

Caleb’s admission of his feelings for her, left her feeling deliriously happy, but filled with nervous anticipation of what was to come. She realized she would have to make peace with her new family, as living there would be unbearable otherwise, and knowing it was the right thing to do. Laurel also hoped her request to become a doe med would be not only granted, but taken seriously. She had waited longer than most to make the request, especially with who her mother was.  No longer able to lie in bed, Laurel got up and stood outside on the balcony, just off of her room until the cool morning air became too chilly. She then sat in the plush overstuffed chair, looking at the book Master Elphin had given her. Noticing plants and herbs and their uses, of species she did not recognise, knowing Mistress Gavenia would greatly appreciate the book and the ancient knowledge it held. A short while later Tulla came into the room, her smile more expressive than usual. Tulla and Laurel had not had time to talk as they normally did the last few days of her stay in Heathwin. Caleb had kept her occupied with going for rides on horseback and showing her around the city, and in the evening they spent time together until she would go to her room to sleep, where he would still read at least two poems to her. When Laurel asked if she had enjoyed her first trip to Heathwin, Tulla began to speak with uncharacteristic enthusiasm, how friendly the staff was to her, Queen Alana’s kind and gracious manner, and of course Owain. Laurel smiled in delight at her dear friend’s happy excitement over her visit and meeting new people, and her obvious attraction to Caleb’s charming cousin. Laurel then dressed and helped Tulla to finish packing, as servants would soon arrive to bring her things downstairs and to the stables, as a small cart would be with them to carry back Laurel’s three trunks and a few gifts she would be bringing back with her. Laurel hoped this offer to Lady Ellos and her children, would be a start to repairing her relationship with them. Caleb arrived to bring Laurel to breakfast, for Queen Alana had planned a very sumptuous meal for their departure. The morning meal was a cheerful event, with Laurel relating how exciting this visit had been and how she looked forward to returning next season. She mentioned to Queen Alana how she had planned to convince her father and Lady Ellos to wait until the Harvest festival to have their wedding.

“I think that is a wonderful idea Laurel. You must tell your Father that it would be even more enjoyable for Fergus and I, as we have not been to the Harvest Festival in two seasons,” Queen Alana mentioned with a warm smile, as she looked over at King Fergus and then Caleb.

 

By the time the meal had finished Lucas had informed them that all was ready, Laurel and Tulla’s things had been arranged and the horses and escorts were awaiting their arrival at the stables. Owain was there to see everyone off, especially to say goodbye to Tulla, as they had enjoyed getting to know each other in the last few days. Tulla smiled shyly as Owain gave her a gentle light kiss on the cheek, before she got upon her horse. Master Elphin was also there to say goodbye, giving Laurel a warm hug and wishing her well. He then handed Caleb a small rolled and sealed scroll, with a knowing smile, as Caleb smiled back placing the scroll in the pocket of his long riding coat. Laurel hugged the King and Queen warmly, thanking them for their warm hospitality.

“I look forward to seeing you both again at Father and Lady Ellos’s wedding. I shall send the messenger myself when I know for certain the date,” Laurel smiled warmly, as she hugged Queen Alana once more.

Caleb then helped her on her mare and they were soon on their way to the river camp.  They had reached the camp as the sun was beginning to set, just as Caleb had planned. The dozen or so Sentinels that had arrived the day before had the camp ready for their arrival, with the tents fully secured and sleeping mats unrolled, as well as the camp fires steadily burning and dinner nearly finished. It was a very relaxed and comfortable atmosphere, with tempers and moods being happier and more subdued. Once again everyone sat around the camp fires, enjoying a hardy meal of rich venison stew and skillet bread. Telling Patrol stories again and enjoying each other’s company. Caleb took Laurel for a walk by the river’s edge, as it was a star filled and bright moonlit night, with the twin moons both illuminating the night sky. The river was flowing peacefully as the early Planting season rains were now ending.  Caleb and Laurel stood quietly just watching the river flow past them, Caleb placing his arm around her shoulders as Laurel leaned against him.

“I hope I shall be received warmly when I return home Caleb,” Laurel mentioned in a quiet voice, as she placed her arm around his waist, still leaning into his side. 

“Why would you be concerned about that dearest? Of course you will. You have been gone for little more than a month,” Caleb stated, in a reassuring tone, as he directed her to stand in front of him placing his hands at her waist, smiling down at her.

“It is just….well I left in a very foul mood, and I was not easy to be with all winter,” Laurel replied, with a sad smile.

“Well, you will be returning in a much better mood. You have so much to look forward to, your face and eyes are brighter, you are definitely more yourself. And I dare say you have even gained a bit of weight, which I do not wish to see gone when I return for the Harvest season. I find you to be most fetching, with a bit of flesh on your small bones,” Caleb said, with a roughish smile.

Laurel giggled in surprise at Caleb’s bold statement, happy for the moons light hiding her blushing cheeks.

“I shall try to concede to your request Sire,” Laurel answered back, with a shy smile.

“That is all that I ask, that you at least try,” Caleb said as he smiled at her warmly, then leaned down and kissed her forehead tenderly several times. “Come mo chailin, I shall escort you to your tent. We shall be leaving for Gwenlais early in the morning, and you really should get some rest,” Caleb suggested, as he took her hand, and led her back to the camp.

“Yes, though I do believe I shall find it difficult to sleep, when you are not able to read me poetry in the evening,” Laurel spoke, in a soft melancholy voice.

“Just read the book I have given you, and imagine me there reading it,” Caleb’s low deep voice floating down and caressing her ear.

“I will do that my Prince, but alas it will not be the same, I have become quite accustomed to your presence,” Laurel said looking up, and smiling at him adoringly.

“And I to yours, mo stor. We shall both have to keep ourselves very busy while we are apart. I look forward to you relating all your experiences as a doe med,” Caleb expressed in a soft voice, as he stood outside of her tent.

Placing his hand on the side of her face, he leaned down and kissed her cheeks and forehead again. Lingering once more on her cheek, the corner of his bottom lip just barely caressing her own.

“Good night mo chailin. Sleep well dearest,” he whispered, as he slowly drew his bent finger across her cheek, where he had just kissed her.

“Good night Caleb,” Laurel whispered, back in a trembling voice.

As Caleb put his hand down Laurel turned and walked into her tent, turning back once to smile sweetly at him, then letting the tent’s flap close behind her. Caleb smiled and then turned and headed back to the camp fire. When Laurel walked into the tent she was surprised to fine Tulla waiting for her, having already changed into her nightgown, Tulla was just laying Laurel’s out for her. 

“I trust you had a pleasant walk my Lady?” Tulla asked with a knowing smile, as she began to untie the back of Laurel’s dress for her.

“Yes, it was most pleasant,” Laurel answered, in a dreamy voice. “And what of you Tulla? Did you find Owain’s company to be a pleasant distraction?” Laurel asked, as she pulled her dress over her head.

“I did indeed my Lady. Owain is a most charming young man. So very polite and he has the most clever sense of humour. And his eyes are....well it is quite easy to find yourself lost in them,” Tulla looked away wistfully for a moment, coming out of her thoughts when hearing Laurel giggle at her.

“Oh, Tulla,” Laurel said, as she pulled on her nightgown. “Listen to you. I have never heard you speak this way before. Seems I am not the only one smitten with the charming men of Heathwin. I do envy you however,” Laurel told her with a broad smile sitting down on the plush sleeping mat.

“How so my lady?” Tulla asked with a quizzical expression, as she sat down next to Laurel.

“Your dear grandmother will be most happy, that a charming lad from Heathwin has caught your eye. My father, on the other hand, will be quite beside himself when Caleb announces to him that he is courting me,” Laurel replied with a smirk, and rolling her eyes.

“That may be true your Highness, but remember, he will be quite busy with his own affairs,” Tulla countered smiling back at her.

“Yes, but that will probably not be enough to have him stop walking about muttering to himself, about the boorish men of Heathwin. But no matter, my heart is joyful and I shall not let his attitudes or opinions change that. Now all I must do, is convince my soon to be stepmother to wait and have their wedding immediately after the Harvest Festival, so both Caleb and Aiden can be there. It should not be too difficult, as I am no longer going to be complaining about their relationship and will be much more hospitable when we arrive back home. Not to mention, when I tell Lady Ellos, the people of Gwenlais will welcome the wedding festivities as it will extend the Festival, she will have no issue with delaying the wedding a few months,” Laurel mentioned assuredly. 

“I do feel my Lady, that Miss Marina will be most helpful in convincing her mother as well. She only needs to feel, that she is once again in your good graces, and I know she will help you with this,” Tulla suggested with a warm smile.

“I am sure she will dear Tulla. I will need your help with this as well. I was most unkind to poor Marina this past winter. I hope it does not take too long to convince the family that I have made peace with this new arrangement,” Laurel said with some concern in her voice.

“I have no doubt my Lady, when we return home and you are your smiling cheerful self again, that is all that will be needed,” Tulla replied, trying her best to be encouraging.

“Yes, that and the fact I will be at the House of Healing all day should help,” Laurel replied, laughing cheerfully with Tulla joining her.

 

The next morning was cool but sunny, the day promising to become warmer as the time went on. After a brief breakfast by the fire, Tulla and Laurel packed up the small trunk they had used overnight and then dressed quickly. Phineas walked over to where Laurel and Tulla stood once more, having one last cup of tea. 

“Good morning dear ladies. I trust you slept well?” Phineas asked in a happy tone.

“Yes we did Phineas. It is a lovely morning is it not?” Laurel enquired of her counselor.

“It is indeed, my Lady. If you are ready to depart, I am here to escort you both over to the horses. Prince Caleb had them all readied, and he and Prince Aiden as well as the rest of the escorts are all waiting by the river,” Phineas explained as he began to lead them to the group.

When they approached, Caleb came up to Laurel and warmly kissed her cheek, before helping her upon her mare, as Laurel still had a slight limp, which Master Elphin felt it would be gone by the end of the Growing season. They made their way across the river fairly easily as, the shallow level was now present once again. Three hours after crossing the river they were met by Deaglan and a group of Gwenlais Guards. Caleb had sent an envoy just after dawn, ahead of them to let King Garron know they were on their way. Deaglan of course was charming as usual and very pleased to see Laurel in much better spirits than when she left. 

The rest of the trip went quickly enough as happy and light hearted conversation continued throughout the ride back to the city of Gwenlais. Deaglan sent one of the

Guards ahead, and when they arrived at the castle King Fergus, as well as a stressed and fretful looking Lady Ellos and Marina, stood outside to welcome Laurel back. The two younger children looked grumpy and uninterested. Laurel smiled at all of them happily, as Caleb went over to help her down from her mare. She walked over to her father who immediately noticed Laurel’s slight limp. 

“Hello Father! I have missed you,” Laurel said cheerfully, embracing him warmly.

“Welcome home my dear girl, I have missed you as well,” King Garron expressed with a surprised but happy voice, as Lady Ellos and Marina glanced over at each other with surprised expressions. “Did I just notice you were limping a bit? Did you fall off your horse?” he asked with concern, as Laurel pulled away to look at him.

“Not exactly, but it is a very exciting story,” Laurel explained, with a bright smile.

“Well I am most anxious to hear it,” King Garron remarked, smiling even more broadly.

Laurel then looked over at Lady Ellos who smiled at her tensely. Laurel walked up to her and embraced her as well, Lady Ellos’ face was completely shocked by Laurel’s affectionate display, as she embraced her back. Caleb smiled over at them warmly, as he turned and looked over at Aiden and Phineas.

“How are you Lady Ellos? Have you begun to settle in?” Laurel asked in a warm voice, as she pulled away smiling kindly at her.

“I…I am well Laurel. And yes, thank you, we are all beginning to…settle in,” Lady Ellos replied, trying to regain her composure.

“I am most happy to hear that. Hello dear Marina. Is your room to your satisfaction as well?” Laurel asked the lovely young woman, whose emerald eyes were filled with happy tears, as she embraced Laurel warmly.

“Oh yes Laurel, I am most comfortable. I am glad you are home, I…I have missed you,” Marina said tearfully, still holding Laurel in her embrace.

“I have missed you as well Marina,” Laurel replied in a soft voice, as she pulled away her eyes conveying more that her words were saying.  

Laurel then sighed and smirked at Oriel and Jamison’s curious expressions.

“And how are you two getting along? Do you like your rooms as well?” Laurel asked, smiling at them drolly.

The two children looked at each other curiously again before answering.

“Yes we do. We have all new toys and books. Why are you being so nice to us?” Oriel asked in her usual bold manner, causing everyone to either snicker or look around in embarrassed amusement, her mother sighing and closing her eyes.

“Well, I have just returned from a very lovely holiday, and on the way home I realized how much I missed all of you,” Laurel answered very matter of factly. “I have also brought home presents. Would you like to see them?” she asked with a mischievous grin.

“Yes please,” they answered in excited unison, causing everyone to laugh.

“Well wonderful, let us go inside to the dining room shall we? Ellos has arranged a most amazing dinner,” King Garron announced happily, as he took Lady Ellos’ hand and walked into the main lobby.

Tulla held back for a moment, then lightly held Laurel’s arm to speak with her quietly. Everyone with the exception of Caleb walked into the castle as Caleb stood waiting patiently for Laurel to join him.

“My Lady, would you mind if I retired for the evening to go and see my grandmother? I am sure she knows by now that we have returned,” Tulla requested meekly.

“Of course dear Tulla. Please take the rest of the week and be with your grandmother. I have no doubt she misses you terribly. Thank you so much for being with me, and helping me through my recovery,” Laurel said with heartfelt gratitude, as she embraced Tulla warmly.  

“You are most welcome my Lady. One of the guards has graciously volunteered to bring me home. I shall see you the beginning of next week then,” Tulla replied standing back, and smiling warmly at Laurel. “Good evening Prince Caleb. Thank you once again for you generous hospitality. Please give Owain my regards,” Tulla said, with a shy smile.

“I certainly shall Tulla. Have a good evening,” Caleb answered back, with a charming smile.

Tulla then turned and walked over to the waiting guard with the horses and then slowly left the courtyard. Caleb walked up to Laurel, placing his hands to her waist and leaning over, softly kissed her forehead, as Laurel closed her eyes and smiled lovingly, placing her hands on Caleb’s arms. Just then Deaglan walked out of the castle and stopped suddenly, surprised by this intimate moment. He smiled and looked down for a moment, as he stopped walking, not wishing to interrupt them.  Deaglan looked up again, and noticed that they were now smiling at each other, he resumed walking, smiling once again as he stopped in front of them. 

“I am taking my leave now my Lady. Welcome home and have an enjoyable evening. Between us, there are many smiling faces in the dining room at this moment. Your arrival was most well received my dear Laurel. Welcome home your Highness,” Deaglan said in a warm voice, leaning over and kissing her cheek lightly. “Prince Caleb, I look forward to seeing you later at the Lodge this evening, as Aiden has already invited me to join you both for a pint,” Deaglan related with a warm smile, as he turned and made his way to the stables.

“Thank you Deaglan,” Laurel replied, in a tired voice. 

“I look forward to it Deaglan,” Caleb replied, as Deaglan turned and waved, before turning the corner to the stables. 

“Do you suppose he saw us?” Laurel asked blushing lightly.

“I have no doubt he did. Nothing to be concerned with mo chailin. I am now courting the Princess, so there are bound to be moments seen from time to time. Shall we join everyone for dinner?” Caleb asked, as he placed his hand on the small of Laurel’s back, and led her inside.

When they arrived in the dining room everyone was already seated and just beginning to enjoy their meal. Lady Ellos indeed planned a very elaborate meal. As a whole roasted gork, a rather unattractive little animal, though highly prized for their rich succulent meat, took center stage on the table. There was also lightly braised long beans, boiled baby potatoes, and deep dark greens sautéed with crisp cubes of bacon. The cook had also prepared a rich steamed pudding with custard sauce, as it was one of Laurel’s favourites for dessert. 

“When are we going to see our presents Laurel?” Oriel asked excitedly, as Jamison smiled happily at her as well.

“Children. Please let Laurel finish her dinner. You shall see presents soon enough,” Lady Ellos chided them gently, as they pouted slightly resuming their meal.

“After dinner, we can all go into the sitting room. I saw Milo before we came in to eat and informed him to have my things brought in there,” Laurel answered Oriel with a warm smile, as the children looked at each other in gleeful anticipation.

Dinner did not end soon enough for the children’s sake as they begin to fidget anxiously, starting to argue with each other over trivial things, as Aiden and Caleb looked at each other in surprise. No one said anything to them about their behaviour, instead it was completely ignored, as Laurel would look up at the two brothers, smiling at their expressions. She was well aware the children’s behaviour would never had been tolerated in Heathwin. When dinner was finally over, they all made their way to the sitting room to find that the gifts Laurel had purchased, were placed on the large low table in the middle of the room. Laurel first took out Oriel and Jamison’s gifts. Oriel’s was a lovely doll with a carved wax face and long black hair with brilliant blue eyes painted on her face. She wore a dress of soft blue velvet that matched her eyes. On her head she wore a tiny silver crown of carved roses.

“Her name is Princess Etaoin. She is said to have been the most beautiful princess in all of Heathwin. She had many suitors, but she chose to marry only the bravest and most valiant of all of them. His name was Caleb the First,” Laurel told Oriel, as Laurel looked over and smiled affectionately at Caleb who returned her smile.

“Yes, but only if he was able to answer her three riddles. Once he did, then did she agree to marry him,” Caleb added looking over at Oriel, and then at Laurel.

Oriel’s eyes widened at the story concerning her doll, gingerly touching her long black hair made of a horse’s mane.

“Thank you Laurel. She is very beautiful,” Oriel replied, giving Laurel a warm hug.

“You are welcome Orrie. Here you are Jamison,” Laurel said, as she handed Jamison a parcel wrapped in heavy paper and tied with twine. 

Jamison anxiously tried to untie the tightly wrapped parcel only to become frustrated as he could not untie the knots.

“Let me see darling,” Marina said patiently, as she sat on the floor next to Jamison and began to unwrap it for him, causing Aiden to smile at her warmly, watching her intently from his seat.

Jamison’s face lit up, at the beautiful sewn and realistic looking Scimitar cub. Its soft plump body filled with wool, the outside was felt covered.  It was also covered with actual hair from a Scimitar cat, as they shed their thick coats every Planting season, and it was often used as linings for winter garments, or in some cases as this, plush toys for children. Laurel went on to relate how she had actually sat and played with the Scimitar cubs, the children’s eyes wide with wonder, as King Garron smiled in delighted surprise and fascination at his daughter’s change in demeanour.

Now this is the Laurel I know, he thought to himself, as he watched Laurel hand Lady Ellos a small wooden box. 

Lady Ellos looked over at King Garron briefly, then opening the box, carefully pulled out a delicate teacup with a matching saucer. Both trimmed in sliver, decorated with tiny moon roses painted on them.

“Why thank you dear Laurel. It is exquisite,” Lady Ellos said, with genuine gratitude.

“I was fortunate enough to find it at Queen Alana’s favourite tea shop. She brought me there the last week of my stay,” Laurel related, with a happy smile at remembering. “Oh, and this is for you Marina,” Laurel said with an eager smile, handing Marina a soft cloth wrapped parcel.  

“Thank you Laurel,” Marina smiled at her in surprise, then gasped lightly, bringing her hand to her mouth as she looked at what was in the cloth wrapping.

“Well show us dear,” Lady Ellos instructed, watching her daughter’s tearful expression and trembling lips.

Marina stood up and held against her a delicate and flowing dress of silver and deep stormy grey. The dress was of perfect length and the long sleeves sheer and fitting. The dress had a dropped waist with a fitted bodice, which would accentuate Marina’s willowy and graceful figure.

“Do you like it Marina?” Laurel asked quietly, watching her face.

“Oh, yes, dear Laurel. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Marina replied in a soft weepy voice, with trembling lips. 

“Oh good. The Queen’s seamstress is truly gifted. I had to guess at your measurements,” Laurel giggled back with happiness, at Marina’s reaction.

“Wear it tomorrow dear, when the Princes return for dinner before they leave for Heathwin, the following morning,” Lady Ellos instructed, smiling at Marina then at Laurel.

“Well my dear, it seems like you had a most amazing time. So tell us all now, of the exciting way in which you received your limp,” King Garron requested, with a delighted and curious smile.

Laurel smiled reticently at Caleb, Aiden and Phineas. They all smiled back at her in the same manner, making King Garron look even more curious, if not a bit concerned. 

“I believe Garron, your daughter is using the term exciting, with much understatement,” Caleb said with a knowing grin reaching over and taking Laurel’s hand kissing it lightly, to which King Garron looked at them both shrewdly, as Lady Ellos smiled knowingly at him.

Laurel then went on to relate her experience with the Dragon’s Tooth, the terror of seeing it drag Owain closer to its gaping jaws, the pain of the first week, her recovery, and the help and care of the royal family, especially Caleb’s. Mentioning very openly that he never left her side.

“Really? Never left her side did you Caleb?” King Garron asked, with a sardonic tone and expression.

“No, of course not. Someone had to make sure she was behaving herself,” Caleb answered very self-assuredly, looking back first at King Garron then smiling at Laurel who was giggling at him.

“Yes Laurel was most kind to help us find the last one, at least in that part of the forest,” Aiden spoke up, with a charming smile as Marina smiled back at him shyly.

“You mean there are more of those creatures still about?” Lady Ellos asked in alarm.

“I am sure there are more Lady Ellos. They are a very ancient creature, living throughout Heathwin’s forests for countless seasons. The only place they do not exist is in the Highlands and mountains, as there are very few trees and mainly open sky. We do not know much about them, only that they live in the dark part of the forests, they are very old and resemble mossy tree trunks, making them very difficult to find. They also to do not tolerate bright sunlight, which would be the reason they do not exist in the open Highlands. So I am sure they still exist throughout the forest the woodcutters have not been to as yet. The people who live in the remote northern territories are much better at finding and avoiding them, as they deal with them more frequently. Aiden and I will be going there when we return to Heathwin, to see how all have fared through winter,” Caleb explained to Lady Ellos, then looked over and smiled warmly at Laurel, reaching over and holding her hand once again, as King Garron looked on with a serious expression.

“Is it true Caleb that the folk who live in these remote locations are a bit…savage and hostile?” King Garron asked with a wry grin taking a sip of his ale.

Laurel looked over at Caleb with wide eyed concern, as Caleb looked at her and smiled warmly, kissing her hand once again, causing King Garron to frown, as Lady Ellos looked at him with a smirk.

“No, not at all Garron. The people in those territories are most friendly and hospitable. They welcome our return when we go twice each season. They are quite self-reliant, and most proficient at gathering food from the forest as well as amazing hunters and trackers. They support their villages by trading with merchants in Welstone and with the Kedesh, the meat and hides they acquire. Quite a few of the men are hired by Father to hunt for wild boar and venison and elk, to help us through the leaner months in the heaviest part of winter,” Caleb related, Laurel’s face now calmer and tranquil. 

The happy conversations continued for a time, until Lady Ellos announced it was time for the children to go to bed. She and Marina and the children then made their way upstairs, Caleb and Aiden first thanking her for the enjoyable dinner. As they turned to leave Lady Ellos smiled at the lingering glances and smiles Marina and Aiden gave to each other.

“I suppose we will be making our way back to the Lodge now Garron. Oh yes, one more thing. I am happy to tell you that Laurel and I are officially courting at this time. I will be announcing our courtship when I return to Heathwin in a few days. I would like the announcement made here as well before I leave. So with that, I will be saying goodnight,” Caleb said with a sly smile, then taking Laurel’s hand walked out into the lobby, Aiden smiling at Phineas mordantly as he followed Caleb and Laurel out into the lobby.  

When reaching the lobby, Caleb held Laurel in his arms briefly, caressing her back, then tenderly kissed her forehead.

“Goodnight mo chailin. I shall see you in the morning. Perhaps after breakfast we could go for a ride about the countryside?” Caleb asked, drawing his finger down her cheek.

“Yes, I would like that. Have you ever seen the fern forest?” Laurel asked with a soft voice, smiling at him lovingly. 

“No, I do not believe I have,” he answered back, smiling in amusement.  

“Well, good. Then I will be able to show you something you have not seen,” Laurel answered smiling brightly.

Caleb kissed her cheek once more, Aiden then stepped up and hugged her warmly. Both saying goodnight, they walked out of the lobby to the stables. King Garron then walked out of the sitting room with Phineas, walking over to Laurel with a quizzical expression.

“My dear girl, would you care to explain how all of this came about?” King Garron asked, with a concerned tone. 

“The usual way Father. Is that not what you said to me when I asked how you and Lady Ellos came to be involved? I am happy for you Father, I wish you to be happy for me as well. Goodnight, I am glad to be home,” Laurel said in a quiet but resolute voice, as she kissed her father and Phineas goodnight and walked up the stairs. 

“I honestly do not know what to say Phineas,” King Garron spoke in a defeated tone, as he watched Laurel walk out of sight.

“There is nothing to say Sire. Your daughter has grown up, and captured the heart of her Prince,” Phineas replied with a warm smile, putting his hand on King Garron’s shoulder.

“She will hold the Heart of Heathwin. I will be damned, Milna was right,” King Garron said in a whisper, his eyes filling with tears, at remembering something his beloved late wife had told him.

 



  
 
 
 
   


 9: THE PRINCESS DOE MED 
After breakfast the next morning the two Princes of Heathwin went off in separate directions, enjoying very different pleasant diversions. Aiden had brought back a small bow and a few arrows for Oriel. He was amused though impressed with her interest in archery. On his last visit, she had shown him the simple and poorly made bow and two arrows she had received as a gift from her father, when they had attended the Harvest festival two seasons past. It was the last gift Oriel received from her father before his death. To help ease the pain of her loss, she immersed herself in learning the craft. She would ask Marina to bring her to the field where the archers of Gwenlais would practice, and would read stories which had heroic characters that used the bow. When Aiden had demonstrated his skill with both the long bow and the cross bow, she spoke of nothing else for a fortnight. Upon receiving the new bow from Aiden, he was quite moved by her emotional display, when she burst into tears and hugged him with all her strength.

“Come now Orrie. Dry your eyes love, and we shall go and see how well it works for you. Here now Jamison, you shall carry the quiver, and Marina shall be the fair princess we are impressing with our skills,” Aiden looked up, and winked at Marina, who giggled back blushing prettily.

Caleb and Laurel spent the morning in the library, Laurel wishing to share with him, more of her favourite stories and poets. Later they rode out to one of the large meadows that were just before the gates of the city. They rode to the forest’s edge and dismounted, Laurel smiling and taking Caleb’s hand led him into the lush moss covered woodland. The walked for a short distance, then Laurel stopped and looked up, smiling at Caleb’s surprised expression. There directly in front of them stood a grove of bright green ferns as tall as trees. Laurel then led Caleb forward walking in among them. Caleb noticed immediately the ground beneath them became soft and their footsteps could no longer be heard as they were now walking on a thick carpet of moss. Laurel let go of his hand then walking a step ahead, lay down on the ground, looking up at the ferns.

“Come and lay down Caleb. Come and see what the ferns look like from this view,” Laurel directed, with a cheerful voice.

Caleb smiled at her warmly then joined her on the soft mossy ground. Looking up he was amazed by how lovely the giant ferns were, as they swayed gently in the breeze, the sun filtering down through their bright green fronds.

“Is this not beautiful Caleb?” Laurel asked, in a happy soft voice.

Caleb turned his head to look at her, smiling at her face as she looked upward in childlike wonder. He leaned upon his arm sitting up slightly, as he reached over, gently turning her face to look at him.

“It is very beautiful mo chailin,” Caleb replied in a low deep voice, as he smiled down at her, his hand on the side of her face, brushing her cheek with his thumb.

He leaned down and began to kiss her face and forehead softly, as she closed her eyes and sighed in contentment. He ended his affections by lightly kissing her lips for only a moment, then laid back down taking her in his arms. Laurel placed her head against his chest, draping her arm across his waist, as Caleb caressed her arm softly.

“Do the Ollams use these ferns in their healing?” Caleb asked, after a few moments.

“Well not these ferns no. A fern called maidenhair is widely used. In the early Planting season we gather them when they are just barely emerging from the ground. We dry them and use them to aid with coughs or colds, and to make a tonic to help strengthen the body from illness. Some of the Ollams do not eat meat and the young ferns, or fiddleheads as they are sometimes called, are a good source for replacing meat. The mature ferns are turned into a poultice, to aid in helping draw out venom from snake or insect bites. We also keep many potted ferns in the rooms where the sick or injured are housed, as they clean the air,” Laurel explained, then looked over curiously as she heard Caleb laugh lightly. “Why do you laugh Sire?” Laurel asked, with a coy smile.

“I just find it endearing that you say “we” when describing what the Ollams do,” Caleb answered, smiling back at her. 

“I hope that I am accepted as an apprentice Caleb,” Laurel said, sounding serious for a moment, her eyes showing her self-doubt.

“Of course you will be accepted dearest. As I said before, I feel one day you will be a great Ollam,” Caleb replied, kissing her forehead.

 

They soon made their way back to the city, Caleb stopping at Laurel’s favourite shops, buying her a few gifts of scented oils and a new pair of slippers. An early dinner was being prepared when they arrived at the castle, Lady Ellos and King Garron were happily waiting for everyone to return in the lobby, sipping tea at one of the seating areas. A few moments later, Aiden, Marina and the children returned from their day of archery practice. Oriel came running in dishevelled and dirty, her face flush with excitement. 

“Mother! I hit the target twice! My new bow is wonderful,” the little girl uttered, with joyous enthusiasm.

“I am so happy for you my darling, but what has happened to your dress? You are quite filthy,” Lady Ellos replied, looking over at Marina and Aiden.

“She had to search for her arrows a few times,” Aiden explained with a wide grin, as Caleb laughed at his comment.  

“You must have all my dresses shortened a bit Mother. I tripped over it three times while I was looking in the long grass,” Oriel insisted, in a breathless voice.

“Mother I was the squire and I held the quiver and helped Orrie find her arrows,” an equally sullied Jamison enthused, smiling brightly.

“I must practice everyday Mother. Aiden said if I do I will hit a bull’s eye in no time!” Oriel gushed her eyes bright and dancing, looking over at Aiden adoringly, as he winked back at her.

“Well I must say, this has been a most exciting day for you both. Now let us go upstairs and wash and change for dinner,” Lady Ellos smiled lovingly at both of them, taking their hands and bringing them upstairs as Marina followed, turning to Aiden with a demure smile before she turned and made her way upstairs.

Dinner that night was a happy and lively occasion, the children talking throughout the meal of their adventure. Marina wore her new dress that Laurel had brought for her, she looked ethereal and enchanting when she walked into the room, Aiden’s eyes never leaving her. Caleb and Laurel were giving long and lingering smiles to each other throughout dinner, with Caleb occasionally taking her hand and kissing it, whenever she made a witty or interesting comment. Laurel then decided it was time to bring up the idea of her father and Lady Ellos’ impending nuptials.

“I had a most interesting idea concerning your wedding Father,” Laurel began, taking a sip of water, with Caleb an Aiden grinning knowingly at each other. Phineas looked over and smiled at Laurel, giving her a slight nod. 

King Garron and Lady Ellos looked at each other in surprise then looked at Laurel.

“Oh really? Well my dear let us hear of your idea,” King Garron said smiling curiously.

“Well, seeing as we are all most comfortable, in our new living arrangements, I feel that postponing the wedding to coincide with the Harvest festival, is really the better time. You see, the people of Gwenlais will remember your anniversary easier, and it will be much appreciated, as it will extend the Harvest season festivities,” Laurel explained smiling happily at both of them.

“My mother herself was also agreeable to the idea when Laurel brought up her suggestion before leaving,” Caleb mentioned to King Garron, giving Laurel an enigmatic smile. 

“I quite agree with her Highness suggestion, as the people will already be in a festive mood and most receptive to your wedding celebration,” Phineas added, smiling at Laurel as well.

Lady Ellos’ face was beaming with delight at all of the affirmative suggestions and feelings towards their wedding, especially at Laurel’s complete change in demeanour.  

“Thank you Laurel, thank all of you for such a lovely suggestion. I do feel inclined to take your daughter’s advice Garron,” Lady Ellos said, with a cheerful tone.

“Very well then. We shall have our wedding following the Harvest Festival. Well done my dear girl,” King Garron happily exclaimed.

Laurel simply smiled at her father, Caleb reaching under the table and lightly squeezing her knee. The evening ended with pleasant conversation in the sitting room, the two exhausted children falling asleep on one of the couches.  Aiden offered Marina his help with putting them to bed, as he carried Oriel up the stairs and Marina carrying Jamison.

“It was most kind of your brother to entertain the children today, Prince Caleb,” Lady Ellos stated with a gracious smile.

“We have a number of young cousins Lady Ellos, children are in our presence more than you would think. So entertaining Oriel and Jamison would really not be anything out of the ordinary. Not to mention entertaining their sister, I have no doubt, my brother found pleasant as well,” Caleb replied, with a charming smile. 

Caleb then suggested to Laurel to join him on the back terrace before leaving for the Lodge. They sat together in their favourite seat, under the grapevine covered arbour.

“Will you be joining us for breakfast Caleb?” Laurel asked in a sad voice, her head against his chest, as he held her closer.

Caleb smiled at her question, as he knew she was aware he would not be. He had explained the day before, they would be leaving early in the morning, heading back to Heathwin as soon as they could in order to Patrol the remote northern territories.

“No, mo daor. We will need to leave early this time. I shall be back in a few months,” Caleb replied softly, hugging her to him and kissing her temple.

“Oh…alright,” Laurel answered, in a small sad voice.

Caleb turned her face upward to look at him, saddened when he saw she had tears in her eyes.

“Do not cry mo chailin. I will return very soon. Things will be different for you this time. Lady Ellos and her children are now becoming your new family, and I am very proud of you for making that possible. I am also comforted with the knowledge that it will be much easier for you to be here without me,” Caleb related to her, in a reassuring tone.

“Yes…I know. It is just…I will miss you very much,” Laurel admitted, in a trembling whisper.

“I will miss you too dearest. But you will be very busy, so the time will pass by quickly. Do you plan on still going to see Mistress Gavenia tomorrow?” Caleb asked, with a secretive smile.

“Well, yes. I was considering it,” Laurel sniffed a few times, trying to compose herself.

“I wish for you to still go and see her. I think you will find this visit very satisfying,” Caleb said, with the same smile.

“How do you mean?” Laurel asked, with a look of bemusement.

“Go and visit her tomorrow, and you will see,” Caleb answered, with a sly grin.

“You are being very vague Caleb,” Laurel replied, smirking at him.

“I have my reasons,” Caleb said smiling smugly, as he brushed her hair back. “Come mo daor. I will walk you to your room,” he directed in soft voice, helping Laurel to her feet.

They made their way through the lobby, walking hand in hand, talking quietly together as they walked up the stairs and down the corridor to Laurel’s room.

“Goodnight my sweet girl. Rest well, and remember I shall think of you every day, and look forward to the time I return,” Caleb said in a low deep voice, which seemed to caress her ears.

“Goodnight my Prince. I shall think of you every day as well. Thank you for all of your support and kind attention,” Laurel replied in a heartfelt manner, her eyes soft and warm as she looked lovingly into his face.

Caleb smiled at her benevolently then leaned down and tenderly kissed her lips. He then kissed her cheek and turned to walk down the corridor, turning once more to smile at her before walking down the stairs. Laurel sighed and walked into her room, waiting for a few moments, then remembering something, quickly walked to Marina’s room. Knocking on Marina’s door, Laurel smiled and excitedly told her to come to her room. Marina followed her smiling curiously. Walking back into the room, Laurel led her over to her balcony. The moons were half full, giving off a soft glow, which made it possible to see the view below clearly.

“Wait for just a moment Marina, I know they have not left yet,” Laurel explained excitedly, as she pointed down to the area just beneath them. 

The entrance to the stables could be plainly seen, the doors were wide open and the light from inside the stables lit up the entrance as well. A few moments passed and their patience rewarded by seeing Caleb and Aiden, ride out of the wide doors.

“Caleb!” Laurel called out, causing both brothers to stop and look up at the same time.

The young women laughed gleefully as they waved at Caleb and Aiden. The two Princes waved back, their laughter rising upward, as they rode away into the night. Laurel and Marina talked happily for a few hours, until they found it difficult to stay awake. Marina hugged Laurel, then sleepily walked back to her room. Laurel changed into her nightgown, and crawling into bed, smiled, thinking of the token she had secretly given Caleb, wondering when he would discover it.

 

The first rays of the cool dawn found Caleb already dressed and readying to join the others in the front room, for a quick breakfast, before departing for Heathwin. He was curious as to why he could still smell the light scent of lavender in his room. He knew Laurel had worn the scented oil on her skin, but not being in his room, he could not understand why her scent seemed to linger in air. He picked up his long riding coat the scent of lavender even more pronounced. Reaching into one of the inside pockets he pulled out a silk pale blue scarf. Caleb smiled and bringing the scarf to his face, took in the scent of the lavender scented oil that Laurel had placed on it. Smiling warmly, he placed Laurel’s token of affection back inside the pocket of his long coat, then joined the group in the large front room. 

 

Laurel arrived at breakfast eager to start her day, informing her father she would be leaving soon to meet with Mistress Gavenia.

“Are you sure Laurel, this is what you wish to do? I hope you do not feel this is an obligation your mother or I expected of you,” King Garron stated with concern.

“I realize that Father, and I appreciate your telling me. But…after what I experienced in Heathwin, and after the kind encouragement from both Caleb and Master Elphin, I do believe I was meant to pursue this. I fully admit I am a bit nervous, as I hope to be taken seriously,” Laurel said, then took a bite of her toast.

“How do you mean Laurel? Do not the Ollams expect this of you, especially because of your mother?” Lady Ellos asked in a bemused tone.

“As I explained to Caleb, most of the girls who apply for apprenticeship are younger, in their thirteenth or fourteenth season. Seeing as I am now in my nineteenth, though I was often in attendance with Mother I still did not officially make a commitment to apply, hence the reason for my concern,” Laurel explained taking a sip of tea.

“I am sure they will appreciate your wishing to join them at this time Laurel. You are after all the Princess of Gwenlais. To decide to become a healer, regardless of your station I feel is a great undertaking,” Lady Ellos said encouragingly.

“Thank you Lady Ellos, I appreciate your kind words. I will be taking my leave now, as I do not wish to keep Mistress Gavenia waiting,” Laurel replied with a smile, as she began to stand.

“We could accompany you to the House of Healing Laurel. The children wish to be taken to the field where the archers practice, it is on the way,” Marina suggested, as the children began to get up from the table as well.

“Yes, I must practice every day. I wish to show Aiden how much I have improved when he returns,” Oriel spoke up, with great excitement.

“Or course. It is a beautiful day, and I would enjoy the company on my walk,” Laurel said with a bright smile as they all made their way out of the dining room.

 

As the happy group made their way down the long hill from the castle, Laurel and Marina found themselves talking about the two charismatic Princes from Heathwin. Marina had mentioned that her mother found them quite charming, and was pleasantly surprised with how well-spoken they were. 

“Really? Why was she surprised?” Laurel asked, with a light laugh.

“Well, all Mother and myself have heard of the men of Heathwin, is that they can be rather boorish and ill-mannered.  Prince Caleb and Prince Aiden seem most charming. I will admit I do find Prince Caleb to be more intense than his brother, and the Sentinels do make quite the impression when they return to Gwenlais. I know that several daughters of the nobles always try to be in the city to watch for them when they arrive, hoping to be noticed. They are all so tall and dark and well…dangerously handsome when they come riding into the city. I have had the opportunity to see them arrive twice,” Marina giggled, as Laurel smiled at her in amusement.

“I feel your description is most fitting. Do you not find your breath catching a bit when you first see them?” Laurel asked, as both the young women giggled at her question, causing the children to roll their eyes and smile at each other.

When arriving at the House of Healing, Laurel waved goodbye as Marina and her young siblings continued on their way. Laurel stood outside on the sun drenched terrace, her hands trembling slightly as she touched the handles of the large ornate door. Taking a breath Laurel walked into the sun drenched open hall, of the House of Healing. The calm and tranquillity of the of the building could immediately be felt by Laurel as she looked around, smiling in fondness at remembering how many times she had been here with her mother. The soft sounds of the fountains, blended harmoniously with the light and relaxing melody played by the ever present minstrels. The cool green of the potted herbs and ferns placed throughout the spacious and open hall, only added to the feeling of peace and restfulness. As Laurel continued to walk about slowly, she was soon greeted by Blathnaid, the Ollam who was her mother’s former student.

“Good morning dear Laurel. I am so happy you have arrived. Mistress Gavenia has been awaiting your arrival. Come with me I shall bring you to her,” Blathnaid spoke with warm enthusiasm, taking Laurel’s hand and leading her to Mistress Gavenia’s private study.

Walking straight through the hall and down to an archway, leading to a more enclosed corridor, Blathnaid turned to the left and stopped as she knocked quietly at Mistress Gavenia’s door. Being summoned to enter, Blathnaid opened the door, the head Mistress Ollam smiling as they entered, seated at her desk, a opened letter in front on her.

“Good morning Laurel, I am most happy you have come. Blathnaid please leave us for the moment and I shall call for you when I have finished speaking with Laurel,” Mistress Gavenia directed kindly.

“Yes, Mistress. I shall be waiting,” Blathnaid replied, giving Laurel an encouraging smile before turning to leave, closing the door softly behind her.

“Please sit down my dear,” Mistress Gavenia gestured, as Laurel sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. “Are you aware Laurel that Prince Caleb came to see me yesterday morning before going to the castle for breakfast?” she asked Laurel, as Laurel took her seat.

“No Mistress Gavenia I am not,” Laurel replied looking surprised.

“I see. We had quite the insightful conversation, as well as giving me this most heartfelt and complimentary letter from Master Elphin. Concerning your swift actions, regarding using the Mother’s Kiss plant to assist in helping Prince Caleb’s young cousin with several venomous wounds. I found it quite fascinating how you employed the use of the plant, as it is not normally done. I wish to have you demonstrate how you did this, not necessarily on an actual patient, just a demonstration with the help of an attendant perhaps,” Mistress Gavenia explained smiling warmly.

“I would be happy to Mistress Gavenia. I will admit, I am most surprised at Caleb and Master Elphin’s actions. Both were very encouraging to me, as far as my requesting apprenticeship, but I did not anticipate this from either of them,” Laurel answered with a surprised smile.

“Yes, about your request for apprenticeship, I feel at this time Laurel, it really is not a position I see you occupying,” Mistress Gavenia stated with a slight smile, watching Laurel’s look of disappointment. “I do however feel it most appropriate that you instead move into position of doe med. As you have spent a good portion of your childhood in the company of your mother at the House of Healing. You already have knowledge and experience that surpasses that of any apprentice and some beginning doe meds,” Mistress Gavenia related with a warm smile, at Laurel’s happy and relieved expression.  

“Oh Mistress! Thank you so much,” Laurel gushed, as she placed her hands to her mouth, suppressing an excited nervous giggle. 

“Do not thank me yet my dear. There are of course some requisites to you becoming a doe med at this time. First of these being, you will not be addressed as your Highness or Princess Laurel, while in the House of Healing or while you are on duty. You will not be given special privileges, such as your choice of duties, and though apprentices will be able to assist you, it will only be to assist you with the duties of a healer, not serving you as the Princess. You will be required to perform all the tasks that is required a doe med, unless of course those task put you in danger concerning your station as Princess of Gwenlais. Though that of course is something that will always be considered, Prince Caleb was most insistent in pointing that out,” Mistress Gavenia remarked with a smirk.

“He is a bit overprotective at times Mistress,” Laurel replied with a bashful smile.

“Is it my understanding that the Prince is now officially courting you at this time Laurel?” Mistress Gavenia asked, with a slightly raised eyebrow.

“Yes he is Mistress,” Laurel answered her smile becoming more animated.

“That is most interesting my dear. Yet your father has still not made the official announcement,” Mistress Gavenia countered with a wry smile.

“No, he intends to at the week’s end. I shall now insist that he does, especially after telling you. It was something Caleb requested of him as well,” Laurel answered rolling her eyes, not hiding her annoyance with her father’s procrastination.

“Very good. Now my dear, let us go and have Blathnaid introduce you to your first patient. Blathnaid will be your official instructor. Though you will learn from all of the Ollams, myself included, she will be responsible for teaching you directly and assisting you with anything that you may need. Let us go and inform her you are ready,” Mistress Gavenia directed, standing up and guiding Laurel to the door.

When opening the door, they found the young Ollam, waiting patiently in the corridor, sitting quietly in a chair across from Mistress Gavenia’s study. Smiling brightly, she walked over to Laurel, once again taking her hand.

“Bring Laurel to the store room Blathnaid, and help her choose the proper doe med tunics to fit her. After you may then show Laurel her first assigned patient,” Mistress Gavenia instructed with a reticent smile, as she slowly closed her door.

Blathnaid hugged Laurel warmly then began to lead her to the large store room, where all the linens, towels, and new clean tunics were stored. They talked happily as Blathnaid searched among the doe med tunics placing them against Laurel, selecting two which appeared that they would fit.

 

“We shall have more made for you Laurel, as we adjust and add you to the duty schedule. Now follow me and I shall show you your first patient,” Blathnaid said, as she led a very giddy and nervously excited Laurel to the rooms where the sick and injured were housed. 

As they approached the rooms they heard the sound of a high pitched, squeaking, frantic voice, shouting in a language Laurel did not understand. They entered a room and sitting up in the bed was a very agitated Kedesh, grabbing his tray of food and throwing it at the servers as well as the Ollam and doe meds that were present. His diminutive body shaking with his anger and frustration, his furry small pointed ears and long furry nose wiggled with each angry word he shouted out. The Kedesh were known for their volatile tempers, as well as fiercely protecting their houseboats and caravans that they used to travel throughout the realms of Rienfield.  They collected various goods and traded. They were small in stature and in size, not much taller than children, but were fearless fighters when it was called upon them to be such. Prince Caleb often used them to get information as to what was occurring all throughout, the two Kingdoms, as well as anywhere their travels would take them. Heathwin was one of their favourite places for trade as several trusted Kedesh vendors being allowed to come into the city of Heathwin itself and the neighbouring city of Welstone. This particular Kedesh, was an older male, with a broken leg and dislocated hip, as his caravan had been attacked by raiders. He refused all the food that was given him, and had so far not allowed anyone to change his dressings, frightening all the young apprentices and doe meds, and exasperating the Ollams.

“This is your first patient Laurel. I will of course be here to offer you assistance when needed, but he will be assigned to you. Let me escort you back to the main hall dear Laurel,” Blathnaid laughed lightly, at Laurel’s wide eyed expression, as she was led out of the room.

When reaching the main entrance, Blathnaid embraced Laurel warmly again telling her she would see her first thing in the morning. Laurel left the House of healing feeling both exhilarated and nervous, she was now finally going to be begin her journey as a healer, with a rude and belligerent Kedesh no less, smiling to herself as she made her way back home.

 

The two large and filthy looking ruffians, roughly grabbed the screaming young woman, throwing her to the ground, and began tearing at her clothing. The men that were locked tightly together in a wagon covered in bars, resembling a cage, yelled out in their rage and frustration, as they were helpless to save her from the vicious attack.  One of the men held her arms fast as the other moved over the young woman, and began to lower himself on top of her, no sooner did this happen when the man cried out in pain then fell over sideways, his lifeless body hitting the ground with a thud, two arrows from a crossbow in his back. His companion looked up in fear, the last thing he saw was Aiden pointing his crossbow at him, looking at him with loathing. The young woman scrambled to sit up, and run away in terror, Caleb reaching down and swinging her upon his horse, galloping over and placing her with the other women huddled together. He then turned and drawing his sword, pursued the rest of the fleeing slavers into the forest, with the other Sentinels.  Rian’s Scimitar, caught and dispatched two of the slavers with terrifying speed and efficiency.  The other fifteen or so were also slain quickly, sparing only one of the slavers to be brought back for questioning. All slavers and raiders knew what their fate would be if they happened to be caught by the Sentinels. No mercy was granted to them, as they always left a path of death and destruction wherever they happened to come in search of victims to sell to the highest bidders in dark and unspoken places. This time however it had not been women or children, which was the usual quarry of the slavers, but strong young men, looking fit for arduous labour. This was happening in more frequency, and Caleb was determined to find out why, hence the reason for bringing back to Heathwin a wounded slaver. Aiden and another Sentinel with him, where able to free the men from the wagon, one of the young men running up to the surviving slaver knocking him to the ground, and pummelling him mercilessly. It took three Sentinels and the young man’s brother to pull him off the slaver, trying to calm the young man’s rage. Caleb walked up to him, looking at him with a warm and sympathetic expression.

“What is your name my friend?” Caleb asked the young man, not much younger then himself, in a calm low voice.

“My name is Mathe, Sire,” the young man answered breathlessly, still being held fast by the others.

“Well the name most suits you, for you are as big as bear,” Caleb laughed lightly placing a hand on the young man’s shoulder, then nodding for the men to release him. 

Mathe stood up trying to catch his breath as he looked at Caleb, his body still shaking with his rage, as he looked over at the slaver, who was now being bound and shackled and brought over to a waiting horse.

Caleb leaned in closer, talking to the young man again in a deep comforting voice.

“He will not escape justice Mathe, I promise you, however we need him for now, if we are to understand why this happened to you village. Slavers are rarely seen this far north or so close to where the Sentinels are. They risked much to be here we need to know why,” Caleb reasoned with him.

“My name is Ludovic, Sire. Mathe, is my younger brother. The savages came to our village and attacked before dawn. They caused a fire in the center of the village causing confusion, before we knew what had happened we were overcome with the smoke and attacked and thrown into the wagon. They kept saying over and over we would bring a good price. They then began to attack all who came to our aid,” the slightly older brother exclaimed in a voice filled with despair.

“That savage there, he…he killed our old Daidi and ravished our sister. Please Sire, let me avenge my family,” the young man implored tearfully.

Caleb looked at him with a face filled with empathy and sadness. Placing his hands on both of the young men’s shoulders.

“I swear to you both, he will pay for his crimes. I will have supplies and medical attendants sent to your village by tomorrow. We need to bring him back with us, a dozen Sentinels will remain tonight to help secure your village,” Caleb reassured them, as an elderly man walked up to them, a cut just above his eye.

“May the Maker be praised that you arrived in time Sire. Thank you for ridding us of their filth,” the old man said in a shaking voice as he patted Caleb’s arm.

Caleb recognized the old man as one of the village Elders. 

“We shall do our best to be sure they word is spread, come to Heathwin with the intent to take our people, and you will find yourselves fodder for the buzzards,” Caleb told him with a rueful grin, as he walked over and quickly leaped upon Lorcan. 

Caleb, Aiden and Rian, as well as a group of twenty Sentinels then left the village, arrive as quickly as possible, riding through the night, arriving at the House of Detention, with the wounded slaver. A male Physician’s attendant was sent to care for his wounds, he was then kept under guard, waiting to be questioned in the morning. When Caleb and Aiden returned to the Lodge, they found their father as well as Cahir waiting for them in the sitting room, a simple supper of smoked sausage, bread, cheese, apples and ale prepared for them. King Fergus listened with an intense and angry look in his eyes, as Caleb and Aiden described what had taken place in the small remote village.

“Send them whatever you feel they need Caleb. I have no doubt the village Elders will arrive here tomorrow, demanding justice, and I cannot blame them. However before that takes place, we need answers,” King Fergus spoke in a low and menacing voice.

“Do not worry Father, he will tell all he knows. It may take time to find the reason behind the increase in the slavers’ activity, but we will find answers,” Caleb said in a quiet determined voice, taking a sip of ale.

“I will join you as well Caleb. As I told Father earlier, upon returning from my Patrol mission, we heard that a group of slavers were stupid enough to attack a settlement of the Yak women, and bold enough to try and take away some of their men. They were quite unsuccessful, as the Yak women hung their corpses on poles, to discourage any further, attempts at such folly,” Cahir mentioned with a wide grin taking a bite of his meal. 

“I have no doubt it worked. Perhaps we should try that next time,” Aiden mentioned with sly smile.

 

The next morning Caleb, Aiden, Cahir and Owain, arrived at the House of Detention, going directly into the cell of the injured slaver. He had been given his morning meal, and his bandages were just changed to cover the deep sword wound he had received right below his chest. They walked into the cell, Caleb kindly but hurriedly, ushering the Physician’s attendant, and his guard out of the cell. Aiden took his tray of food from him, sitting down on the startled man’s bunk. Owain sat on the floor by the cell door, here to observe the interrogation.  Cahir stood by the cell door with his arm’s crossed, looking over at the slaver with a loathsome grin. Caleb then took a low stool and placed it directly in front of the slaver, leaning in closely to talk to him.

“I bring you news from your friends in the village you and the rest of your filth attacked yesterday. It would seem they are demanding to bring you back with them and dispense their own unique style of justice. Unless of course you could give me any kind of information I might find useful in order to prevent that from taking place,” Caleb informed him, in a low dangerous tone.

“I have nothing to say to you, or your blood thirsty brothers. We were there on business, when you showed up and killed all my group and nearly killed me. You have more than enough people is this realm, what is the harm in taking a few worthless villagers? They only would breed more in the winter and replace any we took. It would do you more good than harm to work with us. We have been able to persuade a few townships outside of Gwenlais to do this. Think of it. A few less mouths to feed over winter, and a bit of coin in the treasury,” the slaver offered with a devious smile, revealing a mouth full of rotted teeth.

Caleb smiled back at him for just a moment, then reaching over in a breath’s moment, grabbing the man by the throat.

“I am more than aware of the type of ‘business’ you are in, slaver. The only thing preventing me from slitting your throat at this moment, is I would much rather hand you over to the villagers,” Caleb spoke with a low voice filled with hate and contempt, releasing his grasp roughly. 

The man fell back gasping and coughing. Caleb then took out his long dagger from the folds of his coat, looking at it for a moment, holding it just over the slaver’s bandaged wound, the slaver’s eyes wide and swallowing several times.

“Let me explain exactly what the villagers have in mind. They wish to relieve you of your cumbersome bandages,” Caleb began, as he swiftly placed the dagger underneath the bandage, and pulling up quickly cut them apart.

The slaver cried out in fear and pain, looking at Caleb with a shocked expression. Owain winced slightly, at what had just occurred, looking up with a cheerless grin at Cahir.

“Then they wish to relieve you of your uncomfortable stiches,” Caleb said with a slight grin, swiftly and deftly tearing two small sutures, causing a trickle of blood to come from the wound, as the slaver yelled out again. “Then they will tie to the ground, securing you with stakes, and leave you for the borac to deal with you,” Caleb smiled at him as he wiped his dagger on the slavers britches.

“What…what is a borac?” the slaver asked breathlessly, his eyes wide with fear and pain.

“It is hideous creature. They have long thick skinned bodies, with long hairless tails. Large ears that almost fall over their beady eyes, which does not matter as they can barely see. They can however smell a rotting carcass from some distance. They are quite vicious, and literally will eat anything they can catch. They are quite cumbersome so anything dead or dying is always a favourite. So they should find you in your present state fairly quickly,” Aiden explained smiling drolly, at the slaver.

“The borac also eat very slowly, so I dare say you would languish for a bit. So if you have nothing more to say to us then I shall inform the villagers they can take you back,” Caleb said very matter of factly, as he stood up.

“No! No wait! I will tell you all that I know, if you spare me,” the slaver implored in a desperate voice.

“Spare you? Are you truly mad? I will only offer to spare you from the villagers’ wrath, and that is all,” Caleb replied to him, with contempt. 

“I wish to speak to the King! King Fergus is known as being merciful. I will not talk to you blood thirsty bastards any longer. I demand to see the King! I will tell him all that I know,” the slaver yelled out in desperation.

Caleb looked over at Aiden and Cahir, while Owain glanced over at all of them, with a nervous smile.

“Very well. For your sake you better have something worth his effort to come over here. If not, you will be enjoying the hospitality of the villagers,” Caleb said, with a cold smile as they left the cell.

A few hours later, King Fergus returned to the slaver’s cell along with his sons and Owain once again.

“You wished to see me?” King Fergus asked with an unfeeling voice, but his eyes unable to hide his contempt for the slaver.

“Yes Sire. I wish you to spare me, if I tell you all that I know,” the slaver requested in a nervous voice looking at the Princes and Cahir.

“It all really depends on what you have to say to me. What is the reason for the sudden increase, in your kind coming to Heathwin? Why have you been taking mainly young and strong men?” King Fergus asked in a stoic voice and expression.

“We have been offered more than ever for these types of slaves. Plus incentives such as weapons, ale and women. We bring them to the border between Gwenlais and Achzib, just outside of the Great Salt Marsh. It is a remote location and nothing would be noticed there,” the slaver explained in a nervous low voice.

“Who is buying the slaves from you?” King Fergus asked, in the same indifferent manner.

“I do not know. We never meet with the actual buyer, only with his contact, a smuggler named Clust. He is well guarded by these strange looking men, they look to be like a cat of some sort, but walk and talk like men. They are fast and vicious. One of the slavers I knew was not happy with his payment, he went over to persuade Clust to give him more, and before we all knew what had happened one of those cat men reached over and slit his throat. The fool was dead before he hit the ground. At that point we stopped arguing and just bring in whatever is demanded. That is all I can tell you,” the slaver explained nodding his head slightly.

“Where are the slaves brought to?” Caleb spoke up suddenly.

“I have no idea as we are told to leave before they depart with the slaves. A group tried staying behind once, just to see what direction they would go in. That group was never seen or heard from again. So as I said, I have told you all I know. I have kept my word,” the slaver replied in an indignant tone.

“Very well. You will be given your last meal tonight. I suggest you make your peace with the Maker. Come dawn you will face justice for your crimes,” King Fergus replied, as he turned to leave the cell.

“But I told you all I know! You were to spare me!” the slaver yelled out in anger.

“I will spare you. I will be sparing you the intense suffering you would have gone through had I turned you over to the villagers. I am bestowing a mercy on you that you have never shown to others. Your end will be done very quickly. Consider yourself fortunate,” King Fergus and the others then left the cell not bothering to look back.

They all returned to the Lodge, King Fergus stating he would be retiring early, as Queen Alana smiled sadly, taking his hand and walking with him to their private quarters. Caleb, Aiden, Owain and Cahir spent most of the evening in Cahir’s newly gifted house, given to him as an early wedding gift by King Fergus. They sat and enjoyed a simple supper of roast venison and carrots along with boiled buttered potatoes. Cahir had just begun to set up the staff for his home and the new cook was quite eager to impress him. Retiring to the large front room, Cahir and Aiden began a game of Tablut while Caleb and Owain looked on watching them play.

“So Owain, what were your first impressions on the interrogation?” Cahir asked his young cousin with a thoughtful smile.

“I found it interesting how Caleb got him to speak up so quickly,” replied with a wry grin.  “I still cannot believe he would try to bribe you into letting him and his…associates, take away people without any thought,” Owain replied, shaking his head in disbelief. “I mean raiders are bad enough but I have to say I find slavers to be the most deplorable,” Owain added, taking a sip of his chicory root tea.

“All their kind are equally deplorable Owain. What I find the most disturbing is the increase, and why does it seem that one particular group is interested in acquiring these slaves?” Caleb asked, his face looking concerned with this point he was pondering.

“Perhaps our next Patrol we shall find some answers Caleb,” Aiden mentioned reassuringly. 

 

The next morning Laurel woke up with nervous energy, as she looked in the mirror, admiring the fit of her new doe med tunic. It was still a bit loose in the dropped waist, as she had not fully regained her normal weight. She had however remembered Caleb’s request and no longer skipped eating. A soft knock was heard on the door, as Laurel smiled and mentioned for Tulla to enter knowing it was her. Tulla smiled in surprise at seeing Laurel already dressed and ready for the morning, her long chestnut hair placed in the side braid worn by all doe meds and Ollams.

“You look lovely my Lady. I am not sure what I shall do all day with you not being here,” Tulla said with a melancholy smile.

“I am sure that Marina will be most happy to have you all to herself. She mentioned to me just the other day she wished to arrange her wardrobe and perhaps go to one of the merchants to pick out material for a new covering for her bed,” Laurel replied taking Tulla’s hand and giving it a light squeeze.

“After you have left for the day, I shall see if she would like my assistance then. Now seeing as you are all ready to go downstairs, I will go and see that your mare is readied for you. I hope that you have a most fulfilling day my Lady,” Tulla remarked giving Laurel a warm hug then leaving the room to see her errand.

Laurel gave one more glance in the mirror than made her way downstairs. Walking into the smaller family dining room, Laurel saw that Phineas, King Garron and Lady Ellos were already present. They all looked up and smiled as she entered, her face not able to hide her excitement.

“You look very lovely in your doe med tunic my Lady,” Phineas said warmly pushing in her chair for her.

“Well my dear girl, looking forward to your first day at the House of Healing?” King Fergus asked with a broad smile, as Lady Ellos smiled over at Laurel kindly. 

“Yes Father. I am nervous, excited, happy, and a bit terrified all at the same time,” Laurel exclaimed taking a bite of her toast.

“I have no doubt my dear you will do beautifully. As many times as you were in attendance there growing up, it will all come back to you, and it will once again feel like home,” King Garron replied, with a light laugh.

Soon Marina and the younger children arrived, noisily as they always did, taking their places at the table.  Tulla entered the dining room to inform Laurel her mare was now ready at the stables, and awaiting her arrival. Laurel thanked her than standing up kissed her father and wished everyone a good day.

“I shall have a lovely dinner prepared for you dear Laurel, to celebrate your first day,” Lady Ellos informed her with a benevolent smile.

“Thank you Lady Ellos, I look forward to it,” Laurel said as she made her way out of the dining room.

She walked to the stables hurriedly, only to be met by Deaglan, also wishing her well, on her first day.

“Thank you Deaglan. I am looking forward to it with mixed emotions, as it will be so different without Mother there,” Laurel mentioned, smiling but her eyes not hiding her sadness.

“Just keep in your mind dear Laurel, your Mother would be most proud of you, and each time something reminds you of her, it will be as if she were with you,” Deaglan said in a warm soft voice, placing his hand on her cheek.

Laurel smile at his comment knowing he was also speaking from personal experiences. Laurel embraced him for a moment then continued on her way to the stables. Setting upon her mare Aghna quickly, she then rode in an easy trot down the long hill to the House of Healing. One of the ever present attendants, took Laurel’s horse for her, bringing her mare to the small paddock that was adjacent to the Ollam meadow. Laurel waked into the large sun filled hall, and found Blathnaid, waiting for her.

“Good morning Laurel. Are you ready to begin your day?” Blathnaid asked, with a cheerful smile.

“I am indeed Blathnaid,” Laurel answered back in eager anticipation.

“Very good. Let us go and see to your new patient,” Blathnaid directed leading Laurel back to the room of the very sullen and ill-tempered Kedesh. 

As they made their way down the corridor, yelling and throwing of dishes could be heard once again. Walking in the room, the found several young apprentices and two doe meds once again scurrying to get out of the way of flying dishes and food.

Laurel looked at Blathnaid with both annoyance and apprehension. Blathnaid leaned over smiling taking Laurel’s hand once again. 

“You will be fine dear Laurel. If Mistress Gavenia did not feel you could handle this particular challenge, she would have never assigned him to you,” Blathnaid explained in a low voice.

“What is his name?” Laurel asked in a low voice glancing over at the highly irritated little Kedesh.

“His name is Fraoch. He was brought here by his family after the caravan they were part of was attacked by raiders. Fraoch sustained a dislocated hip and his right leg was broken in several places. We fear is has not set well, as he refuses to let us change the dressings or check his leg. It is most likely he will never be able to walk on it without a crutch much less travel again,” Blathnaid explained with a slight frown. 

“We have cleaned up the mess the patient made, will you be needing anymore assistance Ollam Blathnaid?” a flustered young doe med asked.

“No Orla. That will be all thank you,” Blathnaid replied with a kind smile, as the young women all sighed in relief and hurriedly left the room. “Now go and introduce yourself Laurel, and see what you can accomplish with him today. Just call if you should need me,” Blathnaid said smiling drolly then she too left the room.

Laurel looked over at the muttering angry Kedesh, sitting up with his arms crossed and looking at her with a very vexed expression.

“Good morning Fraoch. Now what can I do for you to help make your morning less…irritating,’ Laurel asked cheerfully, walking up to the bed and smiling coyly at him.

He answered in a very rude tone, speaking in Kedesh, she did not understand him but had little doubt he was being quite rude.

“I am well aware Fraoch you can speak common, as I have been to your vendor stall several times,” Laurel replied back in a scolding tone.

“Yes, I know who you are. What are you doing here….Princess Laurel?” Fraoch asked in a snide squeaky voice, folding his arm tighter against his chest.

“If you know who I am than you should have no question as to why I am here. Was my mother not an Ollam?” Laurel asked in the same indignant tone, reaching over and adjusting his blankets and pillows.

Fraoch’s face softened, lowering his eyes for a moment and nervously wiggling his fingers together in front of him.  

“I wish to offer my condolences Princess Laurel. The Queen was most generous to my people, allowing us early access into the city, so as not to be pushed out by the other vendors. She cared for my cousin who was injured last season in a boating mishap and was very compassionate in her care of him. Please excuse my rudeness your Highness,” Fraoch offered in a more subdued tone and demeanour.  

“Thank you Fraoch, I truly appreciate your sentiment. However in the House of Healing, please only refer to me as Laurel,” Laurel stated with a kinder tone and smile, reaching over and patting his small stubby hand, which closely resembled a paw, as the Kedesh race looked very much like rodents to the humans.

“Now as I was saying. What can I do for you to make you feel more comfortable and at ease during your stay here?” Laurel asked in a kind manner. 

“Well first of all, I find these ugly gowns they force you to wear, most uncomfortable. They are far too long and the colour is dreadful. I wish for my own clothes. My sleeping tunics are more stylish than this gunnysack I have on. I wish to have my own clothes,” Fraoch requested again, the irritation returning to his small squeaky voice.  

Laurel smiled at his request, knowing the Kedesh often wore very ornate and elaborately detailed clothing. The Kedesh males often seen in ornately trimmed tunics and britches of bright colours, sometimes even their boots were as bright as the rest of their clothing. The Kedesh females wore dresses of silk or velvet, trimmed with brightly coloured ribbons and lace. They loved jewellery, and often had semi-precious stones sewn into their dresses and dainty slippers. The females wore several piercings on their small pointed ears, showcasing their love of earrings. The males also wore them, but often just one, as long as it was sparkly and noticeable. Laurel noticed Fraoch had a torn ear, more than likely a result of his efforts to defend his caravan.

“Tell me where to retrieve your clothes and I will get them for you,” Laurel offered with a bright smile.

“You will?” Fraoch asked in delight, his ear and fingers wiggling once again, his smile revealing his sharp pointy teeth.

“Of course. I am here to make you comfortable.  Now about the food. Why do you insist on throwing it about the room?” Laurel asked, with a wry grin.

“It is most disagreeable to my pallet.  They serve far too many vegetables. Everyone knows we Kedesh only eat parsnips and cabbage, and they must be boiled together. We do like apples, and an occasional carrot, but that is all! All that meat needs is a light sear over an open flame. And they ruin what would otherwise be a lovely piece of meat by cooking it to ruination! Most dreadful,” Fraoch said with utter disdain, wrinkling his nose.

“I see. Well I shall see about getting you a proper breakfast for you,’ Laurel said as she began to leave the room to speak to the staff cooks.

“And eggs! I adore eggs! But only gently boiled with the yolks still running,” Fraoch called out, before Laurel left the room.

“I will see what I can do Fraoch. I shall be back soon,” Laurel replied with a warm tone as she turned and left the room.

She came back in a short time carrying a tray with a fresh breakfast for Fraoch. Placing the tray in front of him, he smiled delightedly wiggling his fingers and ears in anticipation. The tray held two softly boiled eggs, sliced apples as well as fried toast, even though he had not mentioned the toast, she felt it would not hurt to offer it. Laurel smiled in surprise at watching the little Kedesh eat his breakfast almost daintily with the tableware provided.  Fraoch finished his breakfast rather quickly, licking his lips as he hungrily ate the last nibble of fried toast. 

“Ah, most delightful Laurel. It is the best meal I have has in the two dreadful days since being here. The eggs were very nice, but not as delectable as the eggs of a Black breasted Barnacle Goose. The goose itself is also quite tasty. The eggs are very large and quite delectable, especially with a bit of fish,” Fraoch, said with a satisfied sigh and lightly patting his stomach.

“I am very happy to hear that Fraoch. I will see what I can do about the goose eggs, though we do not have the Barnacle Goose, we still have your lovely barnyard version, which also lay very large eggs. Now let me see to your dressings to make sure there is no infection,” Laurel directed gently as she moved the covers, only to be met by Fraoch’s frantic resistance.

“No! It is all fine. Do not touch it!” the little Kedesh demanded pushing her hands away.

“Fraoch! Stop this nonsense. I must see to your injuries, how do you expect to get well again?” Laurel scolded him trying once again to move the covers off.

“It does not matter. I might as well just rot here. I will not be able to travel again with this hip. How will I ever be able to trade and sell from my stall? I will no longer be a useful member of the caravan. They will insist I settle down and sell useless trinkets on a roadside or simply be left to clean fish on my cousin’s houseboat,” Fraoch said with obvious despair, his small ears dropping slightly.

“Well, if you can no longer travel perhaps you could stay here in Gwenlais. I must tell you Fraoch, you are one of my favourite vendors. I have purchased many slippers as well as lovely shawls from your stall,” Laurel told him patting his hand once again and then gently moving the covers away and carefully looking at the bandages on his leg.

“I was not aware of this Laurel,” Fraoch said in surprise wiggling his fingers excitedly again. “But a stall would not do for inclement weather. I would need to find a shop. That way my caravan could deliver their wares to me. In fact my family members could to the same, making it possible for them to no longer have to sell from their boat. But where would I find a shop here in Gwenlais?” Fraoch asked with concern.

“Do worry yourself over that at this time. I am sure something will work out. Concentrate on getting better first,” Laurel said as she began to change the bandages, only to be met by the Kedesh resisting her further. “Fraoch! You really must stop this. What can we work out as an agreement to allow me to care for you? I shall make sure your meals are to your liking. Will this help?” Laurel asked with a wry smirk.

The Kedesh looked at her with his large dark eyes intently, thinking for a moment.

“Allow me to teach you to speak Kedesh. Then I will agree to let you care for me,” Fraoch offered with a sly grin, his sharp teeth exposed with his smile.

“Oh…very well Fraoch. I suppose it will be most useful,” Laurel reasoned as the Kedesh cackled in delight. “Why do you laugh that way?” Laurel asked him warily.

“No reason Laurel, I am just delighted to be able to teach you a few useful phrases,” he cackled in a high pitched laugh once again.

“I would not have believed it if I had not seen it myself,” whispered the Ollam Aoife.

“I knew she could do it,” Blathnaid whispered back smiling warmly at Laurel and her new patient.

 

The next two days proved to be very busy for Laurel as she not only cared for Fraoch, making sure his meals were to his liking, but also in learning how to mix and refill tonics and herbal mixtures in the large apothecary of the House of Healing. She enjoyed this task most of all, as it allowed her to be by herself and enjoy the quiet. She also enjoyed her first experience with helping Aoife to deliver a young mother’s first baby. The young woman was frightened and distressed for the first few hours, but between Laurel and the young woman’s husband by her side, she soon calmed down and concentrated on her arduous task. Several hours later a large and boisterously crying baby boy had entered into the world. Laurel was overjoyed at having experienced this wondrous sight for the first time. She later asked Aoife if the attendance of the father was a normal practice.

“Not always, but a few brave souls have been more than willing to help their wives through their ordeal, and it is beginning to catch on,” Aoife explained warmly, impressed with Laurel’s eagerness and willing to learn all that was expected of her. 

Aoife herself was doubtful, Princess Laurel, would be as good a student as she had become, not fully agreeing with the decision to allow her to immediately become a doe med. She was happily surprised with Laurel’s keenness and readiness to learn and not afraid of working hard. There was one occurrence when Laurel did hesitate for a moment in helping her Ollam teacher Blathnaid. A harvest worker had been severely injured with a scythe when the first hay cutting had begun. He was brought into the House of Healing, screaming in his agony, and bleeding profusely. His lower arm was barely still attached, as the cut from the scythe had gone cleanly through his arm and crushing the bone. Laurel stared at the young man writhing and screaming on the treatment table, transfixed and unable to move. She watched Blathnaid and two other Ollams attempt to care for him, as two male attendants held him fast. Laurel’s mind raced back to the river village, seeing again the torn and broken bodies of her mother and the others, hearing the screams of terror, the smell of blood overwhelming her.

“Laurel! Come here I need you!” Blathnaid’s voice, jarring Laurel back to awareness.

Laurel stepped forward, as Blathnaid directed her to hold the wound so that a tourniquet could be applied. When it was secured, Blathnaid then instructed Laurel to go to the apothecary and retrieve a mixture called dwale, which was used to place the patient in a deep sleep. This was a mixture that included various herbs, bile, seeds from the wild poppy flower, as well as hemlock. It was dangerous and potent so it had to be given by placing a cloth doused in it and having the patient inhale the vapours. Laurel returned quickly, then carefully pouring the dwale in a heavy cloth, gently placed it over the young man’s nose and mouth, until his struggles ceased and he became unconscious.  Mistress Gavenia performed the surgery, sadly having to remove the young man’s lower arm. After cauterizing the wound and applying a poultice of yarrow and wild geranium, it was bandaged and the patient was brought to a warm and comfortable room, to be observed until he regained consciousness.  He would be kept in a sedated stupor, until the Ollams were certain his pain would be lessened, and no infection had occurred. Besides caring for Fraoch, Laurel had asked if she could care for the young man as well. Several days later he was able to fully regain consciousness, his mother and brother were almost in constant attendance. His name was Norval, and he had been a harvest worker since he was sixteen seasons. Laurel had convinced her father to come and see him, to offer him his condolences for his injury and to thank him for his dedication.

“Do not worry my lad. Gwenlais will be forever grateful for your hard efforts and sacrifice. You will receive a monthly wage, and will be helped to find another task for you. I was just informed by the head cook, that she is in need of strong young man to carry in an armload of wood, and kettles of water, and helping the young maids in the kitchen gardens. I feel you are up to the task Norval, not to mention the staff will be most pleased to have  handsome young man in its midst. So what say you?” King Garron asked, with a kind smile.

“I would be happy to accept the position Sire,” Norval replied with a weak grin, as his mother looked up at the King, grateful tears in her eyes.

“Very good then. When the Ollams deem you well enough, report for duty. Trust me when I tell you they will be looking for you,” King Garron said, with a sly smile and a wink.

 

The Kedesh lessons started as Fraoch began to improve, Laurel helping him to learn how to use a crutch. After sitting in a comfortable chair in his room, Laurel shared the happy news that she had managed to find a vacant small shop for him, just entering the city of Gwenlais. It was located between a bakery and a cobbler’s shop. The owner of the shop was willing to take only a small share of the profits to allow Fraoch use of the shop, as well as live in the small dwelling area in the back. The owner not only did this as a favour to Laurel, but he also found that the Kedesh were very shrewd at business and brought in rare and fascinating wares from all over Rienfield. Fraoch was overjoyed, telling Laurel he would never forget her kindness. 

“We Kedesh may be many things, but ungracious is not one of them,” he told her with a toothy grin. “Now Laurel are you ready to begin your first lesson in Kedesh?” he asked his sly grin returning.

“I certainly am Fraoch. I have been looking forward to it,” Laurel replied with a bright smile.

Fraoch then slowly and carefully spoke a phrase, saying it twice before having Laurel repeat it. She repeated the phrase slowly and clearly, Fraoch surprised with how well she mastered the accent of the Kedesh. He began to laugh quite heartily as she repeated the phrase once more at his request. 

“Why are you laughing Fraoch, did I not say it correctly?” Laurel asked in bemusement. 

“Oh….oh yes your Highness. You said it perfectly. I am laughing at not how you said it, but at what you said,” he answered laughing again in a high squeaky voice.

“Well tell me what I said,” Laurel requested beginning to laugh as well at his reaction.

Fraoch then went one to tell Laurel she had just told someone they enjoyed the intimate company of various livestock. Laurel’s eyes went wide with shock, then began to laugh until her face blushed furiously.

“Oh Fraoch, I cannot believe I said that!” she exclaimed laughing again.

“You said it quite well Laurel, with perfect inflection,” Fraoch replied, his ears wiggling in delight. “Do you wish to learn some more, shall we say, colourful terms?” he asked her, in a low conspiring voice.

Laurel looked about the room, then leaning closer said in a quiet tone, with an impish grin, “Yes I would, but let us keep this between ourselves. You have no idea how many times I wished to use more colourful expressions, but I would never have gotten away with it,” she said, with a mischievous giggle.

“I could teach you many such expressions Laurel, and no one would be the wiser,” the little Kedesh spoke in a conspiring tone, as Laurel giggled at him again.

What do they talk about?” Mistress Gavenia asked in a low voice, as she and Blathnaid peeked in Fraoch’s room, watching them both laugh in delight over some secret conversation. 

“I do not know Mistress, but the Kedesh has been most agreeable since Laurel took over his care,” she mentioned with pride, looking in and smiling at Laurel and Fraoch’s interaction.

 

The Growing season passed quickly, with Lady Ellos and King Garron nearly completing their wedding preparations. Phineas found himself doing most of the Harvest lists without the King’s help, as he was too preoccupied to assist. Phineas however did not mind, having this task to himself. He found it petty and ridiculous to have Caleb insist on the same crops and supplies and to have to argue as to why some of these things needed to be increased. Knowing for the most part what Heathwin required he was able to get the supplies ready ahead of Prince Caleb’s arrival which was just more than a fortnight away. Laurel had become quite proficient at her duties at the House of Healing, looking forward to going most of the week. The young apprentices and doe meds had all grown very fond of her, as she did not acknowledge her station as Princess whenever she was on duty, and did not shy away from any task, no matter how humble. Marina came to see her one day and was quite surprised to find her on her hands and knees scrubbing a floor that a patient had been in, and had gotten sick over eating a bad meat pie. Laurel smiled when seeing Marina, explaining many of the attendants were busy, as this was a hectic time for the harvesters and workers, and many minor injuries occurred at this time. It was then that Marina asked her mother if she could be an attendant.  At first Lady Ellos did not approve, seeing how Marina being an attendant was of no real significance. Laurel was able to convince her later, stating that several daughters of nobility, including Deaglan’s younger sister, volunteered to be attendants to the doe meds and Ollams. Much to Marina’s delight, her mother later agreed. 

 

It was a much quieter and peaceful time as the Harvest season approached in Heathwin. The apple harvest in the village of Tipperary was just beginning as well as the cider making. Soon the sheep shearing and weaving in Ardara would be underway. After the northern remote village had been attacked by slavers, King Fergus promoted a new Sentinel Captain, who had been Cahir’s former lieutenant, to Patrol the remote villages more regularly. It did much in keeping the people calmer and the presence of slavers at bay, at least for the time being. Caleb was looking forward to returning to Gwenlais, as Laurel had Colm return once more with a letter she had written. Laurel informed him, she was doing well and was quite busy with her duties, but not telling him she had been accepted as a doe med and not an apprentice.  He smiled each time he read the letter as she sounded more like her vivacious and animated self, as it was not in her nature to be sullen and of ill mood. Soon the time arrived to send the wagons ahead of the rest of the group that would be going to Gwenlais. The King and Queen were looking forward to visiting for a much happier occasion.  The royal family arrived several days before the nuptial of King Garron and Lady Ellos, for the purpose of both securing the harvest supplies and goods, as well as enjoying the wedding festivities.  As the royal family and the group of Sentinels with them came through the city gates, the King and Queen proceeded on the path to Lodge, while Caleb and Aiden rode to the House of Healing, as Caleb was anxious to see Laurel. It was in the early afternoon, so Caleb had surmised Laurel would still be attending to her duties. As they approached the House of Healing, Caleb saw a group of young women in the Ollam meadow, and upon closer inspection, saw that Laurel was among them, wearing a dress of forest green he had never seen her wear before. The brothers continued to ride into the meadow, when one of the young apprentices alerted Laurel to Caleb and Aiden’s approach. Laurel smiled as she looked over at them, walking over to meet them as they continued on their way.

“Good afternoon Your Highness. I am most delighted to see you again,” Caleb smiled at Laurel benevolently.

“Good afternoon Sire, Prince Aiden,” Laurel replied, laughing at their attempt of formality.

“Good afternoon as well Princess Laurel, ladies,” Aiden remarked with a charming smile, as he rode forward towards the giggling group of young women, which included Marina. 

As she was an attendant, she was assisting with the gathering of wild herbs and flowers.

“How do you like my dress Sire?” Laurel asked with a gleeful smile, as she stood in front of Caleb turning around to show off her tunic dress.

“It is most fetching your Highness, I have never seen you wear this shade of green before,” Caleb mentioned, enchanted by her demeanour.

“Oh Caleb. Do you not notice anything else special about it?” Laurel asked with a laugh, as she turned about once again.

“Should I?” Caleb asked, with an amused grin.

“Look at the other girls. Do you not notice the similarities?” Laurel asked, with a coy smile.

Caleb looked up, noticing some of the young women wearing the same type of dress, the same shade of forest green.

“You apparently have started a trend, as I see several girls wearing the exact same dress,” Caleb smiled at her once again, completely amused by her laughing.

“Caleb, they are wearing doe med tunics, just as I am,” Laurel smiled, looking up at him expectantly. 

“Please excuse my obvious distraction, mo chailin, as I was so beguiled by your appearance I did not notice the appearance of the other girls,” Caleb replied with a light laugh. “So my sweet girl has indeed become a healer. I am very proud of you dearest,” Caleb, stated in a warm deep voice, his eyes intense and penetrating. 

“Thank you Caleb,” Laurel answered back softly, as she approached closer, resting her hands on the top of his leg.

“Would it be possible for you to return to the castle with me at this time, so that we may spend some time together?” Caleb asked leaning down, and brushing a bent finger across her cheek.

“I shall go and ask Blathnaid. I am sure it will not be a concern, as I have requested the time that you are here I be excused from duty. Father finally announced our courtship, just before the end of the Growing season. I shall be right back,” Laurel replied softly, smiling as she turned to speak with Blathnaid.

Caleb smiled as he watched her walk over to the Ollam he had met at the time of Queen Milna’s funeral. Blathnaid and the others all turned and smiled knowingly at Caleb as Laurel spoke to her. Caleb noticed as Blathnaid nodded as she spoke to Laurel, turning and smiling at Caleb once again as Laurel walked back over to him. 

“I am now officially at your disposal Sire,” Laurel said with a gleeful smile, resting her hands once again on the top of his leg.

“Good. Let us make our way back shall we?” Caleb asked as he reached down, holding Laurel’s waist and placing her on Lorcan, sideways, in front of him.

Looking over they saw Aiden approach as well, with Marina sitting on the back of his horse, her hands at his waist.

It took only a few moments to return to the castle on horseback. When entering the main lobby, Laurel and Marina both went upstairs as they wished to change their attire. Tulla was delighted and amused to assist them both, as she found their mutual excitement, of the arrival of the Princes amusing. Caleb and Aiden were patiently waiting in the lobby talking to Phineas, about the supply lists, assuring the Prince he would be pleased with the arrangements, as he had seen to most of the supply requests himself. Caleb and Aiden both smiled as Laurel and Marina returned, looking lovely and refreshed. Marina in a simple but elegant dress of pale rose, with softly following trumpet sleeves. Laurel wore a very feminine dress of corn flower blue, with a laced bodice and white puffy sleeves. Caleb walked up to her warmly kissing her forehead, then taking her hand and walking together into the main hall of the castle where, Lady Ellos and King Garron were greeting guests of nobility as well as King Fergus and Queen Alana. The Queen of Heathwin was delighted to see Laurel once again embracing her warmly. 

“Congratulations on becoming a doe med my dear Laurel. Your mother would be most proud,” Queen Alana spoke with obvious delight and approval.

“Thank you your Highness. I hope that she would be. It has been a very exciting if not tiring experience, but most fulfilling,” Laurel replied, with a warm smile. 

“I wish to offer my congratulations to you both, and I look forward to the wedding by week’s end. If you will excuse me however, after having a bit of refreshments, I would like to take Laurel into the city to enjoy some of the early Harvest festival events,” Caleb mentioned, to both King Garron and Lady Ellos.

“Thank you Caleb. By all means, have a lovely time. The traveling minstrels and tumblers arrived in the city this morning. They will entertain the crowds all through the night,” King Garron explained, as Caleb and Laurel smiled at each other, then walked over to the refreshment tables. 

“They make a most handsome couple, do you not think your Majesties?” Lady Ellos asked, King Fergus and Queen Alana, with a knowing smile, looking over at Caleb and Laurel.

“They most certainly do Ellos. Which brings me to a most interesting proposal Fergus and I wish to speak to you about Garron,” Queen Alana said, with an enigmatic grin, causing Garron to take another sip of wine and swallowing hard. 

 

Caleb and Laurel were talking quietly together, enjoying a shared glass of punch and partaking of some of the delicacies that had been brought out. Just then the sound of loud and obnoxious laughter could be heard from the farther end of the main hall, causing Caleb and Laurel to turn in the direction of its origin. Caleb had a look of mild annoyance, but glancing down at Laurel found her expression full of loathing. Caleb looked over again at the tall but thin young man, his age perhaps younger, shamelessly flirting with several of the nobles’ daughters. He was attractive, in a pompous and conceited sort of way. It was easily seen he took his appearance very seriously. Caleb noticed his features resembled that of lady Ellos and her children, very closely. The same emerald green eyes, fair skinned, and in Caleb’s opinion, ridiculously long wavy pale gold hair. He continued his rude laughing, taking frequent drinks from his wine glass, his attention never leaving the young women, except to leer at any other fair lady who would walk past him.

“Who is that shameless dandy?” Caleb asked Laurel, with a wry grin.

“It is Lady Ellos, brother, Warwick. He arrived almost a week ago. I despise him,” Laurel mentioned her voice filled with contempt. “He is a complete cad, and a drunkard.  He harasses the maids incessantly, as he fancies himself the ladies’ man. He is just a rude fool. Father hates him. He has only put up with him for Ellos sake. His parents passed several seasons ago and he completely squandered his meagre inheritance, on drink and wenches. He showed up here when news of Father and Lady Ellos’ wedding was spread, thinking he was owed something. Ellos pities him and is always making excuses for his behaviour. He tried getting my attention, but I made no secret of my loathing for him. It did not however work as I had hoped, it only seemed to spur him on, and so I simply ignore him. Both Deaglan and Phineas have told him to stay away from me, or there will be consequences. Which does not prevent him however from still trying to engage me on occasion,” Laurel explained with an irritated expression as Warwick continued his loud laughing and banter.

“Did you inform him of our courtship?” Caleb asked, looking over at him with an intense glare.

“No, it did not come up. I simply just stopped talking to him. It would not have mattered anyway Caleb. He has no manners, and by evening was very often intoxicated. Two days after his arrival I would have dinner in my room, most often with Phineas,” Laurel replied, with a soft smile. “Never mind him my Prince. Let us go to the city and enjoy the start of the Festival,” Laurel said warmly, steering Caleb away from the table and towards Marina and Aiden who were talking together, Oriel and Jamison standing happily with them.

“Caleb!” Oriel announced happily as she and Jamison ran up to embrace him.

“Well, if it is not my two favourite little hooligans from Gwenlais. What are you up to at this time?” Caleb asked, as Oriel placed her arms around his waist and Caleb picked up Jamison.

“They wish to join us all at the festival in the city. I told them they needed to ask you first,” Marina answered, as she and Aiden both smiled at Caleb in amusement.

The two children then proceeded to look at him with wide imploring eyes.

“Well….it seems to me… it might not be worth all the trouble,” Caleb replied, in a hesitant tone teasingly, Laurel bit her bottom lip attempting not to laugh.

“We will not be any trouble Caleb, I promise. Will we Jamison?” Oriel asked her brother, very seriously.

“I promise too. No trouble at all,” Jamison replied very emphatically. 

Caleb could not help but smile, as the rest just laughed, at the children’s sincere attempt to convince Caleb to allow then to accompany them. 

“Very well then. Now remember you both promised to be no trouble. Any bickering, and I will bring you right back home myself. Understood?” Caleb asked seriously, but with a slight smile.

“Yes,” both children answered in unison.

They then made their way out of the hall to the stables, and soon arrived in the city of Gwenlais. The sun was just beginning to set, the lanterns all along the cobblestoned streets were being lit, and shops remained open and were lit up as well. Music and dancing was everywhere, as the minstrels, jugglers and tumblers entertained all that were present. One persistent mime continued to mock Caleb playfully, much to Aiden and Laurel’s and the children’s amusement. He stopped only for a moment after receiving a final threatening glare from Caleb. Before the mime began again with his mimicking Caleb’s expressions and movements, Aiden walked up to him, putting his arm around the performer’s shoulder in a friendly manner, the mime doing the same to Aiden.

“I wish to give you some kindly advice my friend. The barbarian from the West here, you have bravely but foolishly attempted to mimic and harass, is not very fond of your form of art. That face he is making right now, is the face that is made just before heads begin to roll on the ground. So my advice to you is to go and find a less brutish individual to mimic, who also has more appreciation for your craft,” Aiden explained, with a wide grin, as Laurel and Marina laughed gleefully.   

Bowing in an exaggerated manner, the mime then disappeared into the crowd.  Food stalls were set up throughout the city, as well as puppet show, which Oriel and Jamison asked to watch. Aiden and Marina stayed with them, while Laurel took Caleb back to see her Kedesh friend Fraoch, and his new shop. He was most pleased to see them both, showing Laurel a special pair of jewelled slippers he had set aside for her. They were soft grey, which matched her eyes, the jewels were clear crystals that sparkled when the light hit them. When Caleb asked for the price, Fraoch smiled and shook his head.

“Consider them a gift Princess Laurel. You are my friend, and to a Kedesh, a friend is the most valuable possession,” Fraoch stated with a warm smile, his nose twitching happily. 

“Thank you Fraoch. I am very proud to be called your friend,” Laurel said with glistening eyes, as she took his hand.

“So my sweet girl. Not only have you become a healer, you have become a friend of a Kedesh, who is more than happy to give you gifts. You have accomplished quite a bit in a few months,” Caleb said with an affectionate smile, reaching down and kissing her lips tenderly, as onlookers smiled and whispered about them.

Caleb and Laurel walked out of the store, smiling at each other warmly, as they went to join the others. Caleb began to laugh at Aiden’s expression as he patiently stood with Marina and the children, as they continued to enjoy the puppets. After the show concluded Caleb led everyone over to a large stall selling large twisted baked breads, which were either topped with honey or herbs. Caleb purchased three of the unusual breads as they were indeed quite large, and easily shared between them. Sweet drinks as well as savoury cubes of beef, cooked on long skewers were also offered. Laurel informed Caleb that he and Aiden would enjoy them, so they were purchased as well.  They walked about a bit more, when the children noticed a stall offering wooden pipes, puzzles, brightly coloured stick horses, as well as wooden swords and shields. They nosily began to ask Marina, to buy them various things the vendor had displayed. Marina looked through the small money pouch she was given telling them they could only choose one thing each, which nearly caused a frenzy of bickering and not being able to make up their minds. Caleb and Aiden looked at each other with raised eyebrows, while Laurel laughed leaning in and telling Caleb this sort of thing happened often. Caleb continued to watch them and their flustered sister, stand in front of the stall still arguing and unable to choose what they wanted. Caleb finally lost his patience with the scene they were creating, and decided it was time to intervene, in Marina’s behalf.

“Did you two not promise me you would be no trouble?” Caleb asked them both sternly, as they looked at him, attentively.

“Yes,” they both replied together a bit sheepishly.

“Oriel pick out the puzzle, since that is what you asked for first. Jamison, pick out the stick horse you held a moment ago,” Caleb directed.

“But I want the sword now,” Jamison whined with a pout.

“I want a sword as well,” Oriel protested, pouting also.

“Well then you are both going to be disappointed. I will not put your mother and sister through the aggravation of you two little urchins beating each other senseless with wooden swords. Now pick out what I have said or I will bring you back empty handed,” Caleb offered, his voice indicating he was quite serious. 

Oriel and Jamison sighed, and did as they were told, as Caleb paid the very amused vendor for the toys. The children thanked Caleb and walked quietly and just a bit disappointedly along with the group, until coming to another stall which was selling confections wrapped in colourful thin paper. Caleb let them pick out what they wanted, as they happily munched on buttery brickle and honey covered nuts.

“How did he do that?” Marina asked Aiden, in a soft whisper.

 Aiden laughed at her question, placing his arm around her shoulder. 

“He is the oldest, and we have many cousins. Caleb was often called upon to look after all of us, he has just perfected his method over the seasons,” Aiden answered, smiling at her charmingly.

They stayed a bit longer, until the children began to look tired, they then headed back to their waiting horses, and made their way back to the glowing and brightly lit castle. The children excitedly showed their mother what Caleb had purchased for them, in between yawning. Having them thank Caleb once more, Marina and Aiden once again brought them upstairs to ready for bed. Caleb then walked Laurel out to the garden, the moons soft glow and the scent of the final blooms of the silver roses filling the air, made the garden mystical and romantic, a slight mist had settled in from the small pond just outside of the garden walls.

They settled down together on a plush settee under the chime willow once again. 

“I have brought you something from Heathwin dearest. I think is will look quite lovely in your chestnut hair,” Caleb spoke softly, his rich deep voice and accent, more pronounced with his relaxed mood.

Caleb reached in the pocket of his riding coat and took out a small piece of soft muslin, handing it to Laurel. She smiled at him with delight as she unfolded the cloth, letting out a soft gasp of surprise, holding the alder leaf shaped hair comb up to the moons soft light. The small gemstones sparkling when she turned the comb over in her hand to examine it.

“Oh Caleb, it is so lovely. Thank you my Prince, it is …exquisite,” Laurel exclaimed in a soft voice.

“I found it while I stayed at the ruins for several days. As I was walking about, a glint of light caught my eyes, and there it was, just waiting for me to find it a worthy wearer once again,” he smiled at her lovingly, as he watched her study the comb with fascination.  

“Who do you think it belonged to?” Laurel asked in a trembling whisper, her eyes soft and bright.

“I like to think it was perhaps one of the princesses. Caleb the First had fifteen children, six of them were daughters, well known for their beauty,” Caleb replied, gently caressing her face. 

“Caleb. I…I do not feel worthy my Prince. Should this not stay in your family?” Laurel asked him, with trembling lips.

“I intend it to,” Caleb answered, smiling at her adoringly, as he leaned in and kissed her face and then her lips very softly. “Here allow me,” he said softly, taking the comb and placing it in her hair, then leaning over and kissing her where he had just placed it. “There now it is perfect, it should be worn by another princess. My Princess,” he said, as he leaned in and kissed her forehead, cheeks and slowly moved down to her neck, then softly on her lips once more. 

“I…I do not what to say,” Laurel whispered with trembling lips.

“Nothing. Your eyes are telling my heart everything it needs to hear, that is enough. Come mo chailin, I shall bring you to your room,” Caleb spoke in a warm voice taking her hands and walking back into the castle. 

They walked through the lobby and up the stairs slowly, not speaking, smiling at each other warmly and holding hands until they reached Laurel’s room.

“Goodnight mo chailin. I hope you have pleasant dreams this evening,” Caleb said brushing her cheek with his thumb, as his long fingers gently grasped the back of her neck, leaning down and kissing her face and then her neck once more. “Leave me now my sweet girl, or I will not be able to resist you,” Caleb whispered his eyes intense but warm.

Laurel opened her eyes looking at him, smiling at her in a way he never had before, feeling herself tremble and unable to stop it. The intensity of his gaze was overwhelming, filling her with a warmth she had never experienced, coming from deep within her reaching the top of her head, as she felt her cheeks burning with her rushing emotions.

“Goodnight Caleb,” Laurel said, in a trembling whisper, as she began to open her door and move slowly backward.

“Good night my sweet girl,” Caleb whispered back, releasing his embrace, watching her slowly enter her room and softly shut the door.

Caleb smiled contentedly to himself, then made his way back downstairs and to the stables. After he had Lorcan readied, he began to ride out of the stables, then remembering, looked up. There stood Laurel, standing on the balcony, in her white nightgown. Smiling and waving, without speaking. Caleb smiled back, giving her a wave before turning down the path.

 

The next two days before the wedding were hectic and rushed, Queen Alana insisting that there was no need for Lady Ellos to host meals any longer, as the lodge contained a well equipped kitchen and plenty of staff. This suited Caleb just fine as he had Laurel attend the Lodge for dinner both nights, once with Marina. He also did not wish to deal with Lady Ellos irritating brother, Warwick.

“I have this overwhelming feeling before the end of our visit I will be pummelling him to the ground,” Caleb had told Aiden.

The day of the wedding finally arrived. It was a very simple ceremony, with only a few of the nobles and their families invited, and several of the more prominent farmers, as well as the Harvest masters. King Garron refused to invite Lady Ellos former in-laws, as a result of their treatment of her and her children. Of course all of the Chieftains and their wives were invited and had showed up the day before the wedding. The wedding feast on the other hand was quite lavish, and filled with music, dancing and fine food and wine. Caleb had danced with Laurel several times, as he was aware of how much she loved to dance. He also enjoyed watching her dance as Aiden then danced with her, Caleb looking on smiling at her warmly.

Before he realized who was standing next to him, he saw to his disdain, that it was Warwick, his stance and demeanour clearly indicating he had too much to drink.

“I see you have danced with the morsel of Gwenlais a few times, and now your brother is having a go at it as well. Quite generous of you, not minding sharing with your brother,” Warwick said laughing, in a profane manner. 

Caleb glared at him and then turned away, looking back at Laurel and Aiden once again.

“I am sure I do not know what you mean,” Caleb answered, doing his best to keep his temper in check. 

“Well of course you do. We are men of the world you and I, we know how the game is played,” Warwick replied, putting his arm over Caleb’s shoulder, leaning in closer, as Caleb could easily smell the drink on his breath. “She is just toying with us. She has been playing this delightful game of cat and mouse with me since my arrival. I will admit she has resisted me much longer than I am accustomed to. Though I have no doubt she will cease her game soon enough, even if I must coax her a bit. But mark my words my friend, once I do, she will be begging me to coax her once again. Her type always does,” Warwick, snickered in an evil manner, taking another drink of his wine glass, finishing it one gulp. 

“And what type would that be?” Caleb asked with a clenched jaw, still trying to keep his control.  

“Well you know. The type that pretends they really do not want the attention, feigns, insult and disinterest. They simply want to be pursued, chased, and hunted, until finally caught and shown what they really want. I live for the hunt, for the baser pleasures. And that one there, will be my next quarry. She will give in at some point, no matter what her pompous counselor tells me. I fancy he just wants her for himself, if you ask me,” Warwick said, with a vile drunken grin.

Caleb turned and looked at him smiling cunningly. 

“Come with me my friend, let us have another drink out on the back terrace. Perhaps we could discuss old conquests together,” Caleb said, leading Warwick out of the hall, grabbing a bottle of wine on his way out.

“Now where do you suppose he is going?” King Fergus asked Phineas, who was standing next to him.

“I cannot imagine Sire. It was my impression Prince Caleb loathed Warwick,” Phineas looked over with bemusement, watching the two of them leave the hall.

“Yes…he does. Which is why I am a bit concerned,” King Fergus replied, with a wry smirk.

 

As Caleb and Warwick continued to walk about the terrace, Caleb handing him the opened bottle of wine which Warwick readily accepted. Caleb led him further away from the terrace over to a high wall that over looked a winding stone staircase, leading to the bottom of the back courtyard. After Warwick took another drink and made another crude remark concerning Laurel’s need to be shown who is in charge, Caleb took the wine from him, then swiftly grabbing him by the back of his neck, threw him over the wall with his arms left dangling over the side. Caleb leaned out a bit further, increasing the grip on Warwick’s neck.  

Warwick cried out in terror, as he realized if Caleb loosened his grip he would fall to his death on the stone stairs below. 

“Now you listen to me you vile little maggot. I could throw you over this wall now, and everyone would think it was an accident. If you so much as glance over at Laurel for even an instant, I shall drag you back out here and do just that. In fact my friend, I think it would just be best for you to call it an evening then leave before I arrive. I look forward to telling her father of our conversation come morning, so trust me when I say it really is in your best interest to be gone by dawn. Garron will demand your head and I shall be more than happy to give it to him,” Caleb said with a menacing tone, as he threw Warwick backward on the ground, then kicking him viciously in the side, before turning and walking away. 

 

After saying goodnight to Laurel, Caleb made his way back to the Lodge, finding his father, Aiden, Tolemais and Deaglan all smirking at him, from the large table.

Caleb sat down and looked at them all with mild annoyance.

“So Caleb care to explain why you took a walk with Warwick earlier?” Aiden asked with a smirk.

“No reason. He had too much to drink and he needed some air,” Caleb replied casually.

“I was told that some of the guests saw you holding him precariously over the stone wall on the terrace,” Tolemais mentioned with a sly grin, as the others snickered.

“No, of course not. Just merely steadying him, as he became ill from too much drink,” Caleb answered back, with a wry smile.

“Yes, yes of course you were,” King Fergus replied chuckling.

“Well you are a kinder man than I am Caleb. I would have just dropped him,” Deaglan spoke up with his usual easy grin, as everyone laughed.

 

Laurel had not gone to her room when Caleb had left for the evening. Instead she helped Marina to put the younger children to bed, then went to Marina’s room to spend some time talking with her. Of course most of the conversations were centred on Caleb and Aiden, and how much they had enjoyed the attention of the Princes. Hugging Marina, warmly goodnight, Laurel then left for her room. Closing the door quietly, Laurel walked over to her wardrobe and changed into her nightgown, then as she was about to blow out the large pillar candle a movement near the balcony caught her eye. She turned and looked over in that direction, and to her shock and revulsion, there stood Warwick, making his way over to her slowly, with an evil lopsided grin.

“What do you think you are doing here? Get out of my room at once!” Laurel demanded, controlling her fear, as he came closer.

Laurel backed away, not wanting to turn her back on him, as she moved closer to her door. Warwick saw what she was doing and suddenly rushed upon her pining Laurel against her door, forcing his mouth to hers, with a crushing and violent kiss.

Laurel’s eyes went wide with shock and terror, when Warwick finally tore his mouth from hers.

“The game is over Princess. You know you want this. You always have, since you first met me. Admit it,” Warwick demanded in an angry low voice.

Laurel saw that his eyes were filled with a madness that terrified her. Yet, realizing what she must do, she forced herself to calm down, her panic slowly ebbing away.

“Yes Warwick,” she whispered. “Let me show you what my heart truly feels,” Laurel replied in a soft tone, smiling sweetly.

Warwick pulled away slightly, looking at her in surprise, then grinning maliciously, closed his eyes as he leaned in to take her mouth again. Laurel felt his body relax and then used that moment to drive her knee up into his groin, causing him to groan in pain as he bent over then dropped to his knees. Laurel then opened the door and immediately screamed for the guards and running over to her father’s room began to pound on the door frantically, yelling for him. No sooner had King Garron opened his door, looking panicked, the hall was filled with the guards Laurel had screamed for. Phineas had also rushed out of his room, going hurriedly over to Laurel.  

“Laurel what is wrong?” King Garron asked as Lady Ellos stood next to him looking panicked and fearful.

“Warwick! He was in my room! He tried to ravish me!” Laurel explained in a frantic voice.

“What! Where is the son of bitch?” King Garron yelled out furiously.

“I think he is still in my room, I tricked him to get away from him,” Laurel explained, no longer able to control her shaking, as Phineas held her in his arms.

“Guards! Bring the wretch out here!” King Garron demanded, as three of the guards had already headed to Laurel’s room upon hearing where he was. 

Dragging Warwick out, they held him fast roughly forcing him to his knees.

“You dare go to my daughter’s room in the night! I offered you hospitality, my daughter is not one of those things I offered, you miserable bastard!” King Garron yelled out, angrily.

Lady Ellos eyes filled with tears, crying in desperation, unsure of what to say or do. She looked up and saw her children standing in the hall, looking confused and fearful, clinging to Marina with wide eyes.

“Marina bring the children to your room please,” Lady Ellos directed as calmly as she could. “Laurel, Garron, it is obvious Warwick has had too much to drink. He did not mean it. Laurel, please. Tell your father you understand, and that it is alright, no harm was done,” Lady Ellos pleaded with her in desperation. 

Laurel’s eyes went wide with shock and anger.

“No! It is not alright. He always has too much to drink. He has been drunk since he arrived. He was in my bedroom! While I was changing,” Laurel said with emphasis.

“What?! Kill him!” King Garron demanded to the guards holding Warwick fast as he began to struggle, Lady Ellos begging her husband tearfully, not to kill her brother. 

Phineas watching the chaos unfold, hearing the desperate pleadings of Lady Ellos and looking down at Laurel’s now tearful face, suddenly spoke up.

“Sire! If I may. I have a better suggestion,” he said with a sly smile.

Tramaine listened to the entire chaotic event from a slit in his barely opened door. Thinking for a moment how he could use this to his advantage. He had only come to the wedding ceremony briefly, feigning illness. He did however keep a close eye on Warwick, thinking of ways a person of his weakness could prove useful.

“Unless of course the fool has gotten himself killed,” Tramaine muttered under his breath.

 

Warwick groaned as he was thrown to the ground violently, his face battered and bloody. Picked up once again forcefully, only to again fall, having a crushing blow to the side of his face send him reeling. Caleb kneeled down beside him, grabbing his shirt front and pulling him closer to talk to him. 

“The only reason your head remains on your shoulders is your sister begged me not to kill you. I only agreed because my mother felt it would be rude to kill you on your sister’s wedding night. So….my friend. You will leave Gwenlais, and should I see you again, I will kill you, but not before I take away your reason for living,” Caleb said to him, with a knowing grin, as the sound of low sardonic laughter could be heard in the background.

Warwick’s eyes went wide as he fully understood Caleb’s warning. Warwick was unable to speak only nodding weakly in acknowledgement. Caleb slammed him to the ground once more, before standing up and walking over to his horse leapt upon Lorcan quickly. He and the rest of the group left Warwick, with only his horse, bruised and battered in the middle of an open field.

 

It took a fortnight for the house and Lady Ellos to finally relax and calm down from the violent and traumatizing night. Queen Alana insisted they stay a bit longer, in order to be a source of comfort to both Ellos and Laurel. Caleb of course was in constant attendance, and Laurel was only shaken for a day or so. Lady Ellos sadly, was wretched and heartbroken, over her brother’s behaviour and demise. She was the oldest, Warwick was the only son. Her father had spoiled him, and never made him account for any wrongdoing or scandalous behaviour. He had been forced to leave Dubane, their small kingdom of the northeast, after seducing the young daughter of one of the magistrates. She became pregnant and Warwick refused to take responsibility. Her brothers threatened to kill him, but because his father was considered a close friend, they allowed him to live, but Warwick could not return, even for his parents’ funeral. Lady Ellos hoped she could help him change his decadent ways, with her marriage to her first husband. Alas, it only caused him to become more lecherous in behaviour. When he showed up suddenly at the castle, her happiness at seeing him, quickly faded when she saw his behaviour had not changed, if anything it had gotten worse. By the end of the fortnight Lady Ellos accepted her brother’s fate, and began to enjoy her new position as the King’s wife. He had not made her Queen, and she did not expect it, grateful with the knowledge she and her children would never want for food or comfort again. Laurel had also become much easier to live with. There were times they still did not see eye to eye, she found that Laurel though compassionate and charming, was also quite stubborn and had bouts of temper on occasion. Lady Ellos was however happy to see that Laurel and Marina’s friendship had been renewed, and that Laurel’s attendant Tulla was very sweet and caring to all of her children.

 

Caleb and Laurel stood together at the front terrace of the House of Healing, as he had escorted her there, before he and his family were to leave for Heathwin, that morning. They stood facing each other, holding hands. Caleb then reached down and caressed her cheek softly, seeing her eyes become stormy and tearful.

“Do not cry mo chailin. I shall return as soon as the snows have melted. It will be a much easier winter for both us. You will be very busy in your duties as a doe med, and with your new family. And I will have my sweet girl’s lovely face in my heart and mind to comfort me on those cold winter nights,” Caleb told her in a warm deep voice, smiling as he leaned down and kissed her face and finally her lips tenderly. “I shall miss you and think of you every day, until I hold you in my arms once again,” Caleb whispered, kissing her forehead, before standing up fully to look in her eyes.

“I shall miss you and think of you each day as well my Prince. I look forward to my next visit to Heathwin in the Planting season. To being there for the Planting festival,” Laurel replied trying her best to sound cheerful.

“I know that you will enjoy it mo stor,” Caleb said with a warm smile. 

Laurel smiled back not understanding this new endearment. Yet, not wanting to ask what it meant, as she knew at some point he would say it again to her, and then she would ask him its meaning. For now she would keep it as a special secret in her heart. He kissed her gently once more than after swiftly getting upon Lorcan rode off towards the Lodge, as his family waited for him, turning to wave one last time. Laurel smiled as she turned and made her way into the place that was now becoming her place of solace and purpose. 

Yes, this winter will be far easier, she thought to herself with a contented smile. 

 

Tramaine stood waiting anxiously in the wooded glen, as he had been instructed. Then suddenly a rider appeared out of the woods, upon a ghostly pale horse, the rider was wearing a heavy hooded cloak. The rider then dismounted and walked over silently to Tramaine, then lowering the hood, his eyes widened slightly in surprise. The woman standing before him was mysteriously beautiful, with hair the colour of a deep red rose, and almond shaped eyes the colour of lavender. Her smile was charming, yet everything in her bearing and appearance, warned Tramaine she was dangerous.

“Good day sire. I have looked forward to meeting you,” her smooth silky voice caressing his ears.

“And I you my lady. So, tell me, how you will be of assistance to me?” Tramaine asked with a cautious smile. 

“In many ways sire, I am more than an assistant, look at me as your partner, in a great and shared vision. Our mutual associate has told me how long you have languished at the hands of these fools in Gwenlais. How for so long, your gifts of insight and leadership have been ignored and overlooked. But no longer, Master Tramaine. Together with the help of our powerful associate we shall make the fools of Gwenlais and Heathwin bow and call you King, and perhaps in time, you will look upon me as more than your partner,” the woman whispered seductively, her long fingers lightly brushing his lips, before leaning in and kissing him. 

“Finally, a woman worthy of my respect and special attention,” Tramaine replied breathlessly, as he pulled her to him and kissed her again.

The woman opened her eyes studying Tramaine’s face, smiling slightly at his enraptured expression. 

Just as the Master said it would be, she thought to herself.

 



  
 


 10: THE FESTIVAL 
Laurel opened her eyes to the room being brightened, as the sun was suddenly beckoned in by the drapes being pulled open. 

“Good morning your Highness,” cheerfully said Mauve, Queen Alana’s attendant, “I trust you slept well?” she asked, with a warm smile

Laurel slowly sat up and stretched her arms.

“Yes, I did thank you,” Laurel replied sleepily.

“I am so glad to hear that. I have had the servants heat water for you and they will be bringing it up to your room shortly, so you may freshen up before breakfast. Would you like me to assist you in getting dressed this morning?” Mauve asked.

“No that is fine Mauve, I do not require assistance. I will wake up a bit more after I have washed my face. Has the family already had breakfast?” Laurel asked, still sitting on the bed.

“No your Highness. Her Majesty was quite specific on everyone waiting for you to join them. In fact she has requested that Prince Caleb escort you himself, as his room is closest to yours,” Mauve said, with a secretive smile. “Oh, that must be the servants,” Mauve continued, going to answer the knock on the door.  

Mauve opened the door to find it was indeed the servants bringing in warm water and fresh linens for Laurel. Mauve directed they be put on the dressing table, and after doing so they left immediately. Mauve then walked over to the large wardrobe and opening it turned back to look at Laurel, as she got out of bed. 

“Would you like me to choose something for you to wear your Highness?” Mauve asked expectantly. 

The tall slender woman was quite eager to assist Laurel in getting ready, her vivid blue eyes, bright and expressive. Laurel could not help but smile at her enthusiastic attentiveness, no doubt encouraged by the Queen.

“If you would like. Only nothing overly formal or frilly, just something simple and comfortable please,” Laurel requested. 

She noticed a hint of disappointment in Mauve’s eyes at the idea of her wearing something casual.

“Of course your Highness,” Mauve said turning her attention to the wardrobe. After a few minutes of searching Mauve pulled out a dress of pale green, with a cream colored bodice, and tiny pink roses embroidered into it.

“There we are, your Highness. You will look lovely in this,” Mauve said with satisfaction.

Laurel smiled at Mauve’s choice, as she felt it was not as simple as it could be, but not wanting to hurt the woman’s feelings accepted her selection.

“Thank you Mauve, that will be perfect,” Laurel replied warmly.

“Would you like me to arrange your hair for you,” Mauve asked.

“No, I think I shall just wear it down this morning,” Laurel said, again noting the disappointment in Mauve’s eyes.

“Very well your Highness. I shall take my leave. Enjoy your breakfast,” Mauve said cheerfully, and then left the room closing the door quietly behind her.

Laurel walked over to her dressing table and after washing began to dress as quickly as she could not wanting to make the family wait, nor knowing when Caleb would arrive to bring her to breakfast. She was no longer feeling tired from the ride to Heathwin from Gwenlais. She was excited with the anticipation of attending the Planting season festival. She had been quite busy with her duties at the House of Healing, and helping Lady Ellos and Marina to care for the younger children who had become ill in the winter. She had missed Caleb keenly during that time, and was most anxious for the snows and winter rains to finally fade away. She picked up her dress, which fortunately had a bodice that laced tightly in the front. This allowed her to dress easily as she would only need to wear a lightly fitted chemise. No sooner had she finished lacing her dress, then came a knock on her door.

“Come in,” Laurel answered the knock.

Caleb entered the room and upon seeing her, smiled at her affectionately. He looked very relaxed and handsome, in his casual attire. He was dressed in a dark grey shirt, opened at his throat, with black pants tucked into his high black leather boots. The color of his shirt made his eyes even more intense and blue. He walked up to her kissing her lovingly on the cheek. Then embracing her warmly for a few moments, feeling his heartbeat against her cheek, as she wrapped her arms around his waist. He then pulled away slightly to look at her.

“Good morning dearest. I hope you were not awakened to early. I told Mother you should be allowed to sleep at your leisure this morning. She insisted you should join us for breakfast. I feel her excitement of your visit has gotten the better of her,” he said, smirking and rolling his eyes.

Laurel was becoming quite used to Caleb’s open displays of affection. She noticed she would still blush, though it did not make her uncomfortable, simply more aware of the effect it had on her. She detected the scent of cedar and cloves on his skin, and his hair was still lightly damp from his bath.

“I am fine. I slept quite well last night. Though I must admit I was a bit surprised to find Mauve in my room this morning. She simple could not do enough for me. When I told her she did not have to arrange my hair, she seemed quite disappointed,” Laurel said, with a light laugh.

Caleb reached over to move a stray tendril that always seemed to fall lightly in front of her face whenever she laughed, smiling as he gently tucked it behind her ear.

“I am glad she did not. I have said before, I prefer it this way,” he replied, his voice soft and deep.

Laurel felt a warm tingle at his touch. She could not help but notice how attentive he was to her both at Gwenlais and on the way back to Heathwin. She remembered at her last visit how her feelings for him were becoming more intense and mature. Especially after her injury from the Dragon’s Tooth. They had grown quite close after that experience, as Caleb had rarely left her side, during her recovery. He had expressed his growing attachment to her, boldly telling her father they were now officially courting.

“Well, shall we go and join the rest of the family? I am sure they are waiting for us. If Aiden has to wait too long to eat he becomes quite irritated, and no one deserves to deal with that,” Caleb said with a smirk, taking her hand and tucking it under his arm as he directed her out of the door.

As they turned around the corner past the wide balcony overlooking the Grand Hall, servants could be seen bustling about readying for the Festival. They entered the sun filled dining room and saw that everyone was already seated, the table already set and filled with a splendid meal.

“Well it is about time,” Aiden said grumpily, “I have been tortured looking at all this food, and not being able to eat until you two showed up,” Aiden said as he began to fill his plate.

“Did I not tell you?” Caleb spoke into Laurel’s ear as he helped her to her seat.  

She giggled at his remark, as Aiden looked over at them with a smirk.

The meal was spent with talks of what the evening would entail and how the entire kingdom was filled with excitement in anticipation of the Festival. The winter had been long and harsh, and the festivities would bring a much needed morale boost to all. As the meal came to an end and Caleb was about to leave to attend to his duties when his mother spoke up.

“Caleb before you become too involved in your day, I wish to speak with you in the sitting room,” the Queen said, her voice and expression not giving anything away.

King Fergus and Aiden giving each other a sly smile at the Queen’s request.

“Alright, I will be in shortly,” Caleb said looking a bit curious. 

He smiled over at Laurel then kissing her lightly on the cheek once again before he left, as she smiled shyly back at him.

“Laurel my dear, I also wish to speak with you in an hour or so. I have something very special planned for you this evening and wish to discuss it with you. I would like you to arrive with me to the Festival. I have instructed Caleb that he is to be your escort for the evening however. Do you find that acceptable?” the Queen asked warmly.

“Of course. I look forward to it your Highness,” Laurel said, suddenly feeling shy, as the Queen was quite bold and direct.

Phineas looked curiously at Laurel at the Queen’s last remark. 

“Well I must prepare to go over the supply and harvest list with Prince Caleb, so I will take my leave. It was a lovely meal your Majesty thank you.

Your Highness if you should need me I will be in the study,” Phineas directed to Laurel, as he got up to leave. 

Soon the dining room was empty as everyone went about their own way.

“You asked to speak with me Mother?” Caleb enquired walking into the sitting room. 

“Yes dear, please sit down,” as the Queen beckoned Caleb into the room.

“Ladies if you would give us some privacy please,” Queen Alana instructed, her ever present attendants Stella and Mauve.

They got up from their seats quickly, smiling and giving Caleb a quick curtsy as they left, keeping the door slightly opened behind them.

“Is something wrong? You do realize I must go over the harvest and supply list with Phineas?” Caleb asked still standing, his voice showing a bit of impatience. 

“I am fully aware of your responsibilities Caleb, now indulge me please for a few moments and sit down,” the Queen said, sounding slightly irritated, as she motioned Caleb to a chair.

Caleb smirked at her but finally sat down wondering what his mother was up to. She had been acting very peculiar in the fortnight before the Festival, and Laurel’s arrival. Laurel’s room was to remain the same as her first visit, but more care was given to the selection of bed linens, flowers, and her own personal bath embellishments were arranged. The Queen was quite specific asking about her favourite colors, and scents and flowers. Caleb looked over at his mother who was just finishing her cup of rosehip tea.

“So are you going to leave me in suspense or do you plan on telling me sometime today why it is you called me?” he asked her, with a condescending tone and expression.

“You have absolutely no patience today. Yes, I plan on telling you,” the Queen said, with a miffed tone in her voice as she continued. 

“At King Garron’s wedding last season, your father and I had mentioned to him the idea of arranging the introduction of a Marriage Alliance between our two Kingdoms. We all agreed it was an outstanding idea,” the Queen’s voice was curt and serious.

Caleb immediately groaned and rubbed his eyes with his hand in an exasperated gesture.

“Now hear me out before you already decide against it,” the Queen said impatiently.

“Mother you are more than aware I am not against it. I have basically been courting her for the past season. I adore Laurel, and I knew at some point, it would be an obvious choice to bring up, not to mention you asked me of this three seasons ago. I know you are aware how close Laurel and I became during her last visit. I have already told her my heart was in her safe keeping. But do you feel that this is the best time to mention this? At the Festival? All I can think about is, will others compare her to Morene? I do not wish for her to suffer that comparison. Not to mention our relationship being looked upon as nothing more than an Alliance agreement as it was with Morene. Did you not think, I would have asked her father for her hand myself at some point?” Caleb interjected becoming agitated. 

“Laurel is nothing like Morene. Her affections for you are quite apparent, something you never shared with Morene. What I am considering is completely different from your first union. Laurel is the first female child to be born to the royal line of Gwenlais in ten generations. The union between you and Laurel would unite our two realms, peacefully, as one. Making it the most powerful, as well as the most prosperous realm in all of Rienfield.  People would come here for the security and knowing the boundaries would be protected and well-guarded,” the Queen spoke in a very determined voice. “Her mother and I have always believed that Laurel is the female child written about by the Olden Scribes. ‘She will heal the torn Kingdoms, and hold the heart of Heathwin. She will be the Treasure of Gwenlais.’ You my son, are heir to the throne of Heathwin, you Caleb, are Heathwin. So your union being looked upon as an Alliance, cannot be denied. Our mentioning it to Garron as a Marriage Alliance, also puts him in the position to accept the seriousness of your relationship with her. Garron never accepted Milna’s feelings concerning Laurel. It is also very likely with her influence, as she is in training to become an Ollam, she would help you, in make living with the Rabkins, at the very least, a civil arrangement, as you have revealed the Rabkins highly respect healers,” the Queen added, with a wry smile.

She then got up from her chair and moved out of the room into the main corridor, as she heard laughter coming from the half opened door. Caleb followed her as he recognized the laughter as Laurel’s. They both walked over to the large stairway, looking down on the Grand Hall of the Lodge.

Laurel was speaking animatedly with a young mother and her two small children, as they handed her a large bouquet of wild flowers. Laurel got down on her knees to hug the small girl giving her the flowers, as she continued talking happily with the child’s mother. The Queen looked over at Caleb, who was completely captivated by the scene below, a warm smile on his lips.

“But more importantly my son, does she not make your heart complete when she is in your presence?” the Queen asked quietly, gently laying a hand on his shoulder.

“Yes she does,” Caleb answered softly, continuing to watch the scene below.

“Then why wait any longer than necessary? She is here with you now. You have already said yourself you have been courting her for an entire season, more or less. Do not leave her waiting Caleb, to ask for your heart back from her safe keeping,” the Queen smiled, and then very quietly walked away, leaving Caleb to contemplate what she had just told him.  

She had planted the idea, it was now the time, the rest would simple fall into place, she thought smiling to herself. 

Caleb continued to watch Laurel as she spoke with the young family. After a few more moments the mother left with her children. Laurel still holding the flowers, began to make her way towards the stairs when she noticed Caleb watching her from the top of the stairway. She smiled brightly at him as she made her way up. He smiled back and began to descend the stairs towards her. 

“Caleb, did you see the mother and her children? Were they not adorable?” Laurel said, her eyes shining and bright with delight.

“I did indeed see them. But I must admit I was a bit distracted by the one they were talking to,” he smiled at her, his eyes intense and captivating.

Laurel felt her face flush at his words and the expression in his eyes.

“You should get your flowers into water, it would be a shame if they wilted,” Caleb placed his hand on her waist, and directed her up the stairs.

Laurel felt her stomach flutter at his closeness and familiarity of his touch.

As they walked down the long corridor towards her room, Caleb could not help but notice how lovely she looked, even in her simple attire and unadorned hair. 

“Are you looking forward to the Festival this evening?” Caleb asked, his voice deep and soft.

“Yes I am. I remember my last visit it was cancelled, with good reason of course. I have to admit my father was concerned about my coming,” Laurel said excitedly, with a mischievous glint in her eye.

Caleb caught it right away and found himself charmed by her impish expression.

“Is he afraid you will have a bit too much fun tonight?” Caleb asked, giving her a roguish grin.

She giggled at his question, as they entered her room.

“Yes, that is exactly what he is afraid of. I do not know what he expects me to do. I mean really, you will be with me all night. Your mother has told me you were to be my escort,” Laurel replied blushing slightly.  

She was able to find an empty vase on one of the small tables in the room.

She put the flowers in the vase, adding water from a pitcher near her dressing table. Caleb looked around her room, noticing all the personal touches that had been added for her. 

“How do you find your room this visit? I have not had much time to speak with you since we arrived yesterday. I hope you do not feel I was ignoring you last night,” Caleb said watching her intently as she arranged her flowers.

Laurel looked up at him a bit surprised he would feel that way. Then noticing the keenness of his gaze she began to blush, smiling shyly she looked back at her arrangement.

“No, I do not feel that way at all. I know that you have been busy. I have not felt neglected in any way. As far as my room,” she said looking about, “it is perfect. I feel completely at home in it,” she said, with a warm smile.

“I am glad to hear that about both topics,” Caleb smiled back at her, walking up to where she stood, reaching over and playing with her hair.

She turned to face him, her stomach beginning to flutter again, at his nearness. She suddenly realized how much she had missed him.

“I will have to take my leave of you for a while. I need to finish the supply list for Phineas, and make sure all the security measures are in place for the evening. I may not see you again until the Festival, though I still intend on being your escort tonight. Unless of course you would prefer to wait for me to bring you,” Caleb mentioned with an irresistible smile, as he gently moved his bent finger across her cheek.

“Oh, that is alright. Actually your mother has told me that she has something special planned for this evening, and I was to arrive with her. I really do not know what it is, but I am to meet with her in an hour or so,” Laurel said her eyes bright, at the thought of what the evening might bring.

“I have no idea what she has planned either. I guess we will both have to wait and see. I will not be seeing her until the Festival as well,” Caleb said with a slight smirk, thinking of his mother’s secretive behavior.

Taking her hand he bent down slowly, giving her a soft and lingering kiss on her cheek, and then her forehead. Lastly, giving her a soft light kiss on her lips, as he had done when he said goodbye to her in Gwenlais. He smiled with warmth and amusement at her shyness, as she blushed at his affections.

“I have missed you my sweet girl. I am glad you here. I will see you this evening then,” Caleb said softly, kissing her cheek one last time before he turned and left the room.

Laurel smiled as she stood watching him leave. It had been an interesting two days. Her last visit was enjoyable, after the intense emotions had relaxed, and her injuries had begun to heal. Caleb was utterly devoted to helping her recover and she had enjoyed his undivided attention. He had told her to care for her personal goals, but also to care for his heart. He would wait for her. Was this the time he would ask for it back, unbroken? She smiled at remembering, how they had danced together at her father and Lady Ellos’ wedding. How he told her he would miss her over winter and had kissed her lightly and softly on the lips for the first time. This visit proved to be much more relaxed from the beginning. The short stay by the river that divided the two realms was peaceful, the rest of the journey to Heathwin was relatively easy. Caleb and Aiden were charming and attentive. They would occasionally tease Phineas by speaking Kedesh in front of him, which he found irritating since he did not understand it. The Queen was delighted at her arrival, doting, going out of her way to make Laurel feel at home. Caleb’s attentions this morning and within the last few moments had been very open and expressive. She walked to the balcony of her room and stepped outside to enjoy the air and sun. She was bursting with an excitement she had never felt. The thought of the evening’s festivities filled her with nervous anticipation. As she turned to go back into her room, she was again surprised by Mauve’s presence.  

“Hello your Highness. I am here to escort you to the Queen’s sitting room, Mauve said brightly.

“I did not realize the time had passed so quickly,” Laurel said, as she closed the balcony doors.

“Her Majesty realizes that she is summoning you a bit earlier than stated, but now that her schedule has opened, she wished to begin preparing you for tonight’s festivities,” Mauve stated with an enigmatic smile.”

“Preparing me?” Laurel asked a bit uneasily.

“Yes your Highness. Nothing to be concerned with, I dare say I feel you will be quite pleased with what she has in mind,” Mauve replied her eyes twinkling. “Come with me please,” Mauve said with a patient tone as she turned and began to leave Laurel’s room.

Laurel willingly complied and followed Mauve sheepishly, the whole time wondering what the Queen had in mind, and why would she need to be prepared for the evening. As they walked past Caleb’s room, going further up the corridor, she found the wing to be large and expansive. The Queen’s private sitting room was directly across from her bed chamber, at the very end of the wing. Upon entering, Laurel was immediately aware of the room’s feminine beauty and opulence. The furnishings were well cushioned and delicately carved and graceful. The full length windows were covered in a sheer light fabric which filtered in the sun giving it a soft glow. Displayed in the center of the room, on a dressmaker’s wooden model, stood the most beautiful, unusual looking gown she had ever seen. It was the color of the midnight sky, with its bodice and unattached long sleeves the color of storm clouds. It seemed to almost be alive as it shimmered and sparkled when the light would touch it. Laurel was mesmerized by it, as she slowly walked up to touch it, unable to take her eyes from it. As her hands delicately touched the fabric, she was amazed how light and smooth it felt, even though it shone as if covered in jewels.

“There you are my dear. So what do you think of your Festival gown?” the Queen asked as she entered the room.

“My gown?” Laurel asked in disbelief, her eyes wide at the thought of wearing such an amazing creation.

“Yes my dear,” the Queen answered smiling happily. “Did I not tell you I had something special planned?’’ the Queen asked, smiling in amusement at Laurel’s expression. 

“Well, yes. But I never anticipated anything like this. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Laurel’s voice filled with excitement.

Queen Alana and her attendants looked at each other with knowing and satisfied smiles. As Laurel continued to examine the gown she suddenly realized, that it was far too long for her, as the Queen was tall and slender. She looked up a bit puzzled. 

The Queen noticing her expression asked, “What is it dear? You seem confused.”

“Meaning no disrespect your Highness, but do you feel the gown will be ready for this evening? Surely it will need to be altered a bit to fit me properly,” Laurel answered, still feeling puzzled.

The Queen gave her a knowing smile as she walked up to her.

“That is the beauty and wonder of this dress Laurel. What do you think it is made of?” the Queen asked her.

“I do not know. This is a cloth I have never seen before. It almost feels like I am touching water, yet it also feels strong and resilient,” Laurel replied, her voice filled with awe.

“King Fergus, gave this material to me as a gift to impress my father. I dare say it did. It is a dragon’s skin. The last one ever found,” Queen Alana said, with undisguised pride, as she touched the gown.

Laurel turned to look at her with surprise and amazement.

“The wonderful thing about this dress, is that the skin will adjust itself to whoever wears it. I was the last one to do so, hence it conformed to my shape. When you put it on, it will conform to yours,” the Queen looked at Laurel with a warm smile, “Do you wish to try it on?”

Laurel looked at it again, her heart pounding, touching it with trembling fingers.

“I do not know what to say. I am truly speechless at the thought of wearing it,” Laurel spoke softly.

“Just say yes dear,” the Queen said warmly.

“Oh yes,” Laurel said with a nervous laugh. “I very much wish to wear it,” looking back at the wondrous dress.

Stella and Mauve began to help Laurel out of her clothes, and to her surprise the Queen handed her a light silk chemise, that went slightly past her knees.

“Go behind the dressing curtain dear and remove the rest of your clothing. You will only need this light slip under the gown, trust me,” the Queen said noticing Laurel’s curious expression.

Laurel did as instructed and as she came from behind the curtain noticed the gown had been taking off the model and was being held by Stella and Mauve waiting to help her put it on.  As they carefully slipped in over her head, Laurel could at once feel a strange sensation of movement over her body as the dress touched her skin. The attendants then attached the sleeves, her shoulders remaining bare, the Queen then carefully tucked the slip’s straps into the bodice of the dress. The three older women, then stepped back and smiled admiringly at her.

“Do you wish to see what you look like?” the Queen asked, directing over to a large gilded mirror.

Laurel looked into the mirror, letting out a small gasp of surprise at what she beheld. The dress had indeed conformed to fit her. Not just fitting her, but enhancing and sensually draping over her shape. It had also adjusted to her height as well. Laurel stood staring a moment longer in wonderment.

The Queen walked up to Laurel with a smile of approval. 

“Tonight, you will be my secret weapon,” the Queen said quietly.

“I do not understand,” Laurel said slightly bewildered.

“You will dear, at some point you will,” the Queen replied with a knowing smile. “Ladies we must help the Princess prepare for her debut to the Kingdom.  Ready her bath in my private chamber and have Imagin brought in. Imagin is to be your personal attendant while you are here dear.

She is a lovely young girl, I would say fourteen seasons. She is the daughter of my cousin. She is also quite gifted at arranging and braiding hair, she will see to yours tonight. Now let us help you out of the gown and we will attend to your needs to prepare for the evening,” the Queen said, in a very self-satisfied voice.

Laurel was helped out of the gown and given a pale silk robe to wear as she was ushered into the Queen's private bath, which was just as rich and opulent as the sitting room. The shinning copper tub was exactly the same as in Caleb's bath. The attendants and servants had the bath filled with fragrant flowers and herbs, as well as a luxurious lavender scented oil.

Mauve directed Laurel to a comfortable chair as she carefully pinned up her hair, so as not to get it wet in the bath. She was then instructed to relax in the fragrant warm bath as the attendants brought in rich and fragrant lotions to apply to her skin when she was finished.

Laurel never felt more relaxed or pampered as the attendants continued to add warm water and scented herbs and flowers to the bath. Just as she felt she would begin to drift off, Mauve came into the bath smiling at her.

“Are you ready to leave the bath so you may begin to ready for the Festival?” Mauve asked expectantly. 

“I suppose I should or I shall fall asleep,” Laurel answered drowsily.

She was given a flowing bath sheet to wrap in as her face, neck, and shoulders were gently massaged with the fragrant lotions, by one attendant, as another lightly filed and buffed her fingernails. When they were through she was giving back the silk robe and escorted into the Queen's sitting room once again. As she was directed to sit in an overstuffed chair a young woman of about fourteen seasons entered the room, smiling at Laurel as she walked towards her. She carried a small basket, filled with jeweled hair pins, ribbons, and several types of combs and brushes.

“Good day your Highness, I am Imagin. I will be your personal attendant, and will also be arranging your hair for the Festival this evening,” the young girl said brightly. 

Her eyes were, as most Westerners, a deep blue. She had fair skin and dark brown hair with deep auburn highlights when the light touched it. Her stature however was more similar to that of Laurel’s, not being as tall as most were, only a bit taller than Laurel. Her entire demeanor was friendly and outgoing, and Laurel was sure there was something familiar about her.

“Hello Imagin. I cannot help but think we have met,” Laurel said, with a smile looking at her curiously.

“No your Highness, we have not met. But you do know my brother.

He is Owain,” Imagin said, with a broad smile.

Just then Laurel recognized why Imagin seemed so familiar. She had Owain’s bright eyes, and her smile was reminiscent to that of Caleb and Aiden’s.

“Of course. I remember Owain mentioning he had a sister. I am so glad to finally make your acquaintance. How is your brother by the way? I have not had a chance to see him since my arrival,” Laurel enquired.

“He is well. He has been very busy with security duties. I am sure though that Prince Caleb will allow him time to say hello to you before you return to Gwenlais,” Imagin replied with the same bright enthusiasm.

“Imagin do you not think you should begin to get things ready to prepare her Highness hair?” Mauve politely asked, to remind the girl of her duties.

“Oh! Yes of course,” Imagin said, with an embarrassed giggle.

Imagin then carefully unpinned Laurel’s hair letting it fall as it cascaded down her shoulders, then taking one of the brushes began to slowly brush it to perfection, her face showing her concentration.

Mauve walked away smiling satisfied the girl was attending to her duties.

“My Lady. Is that the Queen’s dress under the sheet in the corner?” Imagin whispered.

Laurel smiled at the girl’s casual and bold manner. Laurel found herself liking her already, reminding her a bit of herself.

Yes it is. I am to wear it to the Festival,” Laurel whispered back to her.

“I cannot believe the rumor is true,” Imagin still continued to whisper, with an excited giggle.

“What rumor would that be?” Laurel asked becoming intrigued.

“That you will actually be wearing it! The Queen’s dress has only been worn by her and only twice. Once to her introduction to the kingdom and on her wedding day. Her own sons have never seen it. You truly hold her Majesty’s favor,” Imagin said her voice still lowered, but unable to hold her excitement.

Laurel did not speak, as she began to realize the significance of what she was about to do. The Queen said this would be her introduction to the kingdom of Heathwin. With her arrival with the Queen to the Festival, wearing the Queen’s gown, all would know what place Laurel held in her Majesty’s favor. Also the Queen’s unusual statement about her being a secret weapon.  She took a deep breath to calm her rising excitement and nervousness. Just then the Queen entered the sitting room with Stella and Mauve as well as two other female attendants.

“Oh very good Imagin. Take your time dear, we have several hours before we are to leave and I want Princess Laurel’s hair to be a picture of perfection,” the Queen stated, with quiet authority.

The Queen then sat in front of Laurel in a chair that was brought for her, she then gestured one of the attendants to put down the tray she was holding on the small table in front of Laurel. It held a cup of herbal tea and a small plate of crisp lightly sweetened biscuits. 

“Laurel my dear do have a biscuit or two, you will not be having a meal until the Festival and I do not want you to become light headed from lack of food,’’ the Queen said warmly. “Now I wish to go over who you will be meeting this evening and what exactly the Festival entails.”

Queen Alana went on to explain how when she arrived with her, Laurel would be introduced to the Chieftains' wives and other important people in the Kingdom of Heathwin. All that would be required of her was to enjoy the festivities and be charming and engaging, as many were looking forward to meeting her.

“I have no doubt that you are more than capable of accomplishing this simple request my dear,” the Queen said, warmly touching her hand.

“I shall do must best to make you proud your Highness,” Laurel said, in a voice filled with excitement and nervousness.

“I know you will. I will now take my leave as I also need to ready for the evening. Sit here and relax and let Imagin to finish your hair. When it is time Stella and Mauve will help you dress and finish whatever last preparations that you will need. I will see you soon dear,” the Queen said warmly, as she left Laurel in the sitting room with Imagin.

 

“Did you have any idea what Mother wished to talk with me about in the sitting room this morning?” Caleb asked his brother, as they walked about the city to inspect the security measures being taking for the Festival.

“Yes I did,” Aiden said, with a wry smile.

“I thought as much. I saw you and Father smile at each other when Mother mentioned speaking to me. Why is it that you knew before me?” Caleb asked, his voice taking on an annoyed edge.

“Because I am Father’s favourite. You know this,” Aiden said dryly, but still smiling.

“That is because you let him win at Tablut,” Caleb smiled back at him.

“You should not be surprised as Mother already asked you concerning the subject a few seasons back. And it just so happens Laurel has grown into this lovely woman, who has loved you her entire life,” Aiden said, with all seriousness.

“I would not say that. I know as a child she was a bit enamored with me,” Caleb mentioned with a smile.

“Caleb, really you have never noticed? How her face lights up when you walk into the room. How she hangs on your every word when you talk about things you have seen or done on a Patrol mission. How much she trusted you during her last visit, when she was injured. Do you know where I found her at your wedding to Morene?” Aiden asked pointedly.

Caleb just shook his head, looking at his brother curiously.

“She was on the back balcony, all alone, crying,” Aiden said to him, in a low voice, smiling slightly.

“I had no idea. As you recall, she was upset when I announced my impending wedding to Morene, but I assumed she had gotten over it by then. I had made up my mind already last season while Laurel was recovering from her injury, how I felt about her. I knew then her feelings had matured, but I did not know they had been this long,” Caleb said with surprise.

“Tonight when she makes her debut to Heathwin for the first time, which is how you need to look at her, as if for the first time. I think you will be pleasantly surprised,” Aiden smiled at him knowingly. 

“Am I to assume you know something else about Laurel’s arrival to the Festival?” Caleb asked, with the annoyed edge once more.

“Nothing specific. Just that it will be a pleasant surprise. Father would not tell me anymore, he was afraid Mother would become upset with him,” Aiden said with a laugh.

“Did you know that Mother feels she is the female child the Scribes wrote about?” Caleb asked, smiling wryly at him.

“Really?” Aiden paused thoughtfully for a moment. “I suppose it is not all that farfetched. She is the first female child in several generations, born to the royal family of Gwenlais, and all of Heathwin loves her. Why not? It should be Laurel,” Aiden smiled back at Caleb.

“Yes, why not indeed. Well if we are done here I suppose we should get back to the Lodge, and see what is left to be done there. We will have to get ready ourselves at some point,” Caleb said, with a bit of nervousness in his voice.

Aiden put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder and gave him a reassuring smile.

“Caleb, I have this feeling that you will not regret this evening. When we get back to the Lodge just remember how you felt when you walked her to breakfast this morning. How happy you were when we arrived at Gwenlais to bring her back with us. How happy she was to see you. Try to remember who Laurel is with, right now. Believe me I am sure she is more nervous about this evening than you are,” Aiden said laughingly. 

Caleb smiled at him knowing that Laurel probably was wondering herself if she did not already know what the evening would mean for her, for both of them.

 

“I am finished my Lady,” Imagin announced quietly, her voice sounding satisfied with the results.

Laurel lightly touched her hair, intrigued by the many twists and braids she felt, as well as all the jeweled pins, yet she noticed her hair was also gently falling down her back. She could scarcely wait to see what Imagin had created. Mauve and Stella reappeared and gave Laurel an approving look.

“You have done a wonderful job Imagin. Her Majesty will be very pleased,” Mauve said to the girl.

Imagin smiled broadly looking at Laurel, her eyes twinkling.

“Come your Highness, let us help you dress,” Stella said, warmly holding out her hand to direct Laurel to the gown.

Once again the mysterious gown was put over Laurel’s head, and once more the strange feeling of movement could be felt as the gown touched her body.

The sleeves were reattached, and then Stella stood in front of Laurel, and carefully applied enhancing color to her eyes, checks and lips. 

Imagin put her hand to her mouth and let out a small gasp of surprise as she looked over at Laurel. Stella and Mauve gave Laurel very satisfied smiles.

“I shall go and inform her Majesty that you are ready. Please do not look in the mirror just yet my Lady. We need to wait for the Queen to be present,” Mauve said quietly, as she left the room.

“You look exquisite your Highness. All of Heathwin will be in awe when they see you,” Stella said, her eyes filled with warmth and emotion.

Laurel began to tremble with nervousness and anticipation, as she was quite surprised by the reaction of Imagin and the Queen’s attendants. 

The Queen entered the room, closely followed by Mauve, who was now holding a small wooden box. The Queen looked elegantly beautiful in a gown of pale silver, wearing a long sparkling silver chain which matched her gown. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face, but spilled down her back, ending at her waist. Laurel thought she looked every bit the Queen of Heathwin. The Queen paused for a moment when she looked at Laurel, a very pleased smile on her lips. 

“Did I not tell you, your Majesty?” Mauve asked quietly.

The Queen walked over to Laurel and gently kissed her cheek.

“Come my dear. Perhaps now you will understand what I told you earlier,” Queen Alana said taking Laurel by the hand, and directing her to the full mirror.

“Before you look into the mirror, close your eyes and take a deep breath,” the Queen instructed Laurel. 

Laurel did as she was told, barely able to contain her eagerness to finally see what all the fuss being made over her was about.  Letting out her breath slowly, she opened her eyes. She was stunned as she looked at the reflection in the mirror, at first not able to believe the image she was seeing was indeed herself. She too, let out a small gasp of surprise, as she had never looked this way before. The woman staring back at her was not only beautiful, but alluring and seductive. Laurel had truly not anticipated appearing this way, and began to tremble with the newness of the emotions she felt. Excitement, nervousness, elation, all crashing into her at once.  

“I am beautiful,” Laurel said, in a stunned shaking whisper. 

No conceit was in her voice or manner, simply surprised admittance.

“You most certainly are my dear,” the Queen stated smiling. “But something is missing,” she said as she gestured for Mauve to open the wooden box.

The Queen then took a delicate silver necklace carved in the shape of roses, out of the box. She carefully placed it around Laurel’s neck and clasped it in the back.

“There we are, perfect,” the Queen said very satisfied.

Laurel’s lips began to tremble at the image she was beholding, as she gently brushed her fingers across the necklace.

“Now, we shall leave soon, but let us wait until the men of the house are in the Grand Hall. I truly feel an entrance is required for this evening. Is it not ladies?” Queen Alana asked her attendants. 

Stella and Mauve simply smiled, knowing the Queen did not expect them to answer. They left with the Queen following them, she had instructed Laurel to stay in the sitting room to relax for a few moments, until she returned for her. Imagin walked up to Laurel and quietly took her hand, as they looked in the mirror together, both began to giggle nervously.

As Queen Alana and her attendants walked down the corridor, they noticed that all four men were at the end of it, next to Caleb’s room talking together.

They were in their formal attire ready to attend the Festival, which was already beginning, as music and the sound of many voices, drifted up the stairway.

“There you are my dear. You look utterly beautiful as usual,” King Fergus said, taking the Queen’s hand bringing it up to his lips.

The Queen smiled lovingly at her husband, finding him quite charming and handsome still, after all the time they had been together. Looking at her sons she could not help but feel a sense of pride with how handsome they looked.  Aiden, as always was charming, and his beautiful soulful eyes were enhanced by the dark blue of his jacket. Caleb appeared taller and looked regal and striking, in his steel grey jacket, that was perfectly tailored for him. His deep blue eyes, were intense and expressive as he smiled at his mother.

Phineas himself who usually dressed in nondescript fashion looked elegant and handsome in his wine colored formal attire.

“You all look exceptionally handsome this evening, but I do feel you should attend the Festival now Fergus. It has already begun, has it not?” Queen Alana asked, as she smiled at him secretively.

The King laughed quietly at his wife, knowing exactly her meaning behind her question.

“Well my boys that is your Mother’s discreet way of telling us to leave so that she may assist Laurel in making her introduction to Heathwin. Time to go,” King Fergus said, slapping both of his sons on the back, as he walked past them and down the stairs. 

Phineas and Aiden followed the King, but Caleb lingered a moment longer, glancing down the corridor.

“You will see her soon enough dear,” the Queen said knowingly.

Caleb did not reply, only gave his mother a wry grin as he also made his way down the stairs to the growing crowd in the Grand Hall.

The Queen smiled at Caleb’s nervousness he was desperately trying to hide.

She walked back down to her sitting room to announce to Laurel it was time to finally arrive as the Princess of Gwenlais.

Caleb looked around the Hall, noticing the crowd was much larger than past Festivals, outside seemed to be full of people as well. He once again anxiously glanced up to the wide staircase.

“Relax Caleb, this is supposed to be a Festival,” Aiden laughed at him.

“I hope your Mother does not make him suffer too much with waiting,” King Fergus said, laughing as well.

“I am glad you are both enjoying yourselves at my expense,” Caleb replied, with an annoyed expression and tone.

“So what exactly did her Majesty have planned for Princess Laurel? She seemed quite mysterious about it,” Phineas asked, with a bit of apprehension. 

“You will just have to wait and suffer with Caleb,” King Fergus answered laughing lightly, as he sat in the modestly designed throne.

Aiden laughed out loud hitting Caleb on the back, as Caleb just scowled at the both of them glancing back up the staircase. After a few moments had passed, with the sound of a horn, the music that was playing suddenly stopped. Everyone noticed this and the talking began to gradually grow quieter.

“May I present, Her Majesty Queen Alana and Her Royal Highness Princess Laurel of Gwenlais,” the royal announcer said, in a booming rich voice.

There was a sudden hush over the entire Hall as all eyes looked up to the top of the wide stairway. Caleb looked up immediately. He was stunned by the sight that met him. Aiden and his father exchanged surprised smiles, as they too were dazzled by what they witnessed. Phineas simply stood looking shocked.

“Take a breath dear,” the Queen whispered to Laurel, as they stood for a moment at the top of the stairs. 

Laurel exhaled slowly, and then the Queen taking Laurel’s hand, began to descend the staircase slowly and gracefully.

Laurel saw Caleb watching her, as she smiled at his expression, her eyes never left his face as she continued down the stairs. When they reached the bottom of the staircase, Laurel was surprised by the entire Hall bowing in respect, they stood for a moment to acknowledge the crowd’s response.

Then coming from the side of the Hall the sound of drums, then the unmistakable haunting sound of the pipes could be heard. The crowd then stepped away to make a clear path for the Pipe Players of Heathwin. They were once again dressed in their formal garb as the proceeded to walk past the staircase towards King Fergus and his sons. They then separated into two groups on either side of the King and continued to play. The Queen resumed to direct Laurel to the back of the Hall where King Fergus sat. They stopped for a moment in front of the thrones, where the Queen released Laurel’s hand and took her place by her husband’s side. Laurel stood waiting for the Queen to sit and then formally gave them a deep curtsy, slightly bowing her head. Caleb standing next to his father, was completely mesmerized by her appearance. She was truly the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Raising her head, Laurel, for a breath’s moment, looked at him and smiled. She then stood and turned to face the silent crowd gazing at her. King Fergus rose from his throne and stepped forward, to formally introduce Laurel. With a raised hand to signal the Pipe Players, the music abruptly stopped.

“People of Heathwin, may I introduce to you, Princess Laurel of Gwenlais,” the King said, in a deep rich voice.

The crowd once again bowed in respect. Laurel was filled with emotion and gratitude to have been presented in such a formal and grand manner. After the introduction was made the Queen signaled for the music to begin again, as the Pipe Players made their way out of the Grand Hall into the courtyard, allowing Laurel to relax as the festivities began to commence once more. As Laurel took another deep breath, she turned to find Caleb standing directly behind her. She jumped in surprise, as they both began to laugh at her being startled. He then took her hand in his and slowly brought it up to his face, closing his eyes as he turned her wrist, giving her a lingering kiss, feeling her pulse race against his lips. She looked at him her eyes wide and luminous as she swallowed in surprise, not expecting this seductive reaction. Caleb gently lowered her hand as he gazed into her eyes, smiling enticingly at her. Laurel felt her face blush at the intensity of his gaze.

“To say you look beautiful, would not begin to describe you. So you will have to excuse my feeble attempts to compliment you. I can only say that I have never felt so helpless in the presence of such beauty before,” Caleb said in a low voice, meant for only her to hear.

Laurel’s eyes grew wider at his words. Words she never thought he would say to her, yet had always dreamt he would. Yes, she finally had to confess to herself, that she had always loved him. Her eyes grew moist with overwhelming torrents of the emotions running through her. She smiled back at him as he smiled warmly at her expression, he could feel her tremble when he put his hand to her waist.

“Thank you Caleb. I truly am overwhelmed by all of this,” she whispered back to him. Her eyes roving nervously about the Grand Hall. “Everyone continues to look at me,” Laurel said, with a nervous laugh.

“Do not be mo stor. The people cannot help but be entranced by you. Come, walk with me, allow me the privilege of showing Heathwin your beauty,” Caleb said to her, in his deep elegant voice. 

He took her hand and led her out of the Grand Hall’s entrance, all eyes on them as they walked together. Caleb noticed the surprised looks given by the people. Most smiled, few just stared in amazement, as some recognized that Laurel wore the Queen’s dress. He smiled down at her, continuing to hold her hand as they walked about the courtyard briefly. 

He wanted everyone to catch a glimpse of her beauty that he was still amazed by. Owain approached them smiling broadly, wearing his formal Sentinel uniform. He took Laurel’s hand and bowed to her respectfully, catching Laurel completely off guard.

“Your Highness, may I officially welcome you to Heathwin, and say that it is an honor to be guarding the grounds for you this evening. You truly gift us with your presence,” Owain said in his most regal air, giving her his most charming smile.

Laurel smiled at him in surprise at his formal and gracious demeanor.

“Thank you Sir Owain, I am flattered,” she said, continuing to smile at him.

“Sire,” Owain acknowledging Caleb’s presence. “I am happy to report that the grounds are secured. I hope that you both will have an enjoyable evening,” Owain said, bowing his head slightly.

“Thank you Owain, continue the good work,” Caleb said, grinning at him wryly.  

Owain smiled as he turned and walked back to his post. As they walked about the courtyard, Laurel was amazed to see all the festivities that encompassed the evening. Dancers, jugglers, minstrels were everywhere. People were laughing and dancing, and enjoying the mood the Festival inspired. Tables of every kind of food and drink imaginable were placed throughout the courtyard. Some of the people pointed and looked with wonder as Caleb and Laurel walked among them. Soon a melody started and people began to break off into couples and began dancing. It was a lively festive dance that Laurel knew well, as she and Caleb had danced it at her father’s nuptials. She watched with delight her eyes bright and smiling. 

“Dance with us Sire,” one of the minstrels called out to Caleb.

The people began to cheer and to encourage them to join the dance.

Caleb looked at Laurel smiling broadly at her, as she began to laugh at the thought of dancing out in the courtyard.

“So my dear, shall we indulge them?” Caleb asked her his eyes glinting. Laurel looked about and was moved by the friendly faces around them, continuing to cheer them on to dance. Laurel opened her arms smiling at him sweetly. Caleb pleasantly surprised, took her in his arms and whisked her around as they stepped in perfect rhythm with the minstrels’ quick and brisk melody. The people were completely charmed as Caleb and Laurel danced with them, enjoying the fact that the Princess was of a light hearted nature, and truly seemed to be enjoying herself. The dance ended fairly quickly, everyone clapping and cheering as the couple ended the dance with a quick embrace, as Caleb was completely enchanted by Laurel and found himself emotionally moved by her. Caleb waved to the crowd and smiled as he once again took Laurel’s hand, led her back to the Grand Hall.

“Where have you two been? I have been waiting to dance with our Princess, and you run away with her,” Aiden said, in mock indignation. 

“What do you mean our Princess?” Caleb answered back, in the same manner.

Laurel blushed at their exchange and laughed at their pretending to quarrel over her. She placed a hand on Aiden’s arm. 

“I would be happy to dance with you Sire. I have just finished dancing with your brother out in the courtyard with the people enjoying the Festival,” Laurel said smiling at Caleb as she finished speaking.

“Oh really?” Aiden looked over at Caleb, with a surprised but amused expression. “Did I not tell you last season, he was not good at sharing?” he asked Laurel, smiling at her charmingly.

The music started again as Aiden took her hand and led her to the Hall’s dance floor. It was a beautiful melody, graceful and rhythmic but not brisk, it was more elegant and refined. The dance showcased Laurel’s grace and charm as Aiden gently held her and turned her about several times. The gown she wore flowing out from her fluidly as they stepped in sync with the other dancers in time to the music. Caleb watched them dance together, his eyes unable to move from her form, as she moved in perfect union with Aiden. 

He wondered if that was how they looked when they danced together, his heart beginning to stir deep within him. 

Phineas suddenly stood next to him, quietly watching Caleb’s intense expression, with a smile of amusement.

“Enchanting is she not?” Phineas asked him quietly.

“Utterly,” Caleb answered him, not taking his eyes from Laurel.

“I still cannot believe she is wearing your mother’s dress. For Laurel’s sake I am glad her father is not here. He would most definitely not approve,” Phineas said still smiling, as he watched Laurel dancing and clearly enjoying herself, as he saw her laugh several times.

“Why? She is exquisite. How could he not approve?” Caleb looked over at Phineas, with a disgruntled look.

“That is where the problem lies, mo chara. You and every other man in this room are thinking the exact same thing,” Phineas said, giving Caleb a friendly pat on the shoulder.

Caleb shook his head and continued to watch Laurel, a smile forming on his lips as he watched her smile and move gracefully across the floor. She suddenly looked across the room, her eyes searching for something, he watched her curious at what it might be, she was looking for. Then his heart stopped beating for one sweet moment, when their eyes met. She smiled at him the most beautiful smile he had ever seen her give, her eyes no longer searching, she was looking for him. He felt himself captured by her eyes, unable to look away, as he smiled back at her. Aiden looked in the direction of Laurel’s gaze, and grinned broadly at his brother, when he realized her smile was for Caleb. Aiden found himself moved by his brother’s expression as he looked back at Laurel. Caleb had never looked that happy before, not with Morene, or any other woman. Aiden smiled as he looked back at Laurel, grateful to her for healing Caleb’s torn and battered heart. The dance ended, the other dancers applauding the musicians for their skilled playing. Aiden led Laurel over to his parents, who were delighted she was having such a wonderful time. They looked at each other in surprised amusement as Laurel, continued to gleefully describe their encounter with the people of Heathwin. She was smiling brightly and speaking in an animated voice as she described to the King and Queen how Caleb had walked her out into the courtyard and they had danced with the people, enjoying the Festival outside. Caleb walked up in back of her, placing his hands around her waist, as she continued to talk happily with his parents. 

“And when are we going to see you dance with Laurel, Caleb?” the Queen asked him pointedly, smiling at him.

“We will just have to wait for the right melody. Will we not, mo stor?” Caleb asked Laurel, as he lowered his head to speak closer to her face, still holding her waist.

Laurel turned her face in the direction of his voice smiling shyly, but not having a chance to answer him, as a loud voice behind them prevented her from doing so. They turned to see who was speaking so loudly, the Queen’s face suddenly angry as she recognized it as being the Chieftain McCullan.

It was obvious to all, the burly man had been drinking, and was now brazen in his behavior, toward the royal family. He stepped forward, standing only a few feet from them. His eyes angry and filled with despair.

“We all know why you brought her here! Do we not?!” McCullan shouted out in his anger, weaving unsteadily on feet.

Caleb released Laurel’s waist to stand protectively in front of her.

“Lower your voice McCullan you are making a fool of yourself,” King Fergus said in a low and grating tone, as he rose slowly to approach the man.

“A fool of myself? Are you not making a fool of all of us? Pretending to have the Princess as a guest, when all you are doing is preparing her as a brood mare for your eldest!” he replied, continuing to shout.

“How dare you! You miserable fool!” Caleb shouted back at him, as he moved towards McCullan his fists clenched.

“Mac seas sios!” King Fergus shouted, to his son.

Caleb turned quickly to look at his father his eyes blazing with anger.

“Stand down Caleb,” King Fergus said, in a calmer voice.

Phineas had already moved to protectively stand close to Laurel his arms around her shoulders.

“You will calm down McCullan or I will have you escorted out,” King Fergus said, calmly but intensely. 

Aiden had already signaled the Sentinels who were guarding the Hall to move forward, when the shouting began. They did so quickly and silently, as McCullan looked about realizing he would not be moving again without action being taken.

“You think my daughter can be replaced so easily do you? With this little bit of a girl,” McCullan said in a heartbroken voice, as he pointed at Laurel. 

Caleb turned and looked at Laurel, his eyes filled with remorse as she had to endure the Chieftain’s drunken rage. The King signaled for the guards to move forward, two Sentinels moved in taking McCullan by either arm ready to drag him out of the Hall. McCullan began to protest wildly putting up a fight. More guards moved in to subdue him.

“Wait!” a small voice cried out.

All turned in surprise to see it was Laurel. She walked over to King Fergus and placed her hand on his arm. He looked down at her, completely taken back by her actions, Caleb, Aiden and Phineas, also staring at her in disbelief. The Queen however simply smiled, curious what she would do next.

“Please Sire. The poor man is merely grieving for the loss of his daughter. Please, allow me a moment to speak to him,” Laurel requested, in a soft voice.

The King smiled at Laurel “You certainly are full of surprises my dear,” he said, looking over at Caleb. “I will grant you your request but only if you manage to ease Caleb’s mind. He is looking over here quite worried,” the King said quietly, still smiling at her.

Laurel looked over at Caleb and walking up to him took his hand and gently brought it up to her cheek. He smiled at her warmly, fascinated by her gesture.

“It will be alright Caleb. I promise I will only be a moment. I feel I owe him this much, after he encouraged my father,” Laurel said to him, her voice and eyes soft and warm.

Caleb looked over at his father and nodded his head to him. King Fergus then nodded to the guards who released McCullan’s arms. Laurel turned and walked over to the Chieftain, her figure looking even more diminutive standing in front of the large man.

“Chieftain McCullan I must apologize to you for not taking the opportunity  to thank you, for your kind words you bestowed to my father after the loss of my mother,” Laurel said to him softly, her eyes sad and luminous.

The Chieftain looked at her for a moment amazed at her words and bearing.

She was not the selfish spoiled girl his daughter had thought her to be. Her expression held no ill will, only kindness and compassion could he see in her soft grey eyes.

“Your mother was a kind and generous woman, lass. We all felt her loss,” McCullan said humbly, smiling at her sadly.

“Thank you Sir. I truly feel your pain, for my loss, as you know, is also recent. There is an emptiness my heart still feels as I miss her every day, as I am sure you miss your daughter in the same light. I know she did not like me, she thought me spoiled and weak. In her eyes I have no doubt that I was. But I wanted you to know I still feel a debt of gratitude to her. She was the one to remind me, when I needed to remember who I was. I dare say it was not in a manner I was accustomed to, but she along with others, helped me to see what my calling was. And I shall be forever grateful,” Laurel said, ending her words looking at Caleb.

Laurel then looked back at the Chieftain, and to her surprise he was quietly crying, but smiling at her kindly. Laurel’s eyes became teary as she smiled back at him.

“You are good lass Princess. Your mother would be very proud of you. Forgive an old drunk fool for his rudeness,” McCullan said, with respect in his voice.

“There is nothing to forgive Chieftain. I have also learned what grief can do to your heart if you allow it,” Laurel said, smiling at him sweetly.

The Chieftain then looked about, noticing the faces of all around him, some were crying, most were smiling. He cleared his throat loudly to break the stillness, as the entire Hall had gone silent.

“What is with all the melancholy looks of all of you? Is this not a Festival?” he shouted then began to laugh, as he took Laurel’s tiny hand in both of his huge paw like ones.  

He then looked over at Caleb, slightly nodded his head to him, releasing Laurel’s hand then stepping back. King Fergus gestured to the guards who then returned to their post. The music commenced again signaling to everyone that the intense moment was over. Caleb looked at Laurel, his eyes filled with undisguised adoration. Standing back a moment longer to drink in the sight of her, standing there looking as beautiful as ever. Phineas walked up to her and hugged her for a moment before speaking. 

“You have made all of Gwenlais proud this night your Highness,” Phineas spoke, his voice breaking with emotion.

“I only did what I thought was right Phinny, nothing more. I am just grateful he calmed down. It would have been horrible to see him carried off,” Laurel said, in a shaking voice.

“It would be far less than he deserved,” Phineas said bitterly looking over at McCullan, as he was speaking to the King.

Caleb came over to them and standing behind Laurel, wrapped his arms around her, placing his face close to hers. Laurel smiled shyly at his open affection, not caring that it was in front of everyone.

“Never scare me like that again. I was waiting to come to your rescue and pummel him to the ground,” Caleb said softly, his lips brushing against her temple.

Phineas laughed at his remark.

“I must say after all of that, I am in serious need of many glasses of wine, so I will take my leave of you for now your Highness,” Phineas said, smiling as he walked to the nearby refreshment table.

Aiden walked up to them smiling wryly.

“I do not know what you were thinking,” Aiden said looking at Laurel. “I was ready to have the guards toss him out on his great giant arse,” Aiden said bitterly pausing for a moment. “I hope you two decide to have at least one dance together. Poor Mother is beside herself. She thought for sure the fool had ruined the evening,” Aiden looked at Caleb smiling knowingly.

Caleb standing up straight looked over at his mother.

“Tell her as I said before, we are just waiting for the right melody,” Caleb said to Aiden expectantly, his eyes conveying more than he was saying.

Aiden understanding his meaning smiled at him perceptively.

“I shall tell her,” Aiden said, leaving them, to speak to the Queen.

“What was all that?” Laurel asked, smirking at Caleb.

“What do you mean dearest?” Caleb asked her unassumingly. 

“You were doing something secretive with Aiden, I saw it,” Laurel said laughing at him.

“No, not at all,” Caleb said to her, but smiling wickedly.

Just then the wives of the other Chieftains, came up to them, to welcome Laurel and speak to her about her mother as well as comment on her handling McCullan as she did. She was very polite and charming as she spoke with them, but noticed Caleb’s growing impatience. Once again the music started, Caleb instantly recognized the melody and looking over at his mother, and she smiled and nodded to him. Caleb politely but hurriedly took Laurel away from the talkative woman, and lead her to the edge of the Hall’s dance floor. Laurel looked at him smiling but puzzled at his behavior. She noticed Aiden and a pretty young woman he had been with most of the evening beginning to dance together, as well as other couples joining them. Laurel began to recognize the dance being of a sensuous and romantic nature, she blushed but watched in fascination, as the couples were moving slowly and gracefully together. Caleb watched her face as she looked at the couples dancing slowly, their bodies moving in perfect time, always touching, apart for only moments.

“Do you know this dance?” he asked her softly, his voice caressing her ear.

“I have seen it, but I have never been permitted to actually participate,” she answered, still watching in fascination.

“Would you like to?” Caleb asked her quietly, moving his hands to her waist again.

“I...I do not know how,” she whispered breathlessly, still watching completely captivated.

“I will show you. I know it very well,” Caleb whispered back seductively.

She looked up at him to find him smiling at her, his eyes glowing and penetrating, burning through her.

“Very well. I hope I do not embarrass you,” she said shyly, laughing nervously.

“I am not worried in the least,” Caleb said reassuringly.

Caleb took her hand and led her to the floor, as they stood in front of each other. Listening carefully to the melody, waiting for the next movement which happened in a moment’s time. Caleb pulled Laurel gently to him, their bodies flush against each other. Caleb moved his hand to her waist, placing her hand on his chest, he moved her forward having her follow him as if she were pushing him backward. She looked at him, her eyes wide and slightly startled, by the passionate nature of the movements the dance was evoking.  Caleb continued to look in her eyes, smiling warmly at her as she moved to keep up with him. She turned to look at the others around them, Caleb gently turned her face.

“Look at me love, only me. Imagine we are the only people here,” he said to her softly.  

He then gently turned her around several times until her back was to him. 

He placed his arm around her waist placing her left arm about his neck as he gently lifted her off the floor and twirled her around as her gown swirled around them like a billow of smoke. He placed her down and turned her so she was facing him once again. He took her in his arms holding her closer than he ever had, having her place her arm over his shoulder holding her other hand in his placing it in the air, their arms supporting each other. He moved her across the dance floor in an effortless fluid motion. Twirling gracefully, Laurel felt there were times they were not touching the ground. The entire time her eyes never leaving his face as he had asked her. As the rhythm of the melody changed again he released her from his embrace and twirled her around several times again with his arm as he moved forward. He stopped abruptly as the tempo halted for a moment, only a single cymbal could be heard. He slowly bent her backward his hand resting on the small of her back, bringing his face down to her neck as she reached up and grasped the back of his neck for support. He then brought her back up to him quickly, making her catch breath, her eyes opened wide with surprise, as he continued to smile at her lovingly. Taking her in his arms again he repeated the dance by moving her gracefully across the floor. Once more the tempo changed as he placed her hand against his chest and his hand at her waist once more. Only this time she was ready for the next motion and moved with him unresistingly as he moved backward, drawing her with him.  Aiden watched them from across the floor and was intrigued by how quickly Laurel was able to follow and adjust to the constant changing of the music’s tempo. Caleb was patient and loving in his direction. 

They are really quite distracting, Aiden thought as he grinned watching them. 

So much so, other couples also noticed them, slowly beginning to stop dancing to watch them move in perfect harmony with each other.

Caleb again twirled Laurel several times until she was facing away from him.  Laurel laid her head back against him. Closing her eyes as she placed her arm around his neck, her right arm over his as he placed it tightly around her waist. Caleb turned his face into her neck as he gently lifted her off the floor twirling her about again, the gown giving the illusion that they were enveloped in cloud of deep blue smoke. Caleb placed her gently down and turning Laurel once more to face him, took her in his arms holding her close to him resting his lips against her forehead. They held each other, eyes closed, moving slowly in perfect time with each other as the music’s tempo began to slowly wind down. Moving ever slowly until the music directed them to stop. They stood still for a moment listening to each other’s breathing. It was only until they heard the sound of applause did they open their eyes. Laurel and Caleb were both surprised to find it was for them. Laurel blushed her cheeks blazing. Caleb held her, smiling down at her. He softly kissed her forehead, before taking her hand and leading her off the floor, as she was smiling but overwhelmed by the attention they received.

Laurel could scarcely breathe as they walked together, her heart racing with the exhilaration she felt from the passionate dance.

 

Caleb led Laurel to a quiet corner of the Grand Hall. The dance was an intense and ardent encounter for both of them and he knew Laurel had never experienced anything like this before. He did not wish her to be anxious from what they had shared together for the first time.

“Did you enjoy the dance dearest?” Caleb asked her softly, holding her waist again.

“I did. I have never felt this way before,” Laurel spoke still a bit breathless, her face flush, as she smiled shyly looking up at him.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, placing his hand on her cheek.

“You were amazing. If I had not known better I would have thought you had danced this a few times,” he said teasing her.

Laurel laughed at his remark, knowing he was well aware that she was completely inexperienced with anything of this nature.

“I was just doing my best to keep up with you. You quite literally swept me off my feet,” Laurel giggled shyly.

They heard the music resume once more, as people began to join in dancing again, while others mingled, or partook of the many delicious foods, and beverages placed at the refreshment tables. Servers were always removing and replacing empty dishes and trays, so there was no lack of variety.

“Let us go and find a quiet place to sit. Then I will come back with something for us to eat and drink. The hour is not late, but you have already had quite an evening. How does that sound to you?” Caleb asked her in relaxing voice, his eyes intense but warm.

“It sounds very nice, but should we not tell your parents or Phineas? In case someone should look for us?” Laurel asked naively.

Caleb smiled at her guilelessness. He found it amusing that she felt someone should know where they were.

“No, I do not think that it is necessary for us to have to be kept track of. Phineas knows I am your escort for the evening, so there will be no need to worry about your welfare,” Caleb answered her pointedly. “You have had your introduction to Heathwin, had to put up with McCullan’s foolishness, as well as having me show you off a bit. So I think we can safely say it is perfectly acceptable to relax for a time. We can always return later, the festivities will go on throughout the night, even after the Hall doors have closed,” Caleb said reassuringly. 

“Alright then. I must admit it does feel a bit crowded in here,” Laurel replied as she looked around beginning to feel a little anxious. 

“Come with me then, we will go out to the back terrace, it is usually very quiet there,” Caleb said smiling as he took her hand, and led her out a side entrance of the Hall.

As they walked out of the Hall, the Queen looked over and noticed their departure, placing her hand on the King’s arm to get his attention.

“Now where do you suppose they are going?” she asked smiling drolly.

“After the way they just danced, I have no doubt he is taking her to a quiet corner somewhere, where there is no one else about. I do not think we have to worry about our son agreeing to a Marriage Alliance,” the King answered smiling knowingly. 

“Of course Phineas at some point will be anxiously looking about for Laurel. I say we just feign ignorance and not let him disturb their evening, as my plans were almost ruined as it was,” Queen Alana said, with a secretive grin.

“You truly are a devious woman mo ghra,” King Fergus said in deep ardent voice, as he kissed her hand.

 

Caleb and Laurel left the Hall and walked hand and hand quietly out into the dark. The air was cool, but comfortable, the night insects were just beginning to sing, and the moons were becoming brighter in the sky. Laurel felt calmer, but her skin and senses still tingled from the dance, and the way their bodies touched and moved together. She had not anticipated reacting as strongly as she had to Caleb’s directing and touching her during the dance. Caleb looked down at her, amused by her thoughtful expression.

“Where is your mind now love? You seem very far away,” he asked her softly.

“I am sorry, I did not mean to be distant. I was just thinking how the day’s events were unfolding,” she answered quietly, looking up at him smiling shyly.

“No reason to feel sorry. I was concerned you might be feeling overwhelmed, by all that has gone on,” Caleb replied.

“No, I am fine, only thinking and enjoying the quiet,” Laurel replied, as she squeezed his hand slightly. 

“Well, here we are. It looks like no one else is here. I suppose this would be a good place to relax for bit,” Caleb spoke as he directed her to the terrace.

As they stepped on to the carved fieldstone floor, that overlooked the forest. Caleb gently released her hand and put his arm around her shoulders drawing her closer to his side, as she placed her arm in back of him about his waist. The peace of the forest contrasted sharply with the loud and festive air that was happening on the other side of the Great Lodge. Laurel felt both serenity and elation to be standing out in the night alone with Caleb. He had expressed his obvious affection and attraction for her in front all of Heathwin, and did so without reservation. She was still a bit overwhelmed by this, and began to feel excitement over the anticipation of what this would mean for her, and their relationship. He had expressed his growing feelings for her, before departing Gwenlais last season. Stating to her father, quite boldly, that he was now officially courting her. Telling her he would miss her, while waiting for the Planting season. He had given her long lingering kisses on her cheeks and forehead, but only a few, soft and sweet kisses, on her lips. Caleb looked down at Laurel and smiled as he watched her look off into darkness, watching her eyes, knowing her mind was rushing with unspoken thoughts. He moved his arm from her shoulders and gently guided her to stand in front of him. He placed his hand under her chin lifting her face to look at him. Her eyes were glowing and warm, a small smile on her lips.

“You are so very beautiful tonight my dear. When I saw you at the top of the staircase, you took my breath away. Then after you dealt with McCullan the way you did....well at that point I just found you utterly irresistible. I hope you do not find me too forward or bold, but I must confess to you, that you have completely captivated me,” Caleb said to her softly, in a deeply passionate voice.

Laurel looked at him her eyes luminous and soft, as she smiled lovingly at him.

“I do not find you too bold Sire,” Laurel said barely above a whisper. “I must confess as well, I have looked forward to you saying these things to me,” she said her voice and body beginning to tremble with emotion.

Caleb smiled at her admission and as he slowly brought his face closer to hers, she closed her eyes, as she could feel his breath against her lips.

Suddenly there was a noise off to the side of the terrace, which caused both of them to stop and look in the direction of where the noise was coming from. Upon paying closer attention Caleb and Laurel realized in the dark corner of the terrace, a couple were hidden in the shadows, enjoying and taking advantage of the darkness and seclusion. Laurel looked away giggling with an embarrassed expression, while Caleb just smirked and rolled his eyes. 

“Come with me Laurel, I have a more private place in mind,” Caleb said taking her hand, directing her down the large corridor. He then led her to a set of stairs, down into the garden.

“Where are we going?” Laurel asked curiously, as she had never been this way before.

“You will see. It is an entrance only used by the family,” Caleb smiled at her roguishly.

They walked through the garden gate, as Caleb led them over to what looked like the lower stone wall, which covered the ground level of the Great Lodge. He reached above his head, his face concentrating on finding something. Laurel watched him curiously, smiling at his enthusiasm, as he looked like a young boy, playing a secret game. There was a loud click, and Caleb smiled at her again, as he pushed the wall open, revealing a door.

They walked into a narrow hallway, a small oil lantern hung on the wall, and directly in front of them was a narrow staircase, leading upwards.

Caleb continued to smile at Laurel as he led her up the stairs, another small lantern hung on the wall at the top of the stairs. As they reached the top, Caleb paused for a moment, turning a handle, then hearing it release, gave a brief sigh of relief, then pushed the door open. As they walked through the door, Laurel was surprised to find them in the corridor, which led to the private dining, and sitting room, of the family.

“This door is not always unlocked, Father must have unlocked it before the Festival,” Caleb said quietly, as he closed the door behind them.

“You are not going to lock it now?” Laurel asked

“No, I have a feeling Aiden will be using it later,” Caleb said winking at her.

Laurel smiled at him shyly and blushed at his implication.

“Now where are we going?” Laurel asked Caleb, as he led her further down the wing past the sitting room.

“To the Library dearest. I strongly doubt anyone will be in there,” Caleb replied, giving her a charming smile.

They reached the Library and entering Caleb shut the door behind them. He walked over to one of the large wide pillar candles on a nearby table and lit it, as the glow from the two moons shining through the large floor length windows was the only light. He looked back over at Laurel, who was standing looking shy and nervous in the middle of the room. Caleb laughed at her expression.

“Why are you laughing?” Laurel asked him, with a slightly injured tone.

“Because you look like some poor little lost waif that someone abandoned,” Caleb said to her, in a low soft voice.

Laurel smirked at his description of her, “I do not think a lost waif would be wearing this type of dress,” she said, as she touched the front of the gown. 

Caleb walked up to her, smiling at her quite roguishly as he placed his hands around her waist again.

“Well how very fortunate for me that you are,” as he drew her closer. “Now where were we, I believe I was telling you how beautiful you looked,” Caleb said, in a deep enticing voice.

Laurel placed her hands against his chest, lowering her eyes and biting her lower lip nervously. 

“I am afraid Sire I will just be plain Laurel, in the morning. The illusion will be gone as soon as the gown is removed,” Laurel said quietly, her eyes still lowered.

Caleb gently lifted her face to look at him, his expression serious, and his eyes warm but intense.

“There is nothing plain about you dearest. You are beautiful to me whether you are in a gown or a simple frock. The gown is a lovely wrapping, covering a beautiful gift. Nothing more,” Caleb said in a soft ardent voice.

She looked at him with moist, soft eyes, as he drew closer to her, lowering his face to hers, lightly kissing her forehead. He kissed her softly in this way several times, bringing his arms around her, caressing her back. He moved his lips slowly and gently down her face, kissing her eyes, cheeks, lightly moving to her neck, and bare shoulders. Laurel closed her eyes and sighed softly as he made his way back to her face again. He stopped for a moment to have her look at him. Laurel opened her eyes, still not believing this was happening, unsure of how to respond to him, her lips and body trembling, as she experienced these feelings for the first time. He smiled at her trembling of him, moved by her innocence, and the trust she had in her eyes. He brought his hands up to gently hold her face, as he brought his lips to hers, and very softly kissed her tenderly several times. He introduced her to this new experience slowly and gently allowing her to adjust to him. He felt her tremble and move her hands up to his shoulders as he felt her fingers lightly grip onto him. He stopped again, to look at her face, needing to read her expression. She opened her eyes and looked at him with love and trust, he could feel she was still a bit nervous with the newness of their intimacy, but not afraid.  

“My sweet Laurel,” Caleb whispered. “Do you remember when I told you last season when I was teaching you to play Tablut? How you wished me to show how I was feeling? I told you I would express it even more, when we were both ready?” he asked, his voice filled with quiet passion.

“Yes, I remember. You said you were not going anywhere, that there was no one else you wished to show. You expected your heart back unbroken,” she said softly, as she tried to smile with trembling lips.

“I wish for you to keep it now dearest, but I will ask for yours in return,” Caleb said, in a soft seductive whisper.

 He smiled at her, touching her face, bringing his hand to the small of her back, drawing her closer to him. He bent his face once more to hers as he kissed her again, this time with more urgency and need, then the first time he had kissed her Gwenlais. He waited for her to adjust to him until they moved together, as if once again, lost in a passionate dance. He became more intense, unable to turn away, from his need to be joined with her in this way. All his pain and frustration he felt melting away, by her loving compliance to his will. He gently explored her mouth not wishing to be demanding, or aggressive, until he heard her softly whimper and tremble more noticeably in his arms. He then stopped his passionate attentions, taking her in his arms and holding her closely, gently caressing her back. 

“Forgive me dearest. I did not mean to frighten you,” he said, in a soft whisper. “Shh it is alright. Relax now. I will just hold you,” Caleb continued to speak soothingly, as he held her close to try to calm her trembling. 

“I am not frightened, only overwhelmed by all of it,” Laurel said, in a small voice, shaking with emotion.

“I have no doubt that you are, as I am also,” Caleb answered her softly, as he still held her.  

For what seemed like a timeless moment they just stood quietly holding each other, allowing the new emotions they were feeling to calmly find a place in their hearts and minds. Laurel was the first to pull back gently, Caleb allowed her to become comfortable in his embrace, not wishing to restrict her movement. She looked up at him smiling shyly, as he smiled back gently kissing her forehead once again. Caleb looked about the room and then gave her a sly grin. Laurel began to giggle at him, wondering what he was thinking.

“What?” she asked, still giggling nervously.

“I was just thinking what a shame it would be to waste our time in here, without reading to you at least one poem from Bram,” Caleb said smiling.  

Laurel laughed at his suggestion. The idea of being in the library reading poetry while in their formal attire seemed ridiculous. 

“I would love to have you read Bram to me, but I feel we are a bit over dressed for the occasion,” Laurel said, smiling up at him. 

“Perhaps.  So I suggest we call it an evening, change into more comfortable attire, and meet back here. Unless of course you would like to return to the Festival?” Caleb asked his eyes smiling and penetrating.  

“I feel I have had enough of the Festival for tonight, only um....,” Laurel hesitated biting her bottom lip again.

“What is it love? You can tell me,” Caleb smiled at her, amused by her shyness, as he gently pulled her lip down with his thumb. 

“I am feeling a bit hungry,” she looked up at him, slightly embarrassed. 

“Is that all?” Caleb asked laughing. “I will be more than happy to get her Highness something to eat,” Caleb said softly, giving her a gentle kiss on the lips. “Why do you not go and change. I will meet you back here shortly, and I will have a lovely meal waiting for you. Then I will read to you whatever you wish,” Caleb said to her, his voice warm and deep.

“I would like that,” Laurel said smiling sweetly.

“Before you go, I must ask you one thing,” Caleb said as he looked at her closely, his eyes roving over her.

“What is it?” Laurel asked with a curious expression.

“How do you intend on getting out of your gown without help? I can assure you, aside from the kitchen staff and those on Sentinel duty, there is no one else about. As the custom, all servants have the Festival free from duties,” Caleb informed her, smiling quizzically at her predicament. 

“Oh um... I do not know,” Laurel replied looking slightly alarmed.  

She had hoped to get into more suitable attire before it became too late in the evening. The idea of waiting to ask the Queen just felt humiliating.

Caleb smiled at her warmly placing his hands on her shoulders he leaned in closely.

“I have a suggestion,” he spoke softly. “Turn around, and I will untie the laces on your dress, that way you can take it off, without too much trouble,”

Caleb began to laugh softly at the expression on her face, at his suggestion.

“I promise, I will be a perfect gentleman, and only untie the laces, nothing more,” Caleb said, smiling at her with amusement.

Laurel smirked at him, hesitating for a moment, then she sighed deeply, and turned around so her back was to him.

“This is so embarrassing,” she said quietly, rolling her eyes.

“Do not be embarrassed Laurel. It really is not an issue, to untie a few laces. It is not as if you are undressing in front of me,” Caleb said, before he realized what the comment sounded like. “Oh... I am sorry dearest, I just realized that probably embarrassed you,” Caleb said laughing lightly, as he gently untied the laces of the gown.

Laurel felt her cheeks blazing, as she rolled her eyes and sighed deeply again, which of course only made Caleb laugh even more.

“Do not laugh at me Caleb,” Laurel said, in an injured tone. 

As she felt he was finished she began to walk away without turning around.

“Laurel, wait a moment,” Caleb said softly, holding on to her arm, as he gently turned her to face him. 

He felt badly when he saw her hurt expression and her blushing cheeks.

He removed his formal jacket and placed it over Laurel’s bare shoulders.

He placed his hand gently under her chin and kissed her tenderly on the lips once more.

“I am sorry love. I was not laughing at you. I was just laughing at the absurdity of everything. You were not able to put this on alone, how did anyone expect you to take it off without help?” Caleb asked in a hushed voice. “Just take your time, I will be here waiting for you,” he said to her softly, giving her a warm embrace.

He felt relieved when he felt her small arms hug him back. He released her gently, as she smiled shyly at him before turning and leaving the room. 

Caleb waited for Laurel to walk through the corridor, before he left the Library. He walked out in an easy relaxed manner, knowing he would see his parents when he went to arrange food for him and Laurel. Caleb felt confident about his decision and actually looked forward to seeing the expression on the faces of both of them. He descended the main staircase, not wanting to go through the garden and terrace again. Caleb smiled easily as people noticed him and looked at him with curious expressions, whispering or looking about for something, his guess was Laurel. He saw his brother engaged in an intimate conversation with the young woman he had danced with. He had little doubt about what they were talking about, as the young woman kept touching his arms and chest, and giggling constantly. Aiden continued flirting with her, until he saw Caleb walking towards them. 

“So where have you been and what have you done with our Princess?” Aiden asked smirking, his eyes bright and full of smugness.

“I have been giving Laurel a private tour of sorts, through the garden,” Caleb smiled knowingly. “She has had enough of the Festival for now, so she is getting comfortable and I am getting us a bit of supper,” said looking about for Phineas.

“Through the garden you say? Please tell me you left the door unlocked?” Aiden asked him wryly.

“Yes I did, I thought you might have use of it,” Caleb looked at Aiden, with a mordant grin.   

“A little friendly advice, if you wish to keep a certain young woman to yourself this evening, you need to be aware someone is looking for her, both of you actually,” Aiden smiled knowingly, looking about as he did.

“Where was he last?” Caleb asked, looking around as well.

“I saw him go through the main entrance. He probably thinks you are out in the courtyard again,” Aiden answered, smiling at the young woman he was with.

“I need to speak with our parents for a moment, and then take us something to eat. I should be able to accomplish that before running into Phineas. If you do see him do me the favor of stalling him until I leave,” Caleb said, as he walked away.  

Caleb made his way through the Grand Hall, noticed a young woman that was wiping one of the tables still filled with food, and called her over.

“Excuse me my dear, I was wondering if you could do something for me,” Caleb asked her, as he gave her a very charming smile.

“What is he doing?” Queen Alana asked her husband, as she watched Caleb talking with the young servant.

“It would appear that he is flirting with the one of the kitchen maids,” King Fergus answered, smiling at the scene curiously.

“Now why would he be doing that?” the Queen enquired again, sounding irritated.

“I said it appeared that way, I doubt that is what is actually occurring,” the King said, with a laugh.

They continued to watch the curious scene with interest. The young woman watching Caleb as he gestured towards the table, pointing out certain food items, and then gesturing towards the stairs. She smiled at him, her face blushing, as she gave him a quick curtsy, and then began to fill a tray with assorted delicacies from the table. Caleb still smiling, began to make his way towards his parents. 

“What were you doing just now?” the Queen asked, her voice still sounding irritated.

“Yes Mother, I am fine, and Laurel is doing well also,” he answered, smirking at her.

His father laughed at his cavalier attitude. While the Queen simple narrowed her eyes at them both.

“I asked the serving girl if she would bring up a tray of food for Laurel and me, and put it in the Library. Laurel was a bit overwhelmed by the whole evening, and I suggested we go someplace a bit more intimate,” Caleb explained.

“So you chose the Library?” the King asked curiously.

“She loves the Library. I would have simply taken her to her room, but that would be the first place Phineas would look,” Caleb reasoned.

“Yes, speaking of Phineas. He was looking for you both, I suggest you go through the garden entrance, if he sees you going up the stairs, he will know you are up there,” Queen Alana suggested.

Both Caleb and King Fergus gave her an amused and surprised look at her suggestion.

“I just want Laurel to have a pleasant evening without Phineas pestering her,” the Queen explained.

Caleb laughed at his mother’s flustered answer. 

“I intend to make sure she has just that,” he replied.

“Does she need me to send her a maid, to help her with the gown?” the Queen asked.

“No, I have already helped her with that,” Caleb answered casually.

Both the King and Queen looked at him with surprise, his father grinning broadly, his mother, looking a bit perplexed.

“Just with the laces,” Caleb answered quickly. “She is far too shy to let me help with anything else,” he said smiling wickedly. 

“Yes, well do not overwhelm the poor girl too much Caleb,” the Queen said to him, with a warning tone. 

“You have nothing to worry about Mother. I actually find her shyness adorable. The last thing I wish to do is upset her,” Caleb said smiling at the thought, of how bashful she was, when he helped her. “I will be taking my leave now. I simply wanted to tell you that you have my consent to begin the Marriage Alliance negotiations. This time however, I will be choosing the date and arrangements of the wedding,” he said, with an air of authority.

He left them both looking surprised again, as he made his way out of the Grand Hall, through the side entrance as was suggested.

The King and Queen looked at each other with amazed smiles.

“Congratulations. Your plan was a success mo stor,” the King said, kissing his wife’s hand.

“I knew it would work,” the Queen answered, with a self-satisfied smile.

 

Caleb made his way down the corridor to the Library. Upon opening the door was surprised to find Laurel quietly sitting at the reading table near the candle looking at a book. She was dressed in a long white nightgown and matching robe. He smiled at her appearance, as this was the look he had grown accustomed to. Her face was freshly washed, absent of all enhancement, save for her lightly blushing cheeks. He noticed that her hair however remained still tightly braided and twisted, with the jeweled hair pins. She looked up as he approached smiling at him warmly.

“I did not think you would be here so soon, dearest. The dress was not as difficult as we thought then?” Caleb asked her, as he bent down to kiss her forehead.

“No, actually once the laces were loosened I had a rather easy time taking it off,” Laurel answered shyly.

“Good. Now you can spend the rest of the evening just relaxing,” Caleb said in a soothing voice, lightly touching her hair. “I am a bit surprised you kept your hair up. I thought for certain that would be the first thing you would free yourself from, seeing you wear it down so often,” he said, smiling at her.

“Unfortunately I am not able to do it myself. Imagin put in so many braids, and twists and pins, I simply could not reach them all. I am not sure how I will sleep tonight,” Laurel said smiling sadly.

Caleb looked at the ornate arrangement of her hair, and did find it to be a very daunting task, for Laurel to have to do herself.

“I see the maid brought up the tray of food. Let me bring it over to a nice quiet corner I had planned on, bring the candle with us. After we eat, I will try to help you take all this nonsense out of your hair,” Caleb said smirking, as he touched her hair.

Laurel laughed at his suggestion.

“Well that should prove interesting,” she said standing up, following him to the other side of the Library.

Caleb did indeed find a quiet corner, sitting down on the floor, they were completely out of view from the entrance.

They ate and talked quietly about the night’s events and all that had gone on that evening. Caleb had mentioned how he had been told Phineas was looking for them when he went downstairs briefly. 

“I have no intensions of sharing you just yet, so Phineas will just need to have more wine, and enjoy the Festival,” Caleb said smiling, as he touched Laurel’s face.

Laurel simply giggled at his remark, blushing lightly. Caleb looked at her, his face becoming serious, his eyes intense as he watched her take another bite of food.

“Laurel there is something I need to discuss with you,” Caleb said, in a thoughtful tone.

“What is it?” Laurel looked up, surprised by his sudden gravity.

“It was brought to my attention, that our parents, have discussed the idea of a Marriage Alliance between us. I have thought about the idea, and I have given my consent. You know that my feelings for you have deepened, and we have been courting since your last visit. However, I wish to know how you feel, concerning this mention of a Marriage Alliance,” Caleb spoke, his voice and eyes conveying the intensity of the moment.

Laurel’s eyes grew wide with surprise, but only briefly. She smiled warmly at his expression, as he seemed a bit nervous waiting for her answer.

“Well it does make sense that this would be the best choice for our two Kingdoms and.....,” Laurel stopped mid-sentence, as Caleb lightly touched her lips with his finger.

“That is not what I asked dearest,” he said in an ardent whisper. “I asked how you felt,” his blue eyes burning into her.

She paused for a moment lowering her eyes, smiling and savoring the moment, not quite believing it was happening. Looking up she said,

“I will happily give my consent as well Sire,” Laurel spoke, barely above a whisper.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as he took her into his arms kissing her passionately, but with tenderness, as he did not wish her to become overwhelmed again.

“I am very pleased to hear you say this dearest,” Caleb said to her softly, holding her in his arms as she leaned against his chest.

“I have no reason to say otherwise Caleb,” Laurel said, smiling as she spoke. 

Caleb began to lean his cheek against the side of her head.

“Ouch!” Laurel said rather suddenly and sharply.

“What is it Laurel?” Caleb asked with a bit of alarm, as he sat up quickly.

“The pins in my hair, just poked my head,” Laurel said wrinkling her nose, and trying to pull the pins from her hair.

Caleb sighed and gave her a look of frustration, shaking his head.

“Here, sit up straight, you silly thing. Let us get this nonsense done with,” he said impatiently. 

Laurel began laughing at his impatience, as he began to pull the jeweled pins from her hair, putting them on her lap as he removed them, sometimes a bit too hurriedly.

“Ouch! Caleb you are pulling my hair! Be careful or leave them alone!” Laurel said grumpily, as she reached up to push his hands away. “Ouch! Stop it Caleb, you are hurting my head!” Laurel continued to complain, again trying to push his hands away.

Caleb smirked at her complaining and gently pushed her hands aside, as he continued to remove the pins and unravel the tightly wound braids.

“I cannot believe what a fuss you are making. You did not complain this much last season when you were recovering from your injuries, from the Dragon‘s Tooth,” he said shaking his head, placing more pins in her lap.

“Caleb stop! Ouch! You are not doing it right! Take your hands out of my hair!” Laurel said in a highly irritated voice, as she repeatedly tried to push his hands away. 

“Do not push my hands away, you cannot see where the pins are or what you are doing. You whine and carry on like those pathetic sheep you farmers have at the shearing contest at the Harvest Festival. Maybe they should have this at the Festival as well. The yelling and carrying on is the same,” said Caleb in a stern tone, but smirking at her fussing at him.

Laurel flinched and wrinkled her nose up again as Caleb pulled out several more pins and untwisted a thick strand of hair.

“What twisted, obsessive, creature did this to you?” Caleb asked, in a low growl.

“I already told you. Ouch! Imagin!” Laurel said in frustration, as she tried pushing Caleb’s hands away again.

“Yes you did. All this whining and carrying on made me forget. Remind me to give her a good thrashing when I see her tomorrow,” Caleb said in an irritated tone, completely ignoring Laurel’s attempts to remove his hands from her hair.

“You will do no such thing! Ah! Must you pull my hair each time? Besides this was your Mother’s idea. Imagin just did as she was told. Also I would like to remind you… ouch…that you Sire said I looked beautiful. Now you are comparing me to farm animals,” Laurel said in a hurtful tone, beginning to pout.

Caleb laughed at her comment. “No, I merely said you whine and carry on like one. As far as being beautiful, you would have been, regardless of how many wretched braids and pins you had in your hair. The day of our wedding, do not have the silly girl do anything other than brush it,” Caleb said, sounding frustrated again, as he loosened the final braid. “By the Maker. I am finally done. All you need to do is comb it out. How many ridiculous pins do you have in your lap?” Caleb asked Laurel with exasperation.

Laurel sighed deeply, relieved to finally have the hair pulling stop. She gave Caleb a frustrated look and rolled her eyes at him in an exaggerated manner.

“I stopped counting at ten!” she answered curtly, pouting again.

Caleb moved to sit in front of her as he laughed at her demeanor and frustration.

“Stop laughing. You are not funny,” Laurel said in a hurt voice, her pout even more pronounced, as she rubbed her head gingerly.

“No, I am not, but you are,” Caleb said smiling at her warmly, as he placed his hand under her chin, reaching over and kissing her face softly as he spoke. “Why do you women put yourselves through this in the name of beauty?” Caleb asked her, softly as he continued to kiss her.

“I do not know! It seems to be our lot in life,” Laurel answered, still being grumpy.

Caleb stopped kissing her and smiled at her sardonically. He stood up and put his hand out to her to help her up. Laurel just looked up at him and gave a glaring pout. Caleb looked at her with a very amused expression, and without warning picked Laurel up in his arms and began to carry her out of the room.

“What are you doing? Put me down!” Laurel began protesting.

“Shh! If you make a fuss everyone will look up and see us, as we are out by the balcony. Be quiet for a moment, until I bring you to my room. I will explain when we get there,” Caleb said, in a hushed voice. 

“I am more than capable of walking Caleb,” Laurel whispered back to him, as he stepped out into the large hallway, still holding her in his arms.

“Yes, but why would you if I can carry you?” Caleb whispered back, smiling at her wryly. 

Laurel smiled back at him, putting her arms around his neck. Caleb stopped suddenly, causing Laurel to look around them.

“Damn!” Caleb whispered sharply, as he turned around and went back into the library. 

Laurel had to grab on to his neck tighter because of his sudden movement. Caleb placed Laurel down, and closed the door to the library. Taking her hand he led her back to the corner and putting his finger to his lips he took her hands, and helped her to sit down on the floor.

“What is it?” Laurel whispered, her eyes wide with surprise, at Caleb's behavior.

“I just saw Phineas making his way up the stairs. As I said I am not ready to share you yet,” Caleb whispered back, smiling at her.

The sound of the door opening caused them to turn in the direction of the entrance.  They smiled at each other as they heard hesitant footsteps walking in the room.

“Your Highness? Is anyone here?” Phineas asked quietly. 

Hearing no reply Phineas left the room closing the door as he left. Laurel started giggling as Caleb smiled at her amusingly.

“I feel a bit wicked hiding from Phineas that way,” Laurel spoke still laughing.

“You feel wicked from hiding? My dear I am afraid I am going to be a terrible influence on you,” Caleb laughed at her softly, moving her hair from her face. “We will wait a few more minutes and then we will go to my room,” Caleb said softly, reaching over to kiss her lightly on the lips.

Laurel opened her eyes after Caleb kissed her, still feeling overwhelmed, by the newness of all she was feeling and experiencing tonight for the first time. Caleb was smiling watching her reaction to his kiss, as she smiled shyly at him.

“Why are we going to your room?” Laurel asked quietly.

“I still wish to read you Bram tonight, and I have a surprise planned for you in the morning that I wanted to tell you. If we go to my room, that is the last place Phineas will look for you,” Caleb said as he stood up, taking her by the hand and helping her to her feet. 

“Really? What kind of surprise?” Laurel asked, her eyes dancing as she spoke.

Caleb smiled at her child like enthusiasm. Caleb walked over to a shelf and took a book down. He led her once again out of the Library, blowing out the candle before they left. 

“I will tell you when we are in my room,” Caleb whispered, as they stepped out into the hall.

The festivities where as lively and noisy as ever, a very loud and festive dance was going on as they walked past the balcony. Laurel was certain no one would notice them as they headed towards the private chambers. 

Reaching Caleb's room, he smiled at her as he opened the door and led her inside. The Festival could still be heard from the room, but in a more muted sense, not as loud and boisterous as by the balcony. Caleb’s room was completely dark save for the moonlight streaming in from the floor length windows. He gently released Laurel’s hand and walked over to the large table he used as a desk to light a wrought iron candelabra that stood in the middle of it. He smiled over at Laurel who stood shyly by the door, not sure where she should go. She had only been in his room once, and never in the evening. 

“Come and sit down dearest. Make yourself comfortable, unless of course you would prefer to go into the bath first,” Caleb suggested.

“Why would I want to go into the bath?” Laurel asked, with a bemused expression.

Caleb laughed softly as he walked up to her, carefully combing his fingers through the tousled waves, the braids and twists had left behind.

“I thought you might want to comb out the tangled mess you are wearing. I am afraid I have made quite a disarray of your lovely hair. If you fall asleep that way, you might regret it in the morning,” he said with a warm smile.

Laurel looked at him with an embarrassed smile as she fingered her hair.

“I had forgotten for a moment. I must look a complete fright,” she said blushing.

“No, not a complete fright. Possibly only scary to young children,” Caleb said sarcastically, as he smiled at her.

Laurel smirked at his reply, hitting his arm lightly with the back of her hand.

“I will need to go into my room and get my brush,” she said, as she turned to leave.

“No, you will not,” Caleb said taking her arm, and putting his hand to her waist. “I have had all your personal things moved to the bath after breakfast this morning. There is no need for you to feel and act as a guest here. Remember, at some point now, this will be your home as well. The sooner you feel comfortable here, the easier it will be for you,” Caleb said, in a deep ardent voice. 

He lowered his face to her again and once more began to kiss her lips. Gently and unhurried, not wanting to cause her to feel overcome with emotion, but loved and contented. He felt her body slowly relax against him as he gently stopped kissing her, and waited for Laurel to open her eyes.

She looked up at Caleb’s face and smiled, her eyes soft and warm.

“I will light a candle in the bath. When you have finished, come back in and we will relax for a bit and I will read to you. Is that agreeable with you?” he asked, softly caressing her face.

“Yes it is. You still have not told me what the surprise is,” Laurel said, as she smiled at him coyly.

“When you come back out I will,” Caleb said as he walked into the bath, to light a candle for her.

Laurel smirked as she realized he was teasing her by making her wait. She followed him into the bath and watched as he lit a short wide candle sitting on the carved stone mantel, against the wall. In a large square basket under the mantel Laurel noticed all her personal toiletries had been placed there as well as her brushes. She felt a warm sensation begin to slowly wash over her as she heard Caleb’s words again in her mind as this being her home sometime in the future. She had given her consent, and the enormity of it was just beginning to ebb into her consciousness. Caleb smiled after lighting the candle, as he turned to her and softly kissed her forehead.

“Take your time love. I will be waiting for you, I also want you to feel that you can use the bath whenever you wish. Let the servants know, or I will, and it will be at your disposal,” Caleb said, wanting her to feel at ease. 

“Thank you Sire,” Laurel said sweetly. I feel very at home here already,” she said with a demure smile.

Caleb touched her face smiling at her warmly, and left, allowing her privacy, closing the door quietly behind him. Caleb smiled to himself, feeling a sense of both peace and elation he had never felt before. He was overjoyed at not just her acceptance to the Marriage Alliance, but to her happily doing so.

He realized she was aware that it would be an obvious occurrence at some point in time, but was still happy she did not treat it as a duty, forced upon her. Caleb then started to change out of his formal clothes, as they began to feel restrictive. Walking over to the massive and ornately carved wardrobe he chose more comfortable attire of loose black britches and loose fitting white tunic. He was just getting ready to slip the tunic over his head when Laurel walked back into the room. She glanced over to him and lowered her eyes as she blushed, not seeing him in this state of undress before, but not before noticing how seasons of training and fighting had shaped and molded him to a warrior’s condition. Caleb smiled at her self-consciousness, and her as he felt, overdeveloped sense of modesty. He and Aiden were not particularly modest in a physical sense, having grown up to not be ashamed of their bodies, and living out of doors while on Patrol missions. Also the Westerners love of the human form, was evident in their art and sculptures throughout the realm of Heathwin. Caleb put his tunic on and decided not to say anything about Laurel’s shyness so as not to make her uncomfortable.

“Your hair looks considerably better since you brushed all the tangles out,” Caleb spoke, trying to make her feel at ease.

“My entire head feels better, after not having all the tight braids any longer,” Laurel said still blushing shyly, as she walked up to him.

“Good,” Caleb said, as he kissed her forehead again. “Come and sit with me and we will relax a bit before I read to you,” Caleb said taking her hand, and leading her over to a large and deep leather chair at the foot of his bed.

“Where am I supposed to sit?” Laurel asked guilelessly.

“On my lap silly girl. Where do you think?” Caleb replied with a wry grin.

“I have not sat on your lap since I was twelve seasons,” Laurel giggled shyly in reply.

Caleb smiled at her saying this, not wanting to remind her of the sad day he had gone to check on her, after her reaction to the news of King Garron’s impending marriage to Lady Ellos. She had been tearful and heartbroken, and he had indeed held her on his lap to console her. It was then he realized her feelings for him were more than just a childish infatuation, and his own were also more intense.

“Yes, after that you felt far too grown up to do so. Though I feel now, I will have to change your thinking about that,” Caleb said, as he sat down first. Then giving her a brazen smile, pulled her suddenly down onto his lap.

“Oh!” Laurel said in surprise, as she fell into his arms, while he laughed out loud at her reaction. “Do not laugh,” she giggled embarrassedly. “Must you always tease me?” she asked, blushing and still laughing. 

“I am afraid I cannot help myself where that is concerned. You make it far too easy,” Caleb said, giving her a roguish smile.

“Well Sire, I feel you have teased me enough for one night. So I am asking you to control your impulses for the rest of the evening,” she said to him, smiling shyly.

“I am sorry to say my dear you may be asking far too much of me,” Caleb replied in a deep and ardent voice, as he slowly began to kiss her again.

Laurel closed her eyes and placed her arms around his neck as she was no longer timid in his embrace. Caleb kissed her slow and gently, as he wished for her to move and join with him at her own pace, the need to be with her, far outweighing the need to possess her. He smiled intermittently as he felt her body meld into his arms, and could hear her softly sigh as he kissed her more ardently. He began to feel her tremble as they became more passionate and intense in their affection for each other, giving her one last lingering kiss, he gently pulled his face away, holding her closely.  

She sighed deeply, and laid her head on his chest as he softly caressed the back of her neck, stroking her hair.

“I do not know what I shall do without you, when you return home,” Caleb said to her softly. “I very well may not let you leave,” he whispered, as he kissed her temple. 

Laurel looked up, smiling sweetly at him, as he slowly outlined her face with his finger.

“I have to go home Caleb, my father will need to accept the fact that I will not be living in Gwenlais forever, and that we have both given our consent to the marriage. I truly feel he was never expecting it to happen, especially after all the potential suitors Lady Ellos tried arranging for me,” Laurel said, with a knowing smile, guessing his reaction to the mention of suitors.

“Suitors? There were suitors? I specifically told your father I was officially courting you before I returned to Heathwin,” Caleb asked, with an edge to his voice.

“It was the winter after Mother’s funeral, before we were courting. I said they were potential suitors. I of course, had no interest in any of them. I was actually quite rude to them,” Laurel smiled at him smugly.

“Well that is certainly a surprise,” Caleb replied in a mocking tone, smiling at her wryly.

Laurel still smiling but narrowing her eyes at him, decided she would still have a bit of fun with him.

“However there was one, I do not remember his name, he was nothing like you. He was quite pleasant, agreeable and passive. A bit shy as well,” Laurel teased him, as she began to giggle and bite her lower lip. 

“Oh really? Passive and shy was he? So how long did this poor sop last before you humiliated him beyond repair?” Caleb asked her, with a deep edge to his voice.

Laurel laughed at his question. He did know her too well, as someone of that personality would never be able to hold her interest, though she did think he was being just a bit mean.

“I am not that cruel Caleb. I would certainly never purposely humiliate anyone,” Laurel said, pretending to be insulted.

“Do I need to remind you yet again, of your little tantrum at the stables, when you were yelling at me in front of most of the Patrol, because I would not let you go hunting?” Caleb asked her his voice still edgy, but a smile on his lips.

“That was different. You were being unfair and you deserved it,” Laurel began to giggle nervously, unsure of what his reaction would be. 

“And to think I was going to take you to Welstone tomorrow,” Caleb said to her softly as he brushed the hair from her face, smiling at her surprised expression.

“You were going to take me to Welstone? I have never been to Welstone,” Laurel replied, her voice unable to hide her excitement.

“Yes, and it looks like it will stay that way. You will have to ask your former love to bring you,” Caleb said softly, smiling at her mockingly. 

“Caleb! I was just teasing you. You know I have no former love. Will you not change your mind?” she asked, smiling at him demurely.

Caleb smiled at her with narrowed eyes. He picked her up from his lap quickly and had her stand up.

“Go and get the book from my desk, before I change my mind about that as well,” he said to her brusquely, but smiling as he gave her a quick swat on her backside, making her jump in surprise. 

She looked back at him and smiled mischievously. She picked up the book and walked back to where Caleb was sitting. He was still smiling at her amusingly, as she sat back down in his lap, snuggling into his side, much to his delight. Opening the book he began to read to her, his voice rich and deep, as he read the beautiful words, with a quiet passion, she had missed hearing. Laurel found herself becoming lost in the calming tone of his voice, she began to picture herself living there. It did not seem so wild and harsh when they were together, like this, being held in his arms, in the stillness of his room. She too wondered what she would do without him, and felt a twinge of pain in her stomach at the thought. Her eyes becoming moist as she realized it would be several months after he brought her home, before the harvest, and his return to Gwenlais. 

“What is it dearest? You seem so far away right now,” Caleb asked her quietly.

She had not noticed that he had finished reading, and was now softly stroking her hair.

“I was just thinking how much I will miss you when I return to Gwenlais. There is a part of me that does not wish to go, even though I know that I must. There will be so much for me to do before we are married,” Laurel sat up to face him, as she spoke. “I still cannot believe that we are to be married, well at some point,” she said, her voice shaking with excitement.

He looked at her lovingly, continuing to softly stroke her hair, smiling at her excitement at the thought of their union.

“I will be choosing the date and time of the wedding, this will not be anyone else’s decision. I will be honest and tell you, that it will not be that far off. As I fully realize that I cannot have you apart from me for too long, and I am happy that you feel the same. As soon as I know what the date will be I will tell your father immediately, by way of messengers. That way your father can inform you so that you will have time to take care of your personal duties and needs, before you must return to Heathwin with me,” Caleb said, his voice soft but authoritative.

“To Heathwin? Will we not marry in Gwenlais?” Laurel asked, in a bemused tone.

Caleb smiled at her patiently, realizing she did not know of the particular laws of the realm. 

“No, mo ghra. The laws of Heathwin require that we are to marry here in Heathwin in the presence of the four Chieftains, in order for our union to be recognized. Before that takes place you must meet with the Chieftains themselves, so that they say they have accepted you. So you will be living here at least a fortnight or so, before the wedding takes place. I will have Phineas explain everything to you when you return home as he is well versed in the laws and formalities. For now do not concern yourself too much. Concentrate on getting your personal things in order, and you will have to indulge my mother’s enthusiasm, as she will be quite happy on helping you prepare for the wedding. Believe me the Festival is just a taste of what she will be like,” Caleb said, smirking concerning his mother.

“What if the Chieftains do not accept me?” Laurel asked, in a small worried voice.

“Well, they can all rot then. Do not worry about that love, that is just one of those formalities I was talking about,” Caleb replied kissing her softly.

“It will be interesting to see Father’s reaction when I tell him we have both consented to the Marriage Alliance,” Laurel said thoughtfully.

“You will not be the first to mention this to him dearest,” Caleb said, laughing at her innocence of the subject. “I will be accompanying you home, and I will have the negotiations all written up formally. I will be the one to tell your father our plans to marry. If our parents have already discussed this then there should be no surprise,” Caleb spoke to her patiently, explaining how it would be presented. “Did he not discuss the arrangement with you at all?” Caleb asked her.

“No, actually he never talked about it with me. Mother did bring it up to me once before, shortly before your marriage to Morene, that she and your mother had discussed it together. It was Phineas who brought it up after your last visit to Gwenlais. He did not feel it was right for Father not to tell me, of the possibility. Father was quite upset that Phineas took it upon himself to inform me, but I simply told him, Phinny did what he thought was in my best interest,” Laurel replied.

“I will agree that is Phineas’ primary motivation when he decides something concerning you, whether I find it annoying or not,” Caleb said to her smiling.

Laurel smiled back at him her eyes looking soft and drowsy as she laid her head against his chest and shoulder, sighing deeply. Caleb turning his face, lightly kissed her forehead, as he began to play with her hair. 

“So, no more worrying about particulars for the moment,” Caleb paused for a moment before speaking. “I suppose I should escort you to your room before I lose all my resolve and keep you in here with me tonight,” Caleb spoke, in a soft ardent voice.

Laurel giggled at his comment, knowing he was probably not jesting.

“Phineas will have knocked on your door by then. The poor thing is more than likely in a panic from not finding us,” Laurel said, with a sad smile.

“More than likely. Come on then dearest, you should go to bed if you wish to go to Welstone in the morning,” Caleb said, with a sly grin.

“So you are still taking me then?” Laurel asked, as she picked up her head, and looked at him with bright eyes.

“Did you really think I would not take you mo stor?” Caleb asked her, still grinning.

“I was hoping you were just teasing,” Laurel said, giving him a beguiling smile.

“I have this feeling you are going to get your way quite often. I will need to learn how to resist you a bit more, though I am sure it will be next to impossible, mo ghra,” Caleb said softly, as he kissed her lips once more.

“Those words you called me, mo stor and mo ghra, what do they mean?” Laurel asked, her eyes luminous.

“Mo stor means, my treasure, and mo ghra, means my love. Ta ghra agam ort, means I love you. I will be using these expressions more often now,” Caleb said, kissing her tenderly again. 

“I wish you to know Sire. That I have always loved you. I am happy we are to be wed,” Laurel said, in a soft whisper.

“I am most happy as well mo ghra. Ta ghra agam ort,” he whispered back, as they shared another passionate kiss.  

 

“Aiden! Aiden! Are you there?” Phineas asked in a harried voice, knocking loudly on Aiden’s chamber door.

Phineas heard footsteps and then suddenly the door flew opened, Aiden was looking quite agitated, his hair tousled, his shirt unbuttoned, open and exposing his chest.

“De reir a Deantoir, Phinny! What is your problem?” Aiden asked, in an exasperated voice.

“I cannot find Princess Laurel or your brother,” Phineas explained.

“Well they are not in here,” Aiden replied, sounding more agitated. “Have you tried their rooms?” Aiden asked sarcastically

“I of course checked her Highness room first, then the Library. I have not checked Caleb’s room for fear of what I might find there. It was brought to my attention that your brother has given his consent to the Marriage Alliance, to Princess Laurel. Which is telling me, they have obviously come to the same conclusion. So as I said, I am afraid of what I may or may not walk in on,” Phineas replied, looking uncomfortable. 

“Well good for them! I have to say, after her visit last season, I am not surprised. He could barely let her out of his sight then. I would not worry too much concerning what liberties Caleb would take with Laurel. He is quite aware of her.... inexperience. He is not going to do anything to upset her. Not yet anyway,” Aiden said, not able to help himself, by adding his last comment at Phineas’ expense.

“You will have to excuse me if I do not find your comment reassuring. The Queen is also expecting me to find Laurel, in order for me to ask her of her feelings. Your Mother is quite tenacious in this regard,” Phineas stated, in an exasperated tone.

Just then a female voice coming from Aiden’s room called his name enticingly. Aiden gave Phineas a sly grin.

“Sorry Phinny I must leave now, I am....entertaining a guest,” Aiden smirked, as he abruptly closed the door.

Phineas stepped back and bowed his head in frustration. As he turned to make his way back down the corridor, he was met with a sight that had him sigh deeply in relief. Caleb and Laurel where at the end of the corridor, in front of Laurel’s room. Phineas made his way down walking slowly, so as not to interrupt them, as they were obviously having an intimate conversation, they stood facing each other standing very close, Caleb gently touching Laurel’s face. He stopped walking and looked about awkwardly as he saw Caleb kiss her passionately. A few moments later he saw Laurel go in her room, as Caleb stood for a moment outside of the door, both arms leaning into the door way. At this time Phineas quickened his pace and called out to Caleb.

“Prince Caleb, may I have a word with you please?” Phineas said, in a tired voice. 

Caleb looked up at him and smiled sardonically as he went to meet Phineas half way, he did not wish to engage in a conversation with him right outside of Laurel’s door. 

“How are you doing this evening Phineas?” Caleb asked him pleasantly.

“I am doing much better, now that I have finally found the both of you. Let me start by offering my congratulations, on your decision to marry her Highness, and to tell you, that it is probably the best decision you will ever make. Also that I have always looked upon Laurel as the child I never had, and if you do anything to hurt her, I will make it my life’s work to make sure that you suffer,” Phineas said unflinchingly, offering Caleb his hand.

Caleb smirked in surprise at Phineas’ boldness, taking his hand and shaking it firmly.

“Thank you Phineas, I am glad to hear it,” Caleb replied, slapping the other man’s shoulder in response.

“Yes, well I will not bother asking you where you were all night, I truly do not want to know. I simply wish that you will respect the Princess’, shall we say, delicate sensitivities,” Phineas said in a voice, saying much more than his words expressed.

“You have nothing to be worried about Phineas. I will not do anything to make Laurel uncomfortable. But let me add if certain things do not make her ill at ease, then you will just have to trust me,” Caleb replied pointedly, his eyes becoming intense as he spoke.

“Very well then, I wish to change the subject, as this one is becoming quite tedious. Your Mother has requested, several times, that I speak with Laurel tonight. She wishes to know her feelings on the subject at hand, and I am thus to report my findings to her immediately,” Phineas said, looking very weary.

Caleb was actually feeling sorry for him at this point, knowing well how his mother could be, in her request to get information.

“I will speak with my mother Phineas. You do not have to bother Laurel at this point, she is more than likely half asleep by now. I am taking her to Welstone tomorrow, so she really should just rest. Go relax, and have some wine. Mother will know all that she needs to know this evening, I assure you,” Caleb smiled reassuringly at him.

“Thank you Caleb. I will take my leave then, and retire for the evening. Goodnight, and again congratulations. She is a lovely young woman Caleb, you are most fortunate to have her,” Phineas said, with repressed emotion.

“I know Phineas, and thank you,” Caleb smiled at him warmly. 

Caleb watched him turn around and walk to his room further down the hall.

Caleb smiled as he turned to walk back to the Grand Hall, in order to speak with his parents once again. It was a very satisfying end to a very long and complex day, he thought to himself.     

 



  
 


 11: THE SCIMITAR 
Laurel woke early, her heart and mind still happy and excited from last night’s festivities. She smiled to herself as she thought about the new and wondrous feelings of being in love and having that love returned. Caleb had been passionate but gentle in revealing his full feelings to her. The thought of her future wedding to him still felt as if she were dreaming. As she lay in the warm comfortable bed, she looked about the lovely room that was made for her specific taste and comforts. Laurel felt very contented and happy here in Heathwin. The King and Queen were kind and generous, the Queen in particular, went out of her way to make Laurel feel at home and welcomed. The staff were gracious and seemed to enjoy that she was back. Caleb was warm and loving, open with his affections, even more so now that they both had fully acknowledged their feelings and had consented to the Marriage Alliance. Today he would be taking her to Welstone, a large and busy town, known for its unusual shops and eateries.  It was an important town for tradesmen and merchants from all the western regions of Heathwin and beyond, as it bordered the River Caldune, which winded its way through most of Rienfield, including Gwenlais. Tradesmen would often use the river to travel throughout the realm, bringing their goods and news from other cities and villages they encountered.  Laurel got out of bed, anxious to start her day. She walked over to the dressing table and poured water from the pitcher into the deep basin and began to wash her face so she could be dressed before Caleb knocked on her door. She smiled at the thought that he would probably being doing so at any time, as he would be impatient to see her and start their day together. She slipped into her lightly boned chemise and short bloomers. Her underskirt was long and slightly ruffled, as she planned on wearing a dress which had a decorative bodice, and full skirt.

The dress itself was not overly ornate, only the bodice had embellishments of pale green and sky blue threads weaved into it. The dress was a pale green that was the color of new leaves, a perfect color for the Planting season she thought. Just as Laurel finished dressing there was a knock on her door, she smiled at the thought it was already Caleb, coming to escort her to breakfast.

“Come in,” Laurel said brightly, much to her surprise, it was Imagin who entered her room.

“Good morning Laurel. I am here to help you with your morning. Oh, I see you are already dressed. Would you like me to arrange your hair? Caleb has told me he would be taking you to Welstone today. He told me I could also accompany you to help you with your purchases. He intends to buy you quite a few gifts today. Oh, I probably should not have told you that,” Imagin replied with a giggle, as she was quite excited to be joining them in Welstone.

Laurel could not help but laugh at the young girl’s excitement. She was becoming quite fond of Imagin, as she found her friendly and bold manner charming and refreshing. 

“I would appreciate you arranging my hair for me, only something a bit simpler than last night please. Nothing too ornate,” Laurel answered her, smiling warmly.

“Of course. How would a pretty braid be? I know how to braid so that your hair will look almost like a long and lovely fishtail,” Imagin offered enthusiastically.

“That sounds interesting. I have never had that before. Yes, let us try that,” Laurel replied, as she walked over to sit in a high backed chair so that Imagin could easily arrange her hair.

As Imagin began to carefully brush out Laurel’s hair, Laurel thought for a moment about something Imagin had said a few moments ago.

“Am I to understand Imagin, that you have seen Caleb already this morning?” Laurel asked cheerfully.

“Yes, he met me at the top of the stairs, after Owain dropped me off before he went to go for guard duty. Caleb is in a very good mood this morning, which is lovely as that is not always the case. Though I must admit his mood has greatly improved since your arrival,” Imagin said with a giggle. “I have no doubt he will be knocking at any moment,” Imagin continued with another giggle.

As if on cue, came a soft knock on the door, which caused both Laurel and Imagin to laugh.

“Come in,” Laurel answered the knock, still laughing.

Caleb entered the room, smiling curiously at both of them as they were laughing together, as if telling an amusing secret.

“Oh no, giggling females, never a good sign,” Caleb said suspiciously, as he walked over and gave Laurel a warm kiss, as Imagin continued to braid her hair.

“It is nice to see you happy and well rested this morning mo stor. I was hoping you would not be overtired from the Festival. So are you almost ready to come to breakfast?” Caleb asked, in warm deep voice.

“I am nearly done with her hair Caleb, only a few more moments,” Imagin answered for Laurel.

“I see. What of you Imagin, have you had breakfast yet? I see you arrived early today with Owain,” Caleb asked her, with an amused expression, happy to see his young cousin so taken with Laurel already.

“No I have not, I was too excited to get here this morning. There, I am all done,” Imagin said, giving a smile of satisfaction as she looked at Laurel’s hair.

Laurel smiled as she reached up to gently touch the intricate braid, Imagin had just finished.

“So what do you think?” Laurel asked Caleb, looking over at him smiling sweetly.

Caleb stood up and walked over to inspect Imagin’s creation closer, slowly running his hand down the long and beautiful braid.

“It is quite lovely. Very good Imagin. I have never seen anything like it. It almost resembles some exotic looking fishtail,” Caleb answered.

“Oh good, as that was my intension,” Imagin replied, with a happy expression.

“Well let us go to breakfast my dear ladies, we have a busy day ahead of us,” Caleb said, smiling charmingly, taking Laurel’s hand as she stood up to walk with him.

They met the rest of the family who was already seated in the dining room, about to enjoy a sumptuous meal, as the Queen was aware of their visiting Welstone, and wished for everyone to have a full meal before leaving.

“I have no doubt you will enjoy Welstone your Highness. It is well known for its unique shops and wares,” Phineas stated to Laurel, with a warm smile.

“I look forward to it Phineas. I am almost too excited to eat, although the food is quite wonderful, your Majesty,” Laurel replied looking at the Queen.

“Thank you my dear. I was hoping you would enjoy the menu this morning,” Queen Alana replied, smiling and reaching over to squeeze Laurel’s hand.

The conversations were enjoyable and ongoing as the family enjoyed their meal, taking of last night’s celebration, as well as the many enjoyable shops and eateries of Welstone.

“I am finished so I will be going to see to the horses, and getting the security detail underway,” Caleb announced as he stood up, Aiden standing also ready to follow him.

“We will need a security detail to accompany us?” Laurel asked quietly.

Caleb and Aiden smiled at each other. Caleb leaned over, placing his hand on the side of Laurel’s face, kissing her lips gently.

“Yes, dearest. I will not be taking you anywhere out of the city without a security detail. It will be no more than Aiden and I, and two others. It is only as a precaution mo stor,” Caleb explained, smiling patiently at her naivety. “When you have finished with breakfast you and Imagin may meet us at the stables or I can come back for you,” he said warmly.

“We can meet you at the stables, there is no need for you to return, we will be there shortly,” Laurel replied, smiling sweetly at him.

Kissing her once more he and Aiden then left for the stables. Soon afterward Laurel and Imagin returned to Laurel’s room, for her shawl, as the morning was bright but still a bit chilly for Laurel. She opened her wardrobe, and looked about for a bit, her face began to show her frustration as she could not find her shawl.

“Is something wrong Laurel?” Imagin asked, looking curiously at her.

“I cannot find my cream colored shawl. I know I have worn it already that is how I know I brought it. I wore it at the river camp. I saw it in the wardrobe just the other day,” Laurel said with frustration, as she continued to look among her articles of clothing for it. “Oh well never mind, I do not wish to make Caleb wait too long. I shall just wear my cape instead, it is a bit heavier, but no matter,” Laurel said resignedly, as she pulled out her soft grey cape. 

She put in on, fastening the decorative silver clasp in the front, and then smiling at Imagin turned and made her way out to the staircase.  They left the Grand Hall, talking excitedly together, as Imagin related to Laurel, all the fascinating things she would enjoy in Welstone. Their conversation was so animated that Laurel was surprised at how quickly they had reached the stables.  Caleb and Aiden were waiting for them, smiling with amused expressions at their apparent excitement. They were soon on their way, riding at a relaxed pace, cantering down the wide path.  They were greeted happily by others along the way, and also enjoyed a steady conversation which made the ride seem shorter and also enjoyable.  They were halfway to Welstone, when Caleb began to look about, signaling to stop the horses, as he looked into the woods, on the left side of the path. Aiden looked over at him curiously, as the Sentinels with them also began to look about, wondering what it was he was searching for.  Aiden rode up to him, with a quizzical expression.

“What is it?” he asked Caleb, in a hushed voice.

“Did you just hear that?” Caleb asked back, in the same low tone.

“My brother, you forget ever since your bonding incident with the Cydros Kindred, you can hear and see things better than any of us. Quite the annoying gift they gave you, as it tends to make you a bit paranoid,” Aiden answered, smirking at him.

“Yes, perhaps. Though I am certain something has been following us for the last three miles or so. Keep Aaron and Gawain close to Laurel until we reach the town,” Caleb said quietly, referring to the two Sentinels who brought up the rear.

“Is something wrong Caleb?” Laurel asked in a slightly concerned voice, as she remained back a bit with Imagin, as they rode side by side.

“No dearest. I just thought I heard something, nothing to be concerned about,” Caleb smiled, answering in a reassuring tone.

Aiden rode up to Aaron and Gawain, and speaking quietly in their language told them of Caleb’s concern. They nodded their acknowledgement, and moved a bit closer as they continued on their way.  It took not quite an hour to reach the outskirts of Welstone. A few quiet shops as well as quaint cottages were the first to greet them. Laurel was captivated by the lovely architecture of the shops and homes that were situated just before the main part of the bustling town.

“Caleb may we stop here to look around for a bit?” Laurel asked, her eyes bright and happy.

“I course dearest. This is only the beginning of the town however, the main shopping area is just a bit further in,” Caleb explained, charmed by her excitement.

“Oh, I do not mind. It just looks so adorable with all the brightly colored cottages and shops, and stalls. It looks as though they are made of candy,” Laurel replied, smiling with childlike enthusiasm. 

“Very well my love, we can most certainly stop here for a bit,” Caleb answered, laughing lightly.

They all dismounted and tied the horses to the low wooden fence that was there for that purpose.  Caleb walked up to Laurel, putting his hands on her waist, and softly kissing her forehead. 

“Which shop would you like to visit first mo stor?  I want you to pick out whatever catches your eye, I intend on spoiling you quite a bit today,” Caleb said, in a warm and affectionate tone.

“That sounds wonderful Sire. I shall not go too silly though. I am happy just to be here with you,” Laurel said, laughing delightedly as she spoke.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as he took her hand and began walking to the shops and stalls.  Imagin brought Laurel’s attention to a stall selling fragrant oils and various flowered waters. Laurel of course was delighted by the many different colors and shapes of the decorative bottles, some cut in shimmering crystal, others in delicate blown glass.  As Caleb watched her enjoying examining the wares, he looked over and saw that his favourite Kedesh vender and informer was at his stall at this time, Caleb gestured over to him, getting his attention. The small Kedesh male wrinkled and wiggled his nose in anticipation, knowing the Prince was always feeling generous when given useful information.

“I will be right back dearest, enjoy yourself and pick out whatever you wish. Imagin, pick something out for yourself as well,” Caleb said, as he walked over to the Kedesh merchant.

Imagin and Laurel smiled at each other as they continued to look at the various oils and waters. Aiden walked over with Caleb as he approached the Kedesh merchant, knowing his brother was not just shopping but getting whatever news the Kedesh had to offer from his travels throughout the realm of Rienfield.

“Good day Buadhach. And what do you have to offer me today?” Caleb asked in perfect Kedesh.

“Good day my Liege.  I see you bring the fair Princess Laurel with you today. She is visiting you at this time?” Buadhach asked curiously.

“You know her, do you?” Caleb asked, amused the Kedesh recognized Laurel.

“I know of her Sire. The Kedesh merchants in Gwenlais find her most charming for a human female,” Buadhach said smiling broadly, showing his sharp teeth.

Caleb and Aiden both chuckled at his description of Laurel, well knowing the Kedesh did not find humans to be attractive or charming. So his remark was indeed a compliment.

“So again I ask, what have you to offer me today?” Caleb asked pointedly.

“Ah, you came at the right time Sire. I have lovely precious stones all placed in beautiful settings of silver or polished copper. This piece here is quite rare, as these particular stones can only be found in the northern territory of Gaidhealtachd.  I know they look rather plain, but once worn and the stone touches the skin of the wearer, it will turn a color that is conducive to the wearer’s body chemistry, personality and such. It will then remain that color as long as the person continues to wear it,” Buadhach spoke in a mysterious sounding voice, holding up the piece for Caleb inspection.

Caleb looked at him with a doubting grin.

“Touch it Sire and then you will see,” Buadhach replied grinning broadly, his nose and ears twitching with delight.

Caleb reached over and took the copper cuff bracelet from him, noticing the stone was exposed under the cuff, in order for it to touch the skin of whom ever wore it. It was small, so Caleb simply touched the back of the stone with two fingers. To his and Aiden’s amazement the stone did indeed begin to change colors. The colors swirled for a moment and then begin to shift and darken to rich red, with flecks of gold, blue and green, it finally stopped and remained that color and pattern. 

“Buadhach! This was the most amazing thing I have ever seen. Now it will stay this color?” Caleb asked incredulously 

“Yes Sire. Until someone else touches it or wears it,” the little Kedesh smiled, his eyes twinkling. 

“Here Buadhach, give it here let me try it,” Aiden requested, as the Kedesh gleefully handed it to him.

The colors of the stone instantly began to swirl and change to a deep rich green, with graceful lines of red, blue and gold. Aiden looked up and smiled at the little Kedesh.

“I may very well be requesting one of these from you myself sometime,” Aiden said as he handed it back to the smiling merchant. 

“I would be very interested if you could fashion one of these stones into a pendant, say so big,” Caleb indicated with his fingers the size he wished the stone to be. “Could you do that, and have it hang from a silver chain?” Caleb asked.

“I could indeed Sire, but it will take a few months to get a stone of the size you wish,” Buadhach replied thoughtfully.

“That would be fine. I will not need it until the Harvest season.  Now my friend, do you have anything else to offer me?” Caleb asked, giving the Kedesh a meaningful look.

“Yes my Liege, I most certainly do. As you are aware I, and most of my people, use the river Caldune quite extensively to travel throughout the realms of Rienfield. In doing so we encounter many types of people. Some of those types less desirable than others, if you get my meaning,” Buadhach spoke, in an enigmatic low voice.

“Not completely Buadhach. Perhaps you would care to enlighten me,” Caleb replied, being patient with the little Kedesh, knowing their love of all things secretive and private.

“In the night Sire, when we moor our house boats, we have noticed more traveling than should occur at night, with the dangers of the river in the dark. It is slavers, with often more people than should be in one craft. We have noticed the slaves captured are more often men, young, strong looking men. Which is unusual because often times it is young woman or children, but not of late. We feel they travel at night so as to avoid notice, as most slavers travel by land,” Buadhach said curiously.

Caleb and Aiden looked at each other with concern.

“Where are the slavers headed Buadhach?” Aiden asked.

“I am not really sure, Sire. They seem to be headed to the east. I will contact my sources to find out more as soon as I can. Now about the bracelet Sire, will you be purchasing this today, or was it just to observe?” Buadhach asked wiggling his fingers, his large furry ears twitching with anticipation.

“No, I would rather surprise someone with the necklace, though I will take this delicate silver bracelet with the emeralds. I think she will like this very much,” Caleb said as he picked up the bracelet to admire it.

“Excellent choice Sire. I have no doubt her Highness will enjoy it immensely. Here let me put this in a velvet pouch for you,” Buadhach said graciously, as he took the bracelet gingerly from Caleb. 

After putting the bracelet in the pouch he then handed it back to Caleb, his nose wriggling with excitement. Caleb smiled at him wryly, and handed him back a slightly larger cloth pouch, heavy with coins.  Buadhach opened it eagerly and counted the coins quickly. He then looked at Caleb and then with great circumstance and respect bowed his head.

“You are most generous and kind to your servant my Liege,” Buadhach said gratefully.

“It is a pleasure doing business with you as always Buadhach,” Caleb smiled as he turned to see where Laurel was.

“I still think you pay the little rat too much Caleb,” Aiden remarked with a grin, as they walked away.

“I do. It does keep him honest though. His information has always been reliable and useful. His news is consistent with what the villagers in the northern territories told us and the men we freed from slavers last season.  Now, where has my sweet girl gone to?” Caleb asked, as he began to look around.

As they continued to walk about looking for Laurel, several of the citizens of the small hamlet came over to the Princes to offer greetings, as they always caused a ripple of excitement wherever they went. As they engaged the people in friendly conversation, Caleb looked up and noticed Laurel and Imagin, as well as Gawain, who was standing protectively near, and looking about.  Laurel was admiring lightly woven colorful shawls that one shopkeeper had placed in a cart outside of the shop.  Laurel and Imagin were quite animated in trying on the different shawls, and Caleb could not help but smile at them.  Gawain stopped scanning the area as something caught his eye, something out of place. He peered closer into the woods bordering the colorful shops, a movement of a large object that was coming closer. Gawain’s eyes widened as he could not believe what he was seeing, peering out at them from the edge of the tree line. It was a Scimitar cat. A large male, not as large as the female Hunters that were used, but still intimidating in appearance. Its brilliant gold eyes were fixated and intense as it continued to look in Gawain’s direction, and yet it was not looking at him. Gawain followed the large cat’s intense gaze and saw that it had laid its focus on Laurel. Just as Gawain called out to Caleb, the Prince felt a shiver of dread edge down his spine, he looked immediately up and over to where Gawain stood. Gawain then silently gestured with his head to where the Scimitar lay crouched within the forest’s edge. Caleb and Aiden looked over which caused the villagers to do the same. They began to shout out in alarm, as the big cat’s presence was not normal.  The animals were still considered dangerous, especially if not controlled by a Trainer or Keeper. The growing commotion caused Aaron to hurry forward, as well as to make Laurel and Imagin look up with confused and concerned expressions.

“Laurel! Do not move! Stand perfectly still!” Caleb called out to her, his voice tinged in fear.

Laurel looked over at him and noticed that he and Aiden as well as the two other Sentinels and the villagers were looking towards the forest. As Laurel slowly looked over in their direction, she saw the Scimitar gazing intensely at her. She gasped in terror as the intense gaze of the large cat consumed her with fear as it made direct eye contact with her. Imagin grabbed Laurel’s arm and began to whimper fearfully.  Laurel gently removed Imagin’s grasp, and moved slowly backward, away from her. The Scimitar gave a low guttural growl and crept forward, following Laurel’s movements. Gawain looked over at Laurel fearfully, slowly unsheathing his short sword. Caleb, Aiden and Aaron, moved forward as well.  Laurel looked over and saw that there were several children standing in the path in front of her, crying and holding on to each other, as their parents tried to reassure them that everything would be alright, pleading with them not to move or run. Laurel stepped backwards a bit more which caused the Scimitar to move slowly forward its body twitching with anticipation as it could now be fully seen by all. 

“Laurel! Laurel I am begging you, please stop moving,” Caleb called out to her, his voice choked with emotion, as he guessed what she was about to do.

“Laurel, please,” Imagin whispered, her eyes filled with tears.

Laurel looked over at her and then at Caleb, her own eyes wide and fearful but determined. She looked over at the screaming children, still clinging to each other, crying out to their parents, their arms outstretched, the parents now as hysterical as their children. Laurel then looked over again at Caleb with sad eyes and shook her head, as she continued to back away slowly, the Scimitar cat inching forward towards her.

“No, please dearest,” Caleb said, in a choked voice.

With tears running down her face, Laurel gave him a sad smile, then suddenly and without warning, she turned and ran into the forest in front of her, as the Scimitar sprang forward. 

“No!” Caleb shouted, as he and Aiden ran forward as well.

Gawain stepped directly in the path of the Scimitar, but to no avail, as the large cat simply tossed him aside with its massive paw, cutting into Gawain’s side. Gawain was only able to graze the Scimitar with his sword.

Aaron ran to the horses to retrieve he and Aiden’s crossbows, as Caleb and Aiden continued their pursuit of Laurel and the Scimitar.

Aaron, grabbing Aiden’s crossbow, and then leaping upon his own horse galloped in pursuit of the two brothers. Laurel was able to gain only a small lead from Gawain’s efforts, as she continued to run forward frantically, her blood running cold as she heard the Scimitar’s growls as it pursued her.  She did not turn to see it catch up to her, afraid it would stop her from running.  She could also hear the frantic cries of Caleb and Aiden, yelling at her to not stop.  Aaron caught up to them, yelling he had the crossbows. Aiden stopped just long enough to grab his bow and continued running.  Aaron continued on horseback firing a shot at the Scimitar, finding his mark, the large cat screaming in anger, but not stopping its pursuit. To Caleb’s horror he saw the Scimitar leap forward and knock Laurel to the ground, as it landed on her back, grabbing the back of her cape. Laurel could feel the tips of the Scimitar's claws beginning to pierce through her clothing into her shoulders. Then it let out a scream and released its grasp.  Laurel did not think, only reacted as she tore the clasp from her cape and stood up and continued to run forward. Her mind only thinking of escaping, having no idea where she was going, not feeling the pain of the cuts and bruises the animal had inflicted upon her. The Scimitar screamed in pain and rage as Aiden and Aaron’s arrows found their mark once again, hitting the enormous cat in the side. The Scimitar then noticed its quarry escaping and continued its frenzied pursuit, slowed noticeably by its injuries.  Laurel continued running as fast as she could through the forest, noticing the trees thinning out in front of her. As she continued to run, she began to feel breathless and exhausted but she could not stop running every nerve in her body screaming at her not to stop. As Laurel reached what appeared to be a break in the trees, she cried out, as she frantically grabbed a low branch that prevented her from falling off the cliff into the deep heavily flowing river below. Her chest was heaving as she tried to catch her breath, her eyes wide with terror as she looked at the black swirling waters below her. Suddenly she heard the deafening roar of the Scimitar and desperate cries from Caleb as the predator continued its tireless pursuit of her. Laurel moaned in fear and exhaustion, as she realized what she had to do. She would not let the ferocious animal tear her apart. She looked up quickly and saw Caleb running desperately to reach her, but almost upon her was the vicious Scimitar. 

Forgive me my Prince, she thought to herself, as tears streamed from her eyes. 

She turned and closing her eyes, jumped off the high steep rock face, into the terrifying nothingness, feeling her body fall downward.  She heard another roar and then felt the icy shock of the water as she fell into the river, feeling it engulf and consume her.  The Scimitar nearly had her in its grasp as Laurel jumped forward, it blindly following her. Caleb cried out in terror and anguish as he saw his beloved and the Scimitar both leap off the cliff into the river below. Caleb ran forward watching her fall beneath the dark swirling water, the Scimitar hitting the water only seconds behind. It surfaced instantly as Aiden and Aaron unleashed their arrows into the beast. Caleb then went to jump forward as he screamed out Laurel’s name, only to be grabbed by Aiden.

“You cannot help her if you are injured yourself!” he shouted, trying to reason with him. “The trail to the bottom is right here! Hurry! This way!” Aiden directed Caleb to follow him. 

They ran down the steep path as quickly as they could, not even noticing that Gawain had taken one of the horses and rode down another path to the river’s edge, as he knew were the forest would lead them. Even though it had only taken moments to reach the bottom of the trail, to Caleb it seemed an agonizing eternity.  He tore off his coat and boots as he frantically scanned the river for any signs of Laurel. Suddenly his prayers were answered as she surfaced and raising up her arms and gasping for breath, only to sink below the water’s surface once again. Caleb ran forward and dove into the water, as he sank below the inky blackness. Aiden, Aaron and Gawain, stood breathless for a moment waiting for Caleb to reappear. Caleb then burst out of the water’s surface with Laurel in his arms.  Aiden and Aaron ran forward to assist him. Grabbing on to Caleb to help him get back to shore.  

“She is not breathing!” Caleb said frantically, as he put Laurel on the ground and turned her over.

He hit her back firmly with the flat of his hand several times, his efforts rewarded, with Laurel suddenly coughing and gasping for air, as she spit out water.  Turning her back over quickly as she looked at him with a wide eyed frantic expression, still trying to catch her breath. Caleb held her tightly in his arms pushing her hair out of her face, as Aiden and the two Sentinels kneeled down next to them, sighing loudly in relief.

“Breath my love, just breathe. I have you...I have you. It is over, just breathe,” Caleb said breathlessly, as she held her close, his lips against her forehead. 

Laurel coughed a few more times before exhaling deeply, as she was finally able to catch her breath.  Caleb looked into her face, to see if she was aware. She smiled at him weakly, raising her hand to touch his cheek, before losing consciousness. Caleb held her to him, for a moment burying his face into the side of her face and neck, his shoulders shaking from silent sobs of relief. Aiden placed his hand on Caleb’s shoulder grasping it tightly, as grateful tears filled his eyes. Aaron looked up, as the sound of something coming to the water’s surface could be heard.  It was the dead body of the giant cat. Aaron and Aiden moved forward to drag the animal on shore before it moved down stream with the river’s current. Gawain moved the horse forward and dismounted carefully, holding on to his injured side. He picked up Caleb’s long riding coat and brought it over to him, as he knelt down beside Caleb.

“I am sorry Sire, I was not able to stop the Scimitar,” Gawain said, in a voice filled with remorse.

Caleb looked up at him, then smiling warmly, placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder.

“You very likely saved her life Gawain. You allowed her time to run ahead. You have my thanks, and I will be sure you are rewarded for your bravery,” Caleb said, with honest conviction. 

“It is not necessary Sire. I was only doing my duty. I am just grateful she is alive,” Gawain smiled, back at Caleb.

“How is your injury? Were you hurt badly?” Caleb asked with concern, as he noticed the blood stain on Gawain’s coat.

“It is not a deep wound Sire. Just a few cuts. Nothing that needs immediate attention. Take my horse Sire, so you can take her Highness back now. I will look after Imagin. Two of the villagers went ahead to Heathwin, to alert the King as to what took place. I am sure you will be met by a party on the way back,” Gawain said confidently.

Caleb took his coat and gently wrapped Laurel’s unconscious form in it.  He then carefully handed her to Gawain so as to stand up.  Aiden walked back over from the river’s edge after he and Aaron dragged the animal to shore.  He walked over to Gawain and took Laurel in his arms and carried her over to the waiting horse. Caleb swiftly got on the horse, and held out his arms to Aiden, and took Laurel from him, cradling her in his embrace.

“We will find out what happened Caleb. This was obviously not an accident,” Aiden said, his voice filled with anger.

“No, it was not. The Scimitar was focused on Laurel. He was stalking her. There had to be a purpose for it. Males are also not used. There will be many questions for McCullan to answer,” Caleb said, his voice low and threatening. 

Chieftain McCullan was also the commander and lead Trainer of the Scimitar cats, as well as the Keepers.  His Clann were the only ones responsible for raising and using the dangerous animals. 

“Well it is good we were able to retrieve the body. It will help in solving this,” Aiden said, as he looked over at the dead Scimitar cat.

“I am leaving now. See to it that Gawain is treated for his injuries when you get back to the village. Try to keep Imagin calm, I have no doubt she is hysterical,” Caleb said, as he turned and urged the horse quickly up the path.  

 

The Master Falconer was surprised to find his bird had returned so quickly. Talking softly to the white and brown falcon, he carefully removed the small scroll attached to its leg. Giving the bird a reward of fresh meat he then placed it back in its cage. He read the message and then hurried down the long winding staircase of the south tower, where the raptor house was kept.

Tramaine was busily writing a letter when there was a frantic knock on the door of his private quarters.

“Come in,” Tramaine demanded rudely.

His face grew tense when he saw the Master Falconer standing before him. He stepped forward and handed Tramaine the small scroll.

“The message has come sooner than expected Master Tramaine,” the small man’s voice shaking slightly.

Tramaine looked at the scroll and after reading it sat back in his chair with an evil self-satisfied grin.

“It has begun,” was all he replied.

 

Caleb looked worriedly down at Laurel as she lay completely still in his arms.  She looked pale and almost lifeless, as he urged the horse forward, galloping as quickly as he felt he safely could.  People on the path looked concerned as they moved hurriedly aside.  Even though completely soaked himself, he felt nothing, as his only concern was to get Laurel back to the Great Lodge.  Caleb felt a wave of relief wash over him as he saw in the distance his father leading a very large group of soldiers as well as twenty Sentinels with him. The gap between them closed quickly as they rode at full gallop towards each other.  King Fergus and two female Sentinels, who were also Physician’s attendants were the first to dismount and run up to Caleb. As they reached him, Caleb lowered Laurel gently into his father’s waiting arms, and he carried her over to a grassy patch off the path. Caleb also dismounted and was handed a warm long wool cape by another Sentinel. He hovered nervously by as the attendants examined Laurel, who still remained unconscious.

“How long has she been unconscious Sire?” the eldest attendant asked.

“Well past half of an hour,” Caleb answered quietly.

The two attendants looked at each other with quiet concern. Owain came up behind Caleb putting a hand on his shoulder. Rian also walked up next to him. 

“Stop looking at each other that way and just tell me what you are thinking!” Caleb demanded angrily.

“Son! Please calm down they are doing their best,” King Fergus said warmly, putting his hand on Caleb’s arm.

“Her pulse is weak Sire, but she is breathing clearly and freely. We were told she jumped off a cliff. Did you notice if she hit anything as she fell?” the eldest attendant asked him quietly but firmly.

“No, no. She fell straight into the river. It was a good thirty foot drop however. She was also injured by the Scimitar before she jumped,” Caleb answered, his voice choking up as his eyes filled with angry tears. “How were you aware that she jumped off the cliff? There was no one else with us,” Caleb asked in confusion.

“One of the villagers, who was fishing on the other side of the river just upstream from you, saw her jump with the Scimitar right behind her,” King Fergus explained, rubbing Caleb’s shoulder, trying to help him calm down.

“Well, that is actually good news Sire. Aside from the heavy bruising and some scratches on her shoulders her injuries do not appear that grave. So the concern for internal injuries is greatly minimized. However because she is still unconscious she will need to be watched closely by Master Elphin and the other Physicians. We will need to bring her to the Infirmary Sire,” the eldest attendant spoke again, her demeanor respectful but determined.

“Yes....yes of course,” Caleb replied in a more subdued voice, as he watched the attendants wrap Laurel in a heavy soft blanket, the younger attendant gently smoothing Laurel’s hair back.

“We will find who is responsible for this Caleb,” King Fergus said, pained at seeing Laurel and Caleb’s suffering.

“Yes we will. Then I will hunt them down and kill them, just as they had intended Laurel to be,” Caleb spoke, through gritted teeth.

The soldiers and Sentinels present well knew Caleb was not jesting and most looked at each other with sly grins.

“No Caleb, you will not. We have laws in place for a reason,” King Fergus said in a calm low voice, putting his hand on his son’s shoulder again.

“Whoever did this, do not deserve to be protected by the laws!” Caleb shouted, in his anger and frustration.

“They will have a trial in front of the Tribunal just like everyone else! These laws were put in place to keep order Caleb. Otherwise people would be killing each other like animals for any reason they see fit!” King Fergus shouted back, his voice indicating his frustration, with what had happened.

“Is that not what someone already tried to do to Laurel? And for what cause? What could she possibly have done to make anyone want to do this to her? Her heart is loving and kind....she would hurt no one!  They do not deserve the mercy of the laws!” Caleb continued to shout in his pain and anger, as he looked over at Laurel still lying unconscious on the grass.

“Your Majesties, please if I may. We must get the Princess to the Infirmary. The sooner she is warm and comfortable, the sooner she will regain consciousness,” the eldest attendant spoke up, as she pulled the blanket more securely around Laurel.

The younger woman looked up at Caleb, her eyes tearful and sympathetic. As Caleb was her Captain, she was aware of his love for Laurel, having observed their behavior with each other at the river camp.

“Yes...yes of course Agnes, thank you,” Caleb said apologetically, as he refocused his attention back to Laurel.

He walked over to where Laurel had been placed and then gently took her in his arms and walked back over to the horse he had been riding. Owain walked with him as he held Laurel for a moment as Caleb swung up on the horse and then took Laurel from Owain.  King Fergus walked over to Caleb putting his hand on the saddle, and looked at Caleb with a warm and caring smile.

“Where was Laurel just before she lost consciousness?” King Fergus asked gently.

“I was holding her. She had stopped breathing for a moment from swallowing too much water, from her fall. She started to breathe again, looked up at me.....and smiled,” Caleb answered, unable to stop the tears from coming to his eyes.

“Then should not your face be the first thing she sees when she awakens?” King Fergus again asked, in the same gentle voice. “Go to the Infirmary and stay with her until she can return safely to the Lodge. Two dozen soldiers will accompany you, and four will be guarding her at the Infirmary, at all times.  Stay with her as long as you feel you must. You will be no help to us now. Laurel needs you, she is your priority.  She will be given any protection you deem fit, you will be denied nothing to do this. As soon as I am aware of what has happened, you will be informed,” King Fergus said with conviction, his eyes intense and serious. 

Caleb was so filled with emotion he was unable to speak, he only nodded his acknowledgement, smiling sadly at his father. King Fergus nodded back and standing aside signaled for the soldiers to follow Caleb back to the infirmary. The King and the rest of the group stood by as they watched them leave, and once no longer in view, King Fergus gave the command to mount up and continue on their way to Welstone.

 

When Caleb arrived at the Infirmary he was not surprised to find Phineas and Queen Alana waiting for them. Phineas held out his arms for Laurel and then rushed her inside, followed closely by Agnes, who was there to advise Master Elphin of Laurel’s condition. Four soldiers also went inside quickly as security, just as King Fergus had promised.  Caleb dismounted quickly and began to make his way into the Infirmary as well, only to be stopped by his mother.

“Caleb, dear please wait a moment,” Queen Alan implored him, putting her hands on his chest.

“Mother. I cannot leave her, let me pass,” Caleb replied impatiently.

“Caleb. You will be gone only for a moment. Come back to Lodge with me, so you may change and tell me what has happened. The villagers were quite frantic, and interrupting each other. Please my son, come back with me. That way you can be more prepared to stay with her. They will be tending to her now, you do not need to see Laurel this way Caleb. Allow them to change her clothing and see to her injuries, allow her to keep her dignity dearest. Do not let the first time you look upon her, to be this way,” she pleaded gently with him.

Caleb stopped walking to look as his mother’s tearful expression. He closed his eyes and bowed his head sighing deeply. Queen Alana put her arms around his neck and held him close to her in comfort. Caleb embraced her back, unable to control the tears of pain and frustration that burst forth, his shoulders shaking with his quiet sobs. 

“It is alright Caleb. Laurel is here now. She is being given the best care possible. You have done all you can. The rest is up to her, she will wake when she is ready. Come, let us go home, so you may get out of your wet things, and then we shall come back immediately,” Queen Alana spoke, in a comforting warm voice.

“She was so brave Mother. She was afraid for Imagin and the children in the village. I pleaded with her not to run. Then she gave me this sad smile and turned and ran into the forest, leading the Scimitar away,” Caleb told his mother in a shattered voice, as she still embraced him.

Queen Alana stood back to place her hand on the side of Caleb’s face.

“Her actions will only make our people love her more,” she said tearfully.

“It was one of our people Mother, who did this to her,” Caleb answered quietly, but still unable to hide his anger. 

“Yes my son. And they will pay for their crime by the laws that be. No matter who it is,” Queen Alana answered with assurance. “Come Caleb, let us return to the Lodge briefly so that we can come back to her,” Queen Alana said, as she walked Caleb to the soldiers and horses that waited for them.

Caleb related quickly all that had transpired on the ride back to the Lodge.  As they approached the Great Lodge, Caleb noticed right away the heightened presence of security around both the city and the Lodge itself. Soldiers could now be seen patrolling throughout the city both on foot and horseback.  A company of thirty soldiers had been dispatched to bring the two large Patrols of Sentinels home. Cahir, the King’s adopted son, was leading the largest of the Patrols, and would return with two hundred Sentinels. Including Princess Ione, Caleb and Aiden’s cousin and Cahir’s Lieutenant. Chieftain Argon, was also the Head of Security, and after hearing of the attempt on Laurel’s life, ordered the entire city and nearby villages to be locked down. No one was allowed in or out, without going through a security detail with at least twenty soldiers placed at each gate or village entrance. Chieftain McCullan had also been alerted and was on his way to the Infirmary.  Caleb and the Queen entered the Lodge, the servants waited nervously in the Grand Hall, awaiting news of the Princess’ condition. Lucas the Head of the staff approached as Caleb and his mother, hurriedly walked up the main staircase.

“Your Majesties. I wish to enquire of her Highness. How is she faring?” Lucas asked, with kind concern.

“She is at the Infirmary now, and as far as we know, still unconscious. I hope to know more when I return. That is all I can say Lucas. Thank you for your kind concern, but I must change quickly and return to her as soon as I can,” Caleb answered graciously, as he hurried to his room.

“Is there anything we can do your Highness?” Lucas addressed the Queen.

Queen Alana stopped walking to watch Caleb go into his room, Mauve and Stella, joined her in the corridor.

“Yes, there is my dear Lucas. Please have a full supper brought over to the Infirmary. It is going to be a long night I fear, and the family will be there. I dare say Caleb will remain until Laurel is able to return back to the Lodge. 

Also, have flowers and Laurel’s personal blankets and pillows brought as well, the familiar comforts well may help her to regain consciousness quicker,” Queen Alana instructed.

“I will begin preparations immediately,” Lucas replied as he headed back down the staircase to inform the staff.

“What would you like us to do my Lady?” Mauve asked in a warm low voice, as Stella took the Queen’s hand in comfort.

“My dear ladies, this is a most grievous time for us all, especially for my dear Caleb. If you could help me to gather whatever I can to make the room at the Infirmary warm and comforting, that would be a great help to me,” Queen Alana replied in a teary voice, as she was becoming emotional.

“Of course my Lady, whatever you need, we are at your service. Stella and I have informed our families as soon as we heard the news, that we would not be returning home this evening, so that we would be here for you and the family,” Mauve answered her in a comforting tone, her heart saddened at the Queen’s distress.

Lucas suddenly returned to the corridor and approached the Queen, smiling warmly at her.

“Your Highness, I wish to inform you, everything is underway. A lovely meal of easily tolerated dishes is being prepared. Nothing too heavy so as not to be disagreeable with everyone’s nervous constitutions. As well as a lovely bottle of wild berry cordial, as the cook remembered the Princess was quite fond of it her last visit. It will be brought over to the Infirmary in a few hours,” Lucas replied, with a kind smile.

“Thank you Lucas, please give the cook and the rest of the staff my thanks. Your kindness is greatly appreciated at this time,” Queen Alana said, her voice still heavy with emotion.

Everyone turned suddenly as they heard Caleb making his way back hurriedly from his room. Queen Alana cleared her throat as he approached her.

“I am heading back now Mother, I shall meet you there when you are ready,” he said, his voice sounding impatient and anxious.

“Yes dear, I have a quick question for you. The book you had mentioned you were reading to Laurel in the evening, where is it dear?” she asked, trying her best to keep her voice steady.

“It is in my room on the bedside table,” Caleb answered curiously.

“I will bring it then, so you may read to Laurel tonight,” the Queen answered with a warm smile.

“Mother....she may very well still be unconscious,” Caleb stated gently.

“Yes dear, I realize this. It does not mean however that she cannot hear you. The sound of your voice reading, may still very well be comforting to her,” she answered, as she reached over and squeezed his hand.

Caleb looked away for a moment and walked back quickly to his room. He reappeared almost immediately and held two books in his hand. He stopped briefly to kiss his mother on the cheek and then went quickly down the stairs.  Caleb walked with hurried long strides out of the Lodge to the fresh horse that was waiting for him, as well as the two Sentinels who were there to escort him to the Infirmary. This was customary when the city was in high alert, none of the royal family members were without an escort. They reached the Infirmary quickly and Caleb entered the large and comforting looking building. The bright and sunlit entrance was busier than usual as the presence of the Princess had caused quite a bit of excitement as well as anxiety. As Caleb walked in he was met by Agnes, the Sentinel that had cared for Laurel on the path.

“Sire, I am here to bring you to her Highness’ room. She was given a large and private room in the back. Master Elphin says it is very secluded and is rarely used. We will have four soldiers guarding outside the door at all times,” Agnes told him, as they walked quickly to the back of the Infirmary.

“I appreciate your help and staying with Laurel until my return Agnes. I must apologize to you for my rudeness earlier. I had no right to be abrupt with you or Ella, as you were caring for Laurel,” Caleb said in a low voice, as they continued to walk to the room.

“No apologies are needed Sire. You were completely distraught and rightly so. Anyone would have reacted no differently to what you had to deal with today. I was happy to be of service Prince Caleb. My services as you know are usually to assist in stitching a knife or sword wound,” Agnes replied with a wry smile, her pale blue eyes twinkling at him.

Agnes led him to a side door in a small corridor and standing a few feet in front of them were the four soldiers that were assigned as guards. They greeted Caleb as he walked past them, he greeted them with a smile and nod.  Entering the room he was surprised by how large yet warm it appeared. The walls were a muted green, with two floor length windows on the east side of the room. A large comfortable bed was in the center, with two plush chairs on either side of the bed. Caleb stopped for a moment to look at Laurel. She was covered up to her chest, wearing the loose pale blue gown, patients wore, laying partially on her side. Her hair had been dried and lay across the pillows. Caleb smiled at her, though she was still not awake, her appearance now looked more peaceful. Phineas smiled at Caleb and stood up from his seat by the side of the bed. Caleb squeezed Phineas’ shoulder as he walked over to Laurel’s side, leaning down and gently stroking her forehead and hair.

“How is she faring Agnes?” Caleb asked softly.

“As you may have noticed Sire, she now has color in her cheeks. Her pulse in no longer weak, and she is breathing normally. After Master Elphin’s examination, he has determined she has no broken bones or internal injuries.

She sustained heavy bruising on her back and shoulders, with minor cuts, and of course that lovely black eye that is developing quite nicely,” Agnes explained with a sad smile, concerning the bruise forming under Laurel’s right eye. 

“Why has she not woken up yet?” Caleb asked, not looking up, as he caressed Laurel’s bruised cheek.

“She has suffered a tremendous shock to her mind and body Sire. When she is ready to deal with the reality of it, she will just wake up, as if from a dream. She seems to be very comfortable now. Speak to her Sire, let her know you are here,” Agnes replied speaking softly.

Caleb sat down in the chair and still caressing her face and head began to speak in a quiet low voice, just above a whisper.

“I am here my sweet girl. All is well now, and you are safe. I am here for you,” Caleb spoke his eyes filled with love and sadness, as he watched for a reaction. 

He was rewarded by hearing her sigh softly in her sleep. Agnes and Phineas continued to watch them from just a few feet away.

“They make a charming couple, do they not Master Phineas?” Agnes asked, in a soft whisper.

“They do indeed,” Phineas whispered back, as he smiled at Caleb’s loving and tender expressions of affection. 

“I have been in service as a Sentinel for five seasons, however, I was an attendant first. Shortly after Prince Caleb’s marriage to Lady Morene, he was severely injured with a sword cut to his arm. The cut was not excessive, however, the blade was poisoned. He needed to be observed for several days, as his reaction to the poison was intense. Both his brother and Cahir never left his side, and his parents were here almost constantly.  His wife though, never came, until the day he was ready to leave. The Prince never asked for her. I know this because I had insisted that I be Prince Caleb’s personal attendant the entire time. My point is, I have never seen him show this kind of feeling or emotion to anyone else. I was quite moved by the intensity of emotions he had when meeting him on the way to Heathwin.  The Maker have mercy on the fools responsible for this travesty,” Agnes whispered, smiling wryly.

“Indeed. I will admit the Prince is quite enamored with her Highness.  I can truthfully say, as I know her quite well, her feelings for him are the same. I dare say they have been for some time now,” Phineas replied back in a low whisper, pausing thoughtfully for a moment. “I still cannot imagine why anyone would do this to her,” Phineas continued, his voice still low but becoming angry.

“We will all know soon enough Master Phineas. The King will not rest until he has an answer,” Agnes said, with prideful certainty.

 

As King Fergus and the rest of the Sentinels and soldiers with them entered the small village just outside of Welstone, they were greeted by a crowd of the residents, waiting for news.  Aiden and the others had returned to the village entrance as well. With the help of the villagers they were able to wrap and secure the body of the Scimitar with a heavy tarp and drag it back with one of the horses pulling it. The younger attendant Ella went over to Gawain quickly to attend to his wound. Owain immediately went to Imagin, holding her close to comfort the frantic and exhausted girl.

“Please Owain. Tell me she is alright!” Imagin sobbed pitifully.

“Shh. She is being well cared for, my dear sister. It is alright now. She will be fine,” Owain said trying to comfort Imagin and himself as well.

“How is she Father? Did she awaken on the way back?” Aiden asked the King with concern.

“No. I am afraid she did not. She is however in excellent hands, and Caleb is with her as well,” King Fergus said putting a reassuring hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “Now tell me what happened and show Rian and I the Scimitar,” King Fergus directed, trying to keep Aiden focused on the task at hand.

Aiden then began to relate all that had taken place as he and Aaron, brought King Fergus and Rian over to where they had laid the Scimitar’s body. Moving the tarp away from the animal, Rian then began to examine the large cat closely. King Fergus watched him intently for a few moments before asking him questions, allowing him time to surmise, why all of this could have happened.

“So Rian, what is your impression so far?” the King asked a short while after.

“It is most unusual Sire. First off, it is a male, of about ten or twelve seasons. That is still considered young, as Scimitar cats live to be a good thirty seasons. Chieftain McCullan’s queen is well past that and still quite vigorous. We also do not use males, as they do not respond to the command stones well, only females become Hunters. The males are not used this way, they are only used for breeding. Those not used for this are castrated and used for personal guard animals, as they are more easily controlled. This male is intact, and as you can see here, the command stones were implanted only a few months ago, as the wounds have not fully healed. There are also only three stones implanted. The gold for watch, the green for pursue, and the red for kill. This Scimitar was meant for killing only Sire. It is not something that is done, as they are very dangerous. Once the command for kill has been given, with no command to halt, it will not stop until it has fulfilled its purpose. No matter what tries to stop it,” Rian spoke in a serious tone noticing the arrow wounds on the Scimitar’s body. 

“Why would it only focus its attentions on Laurel?” Aiden asked, becoming angrier, as the realization of an assignation attempt was becoming more evident. 

“It had to be aware she was the quarry. It had to know her scent somehow. Perhaps you could ask if she was missing something, something personal, such as an article of clothing. The command would then be given to watch, then pursue, and finally kill. Once the kill command was given whoever was giving the commands could leave and let the Scimitar do the rest,” Rian answered, disturbed at the thought of one of his own Guild and Clann members being responsible.

“Are you able to tell us whose Scimitar this is Rian?” King Fergus asked, his voice barely containing his anger.

“Each Scimitar is assigned a Trainer, male or female. The females are finally assigned a Keeper. Seeing as this is a male it would only be assigned a Trainer at the time it is weaned. All Scimitars are given a mark in the paw pads, every Trainer has his own individual mark,” Rian explained as he lifted the cat’s huge left front paw, and turned it over to examine under the paw pad.

As Rian carefully examined the animal’s paw, his eyes suddenly widened in surprise. He lowered his head slightly in despair at his finding. Aiden and his father, as well as Aaron, noticed his reaction and looked at each other knowingly. Aiden reached over and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“You know who it is, do you not?” King Fergus asked quietly.

Rian paused for a moment, his eyes cast downward, before answering. 

“Yes Sire, I have a very good idea. I however cannot tell you, as I am bound by the code of Honor of my Guild, to not reveal the name until Chieftain McCullan himself has seen and validates the mark,” Rian said tensely.

“I am aware of the code Rian. Very well then, let us prepare to head back to Heathwin,” the King said, as he stood. 

Rian then secured the Scimitar in the tarp and a stretcher was made from heavy branches to place the animal’s body on it. It would allow the horse pulling it, to do so easily without causing damage to the body.

King Fergus then walked over to hold Imagin and help to calm her down.

“It is alright my dear Imagin. Our Princess will be fine. As soon as she is well enough to receive visitors you may see her. Now I need you to help me with something. Are you aware if Laurel was missing anything, such as an article of clothing or anything else of a personal nature?” King Fergus asked gently.

“Um....yes! Yes, there was. Just this morning when we were getting ready to leave, she said her shawl was missing. It was a cream colored shawl. Why?” Imagin asked, with tear filled eyes.

“It is of no concern my dear, only to help us with our inquiries. Thank you. Now let us return home shall we?” King Fergus asked, directing her towards Owain who was waiting for her by his horse.

“Owain when we arrive back in Heathwin, take your sister home immediately. Also, this is very important. Neither one of you are to discuss with anyone what you have seen and heard here today, not your mother, not a servant, no one. Is that perfectly clear?” King Fergus asked emphatically.

“Yes Sir,” Owain and Imagin said in unison.

“Very good. All that I wish you to say is that Laurel had a mishap on the way to Welstone and she is at the Infirmary just as a precaution, which is all that need be said for now. I must stress again how important this is for Laurel’s safety,” King Fergus said, with the same intensity.

“Yes Sire. We will say nothing more. I promise you,” Owain said, giving Imagin a meaningful look, as she nodded her acknowledgement.

King Fergus nodded his approval and smiled at them both warmly, as everyone then began to mount up, to head back to Heathwin.  A shop keeper then walked up to the King, after he had gotten on his horse, he held several brightly colored shawls over his arm.

“Please Sire. For her Highness. She was admiring them before she was attacked. Please, give her mine and my family’s kindest regards. She.... she led the beast away from our children Sire. We will never forget this,” the shopkeeper said, in a voice filled with gratitude and emotion. 

Just then several other shop keepers appeared with gifts as well, the children brought over flowers they had picked for Laurel. The King smiled graciously as he accepted the gifts in Laurel’s behalf, thanking them all, they then headed back to Heathwin hurriedly.

 

“What do you mean you cannot let me pass?! You ignorant, pathetic sops! Do you not know who I am?! Step aside before I start busting heads!” Chieftain McCullan shouted, as he tried to make his way into Laurel’s room.

Caleb and Phineas came rushing out, upon hearing the Chieftain’s angry shouting. After telling the soldiers it was acceptable to allow McCullan access, they brought him inside and directed him to be quiet.

“The soldiers have been instructed to let no one, but my parents, Aiden, or Phineas to enter without my permission,” Caleb explained firmly but quietly.

“Oh. I see. Well that is understandable my lad. How is the little lass? She looks quite the sight, forgive me for saying. Her pretty face all bruised up. It breaks my heart to think one of our own had anything to do with this,” the Chieftain said, his voice now low and somber as he slowly approached the bed.

McCullan’s eyes softened and his face became sad as he looked over at Laurel in the large bed. Agnes was gently dabbing her face with a cool cloth, as Laurel had developed a fever. Agnes had reassured Caleb that it was a normal result from the stress and trauma Laurel had suffered. Caleb stood beside McCullan, his face filled with concern.

“I am sorry Caleb. I will do whatever must be done to find out who is responsible and make them accountable. This is an insult to my Clann and all of Heathwin,” the Chieftain said in old speak, angrily.

“Thank you McCullan. I greatly appreciate your help and concern,” Caleb replied in kind, giving McCullan a friendly pat on his massive shoulder.

“Tell your father I have contacted the other Chieftains. Have the Scimitar’s body brought to the Sentinel Headquarters. We will all meet him there. Do not tell anyone about this Caleb. If we hope to catch the wretched bugger who did this, we need to be careful. I only hope it is not too late,” McCullan said, his voice still hard and angry. “Please keep me informed as to how the lass is faring,” he mentioned, as he turned to leave the room.

Caleb then took his place back to the chair by the bed, as Agnes stood to move the basin of water, to a nearby small table.

“Her fever has gone down a bit Sire. It is nothing to be overly concerned with. Her body is just fighting to calm itself. It may rise a bit in the night, as that is also a normal occurrence, but we are all here to look after her. If I may take my leave for a moment, I wish to send word to my husband and children that I will be remaining here tonight. I would not feel well about leaving until she awakens,” Agnes said, with a calm smile. 

“Thank you Agnes. You have been a great comfort to us both,” Caleb replied his eyes filled with emotion, as he then looked back over at Laurel, taking her hand and caressing it with his thumb. 

Agnes smiled once more, placing a hand on Phineas’ shoulder before leaving the room. Phineas smiled and walked over sitting down in the opposite chair. Caleb looked at him thoughtfully for a moment before speaking.

“You have not sent word to her father yet have you?” he asked with concern.

“No, not as yet. I wished to have better news to relay to him other than, his daughter was attacked by a vicious animal and lays unconscious in the Infirmary,” Phineas replied bitterly.

“Good. We do not need him here at this time. He would be impossible to deal with. Insisting she be brought back to Gwenlais whether she was fit for travel or not,” Caleb answered, shaking his head.

“I regrettably agree with you. He would be ridiculous in his stubborn demands. No, I will not send word until I am happy with her condition, and when I have spoken with her myself. Her father gives her very little choice in making decisions, Laurel has the right to say what she wishes for me to relay to him,” Phineas spoke, in an impatient tone.

Caleb smiled at Phineas, admiring and respecting him even more in his loyalty towards Laurel. He looked back at Laurel’s fevered face, then stood up to once again retrieve the basin of water. Putting it carefully on the bed, he began to gently dab her face and forehead with the cool cloth. Phineas looked up at him smiling at his devotion and gentleness. He had known Caleb most of his life, had seen him in the heat of battle. Had witnessed how intimidating he could be when questioning unsavory types for information. Yet his gentle and calm side was not often seen by others, only family members, and close friends. Since being with Laurel however, he saw this side of the Prince more often.

“She has always loved you Caleb. I felt you should know that. No one has ever held her favor the way you have,” Phineas said, reaching over and holding Laurel’s hand.

“She actually told me that last night Phineas. After she had her fill of the Festival, we were sitting together in my room. I have never felt such happiness as when I heard her say that to me. I will not let the person who did this to her escape justice Phineas. I will hunt them down if I have to,” Caleb said, with fierce conviction.

“I am sure it will all be brought to a satisfactory conclusion, Sire,” Phineas said, smiling wryly at him, knowing well Caleb was not jesting.

 

King Fergus approached the threshold of the city, when he was met by Chieftain McCullan, on his way to the Sentinel Headquarters.  King Fergus then instructed Owain to bring Imagin home, reminding them once again not to discuss what had happened. A Sentinel as well as Ella and Gawain were sent to the Infirmary. King Fergus, Aiden, Rian, and Aaron, as well as the rest of the Sentinels then stopped to discuss the events on the roadside with Chieftain McCullan. They all quickly dismounted and the entire assembly walked to a wide clearing.  The Scimitar’s body was laid out in the middle of the clearing.  As several Sentinels removed the tarp, Chieftain McCullan approached Rian.

“Have you had a chance to examine the body lad?” McCullan asked gravely.

“I have Chieftain,” Rian answered respectfully.

“Whose Scimitar is it?” McCullan asked.

Rian leaned over to whisper the name to him. McCullan’s eyes widened and then he sighed deeply.

“I shall verify it,” he said despairingly as he knelt beside the Scimitar’s body to examine the huge paw. He sighed deeply again then looked up at Rian. “You are correct lad. It is indeed who you thought it was,” McCullan said shaking his head in disbelief.

“Who is it McCullan?” the King asked, in a low and serious voice.

“It is Leland, Sire,” McCullan said, with despair.

At the mention of that name there were several gasps made.

“By the Maker! Father! How are we to tell Mother, the husband of her cousin, is behind the attempt on Laurel’s life?” Aiden asked, with obvious shock.

“Plainly and truthfully. Your Mother will be obviously upset, but she is a strong woman, she will accept what must be done,” King Fergus said, pausing before he spoke again.  “Aiden, take a squad of Sentinels with you and bring Leland into custody. Have him placed under heavy guard in the House of Detention.  Be as discreet as you are able to be. His family need not suffer any more than they are about to. No one is to mention Leland’s name to Caleb. We are all aware of what he is capable of at this time. He does not need to know who it is until he is thinking clearly,” King Fergus directed, in an authoritative and strong voice. 

“Sire, allow me to accompany Aiden in taking Leland. I feel as the Leader of both his Guild and Clann, I should be there,” McCullan mentioned, with a remorseful tone. 

“Of course McCullan, it is more than acceptable. I will ask you to leave now. I would rather we not have a manhunt on our hands,” King Fergus replied, looking at him pointedly.

McCullan nodded and got upon his horse quickly. Aiden as well as the squad of Sentinels were already seated on their horses and ready to leave. Aiden nodded over to his father and then urging his horse forward galloped away with the squad thundering down the path closely behind him.

 

King Fergus and the remaining soldiers and Sentinels accompanied him to the Sentinel Headquarters, bringing the Scimitar’s body with them, as evidence for the trial that would take place.  The other Chieftains Argon, Remy and Phariss, were already summoned and would soon be there. 

When all had arrived, King Fergus related to them what had happened and who was responsible, they all stood for a moment in silence. Chieftain Argon was the first to speak up.

“King Fergus, let me offer my sincerest sympathies in behalf of us all. The Princess is a lovely and charming young woman, who did not deserve such a horrendous act of violence to be put upon her,” Argon said with compassion, as he reached over and placed his hand on the Kings shoulder.

“Thank you Argon. The timing of this crime is also a heart wrenching act in itself. It will probably come as no surprise to any of you, seeing how they were together at the Festival. Both Caleb and Laurel have agreed to a Marriage Alliance. My son is completely in love with her Highness. I do not wish for him to know who will be in custody soon. I feel Caleb’s emotions will cloud his judgment at this time,” King Fergus replied, rubbing the back of his head.

“I will have extra security around the Princess until we are completely sure there is no one else we need to be concerned about. I will question Leland myself when he is brought into custody. He will be heavily guarded at all times, should Caleb find the need to....visit him. Leland will have his trial Sire. He will however be held accountable,” Chieftain Argon said with certainty.

“I must leave you now gentlemen. I need to go to my family. I will keep you all abreast of Laurel’s condition. Thank you all again for your consideration,” King Fergus said graciously, as he and his escorts left for the infirmary.

A short while later, King Fergus was brought to Laurel’s private room, and smiled as he saw what Queen Alana had done to make the room more comforting and warm. Extra chairs as well as Laurel’s personal bedding and an abundance of flowers were put in the room. On a large table on the far side of the room, Lucas had dinner brought over. The gifts the villagers had given Laurel, were brought over by the Sentinel that accompanied Ella and Gawain. Queen Alana was sitting in a chair at the foot of Laurel’s bed, working on her embroidery. Caleb was sitting next to Laurel, reading aloud softly, the book he had read to her last night. Caleb and the Queen looked up at him expectantly as he entered the room, smiling warmly.

“I see that you have added some personal touches to the room, my dear,” King Fergus said leaning down, and kissing his wife tenderly.

“I felt it might help Laurel recover easier if she had some of her own things in here for her,” Queen Alana replied.

“How is she doing now?” King Fergus asked with concern, as Laurel was whimpering softly, and looking flush.

“Her fever is returning, Phineas has gone to enquire of Agnes and Master Elphin. I have been bathing her face and forehead with a cool cloth, but it does not seem to be helping as it was,” Caleb said, his face showing his concern, as he reached over to caress her forehead.

“Once the fever breaks she will feel much better. It may raise a bit before that happens. She is a fighter Caleb, this is not necessarily a bad sign,” King Fergus stated quietly, as he walked over to lightly touch Laurel’s forehead.

“Her injuries are not that grave. Mainly bruises and scratches. Of course that wretched black eye,” Caleb grumbled, as he again caressed the bruise under her eye.

“Yet still, such a pretty little thing she is. She shall give us beautiful grandchildren Alana,” King Fergus said, smiling wryly at the Queen, as Caleb smiled, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

“Oh Fergus really. That was most inappropriate,” Queen Alana,” said, as she smiled at him slyly. 

“May I speak to you for a moment mo ghra,” King Fergus asked his wife quietly.

“Of course dear,” the Queen answered, as she stood up and then taking the King’s hand as he led her out of the room.

Caleb watched them walk out of the room, and then leaned over to kiss Laurel’s fevered brow. After some time had passed King Fergus came back into the room, Caleb was applying another cloth to Laurel’s forehead. Her fever was indeed rising, as her whimpers and moans were increasing. Caleb’s face looking more anxious. 

“So? Do you have the bastard who did this, in custody?” Caleb asked his father angrily.

“Not as yet. But it will happen very soon, Caleb. Your brother is working on that now,” King Fergus answered him, in a calm and low voice.

“Who is it Father? It is obvious that you know,” Caleb asked again, his voice becoming more intense, his eyes flashing with anger.

“Who it may be, is not important at this moment. You will know when the time arises,” King Fergus answered trying to keep his voice calm and even.

“Do you not think I am capable of finding out if I choose to? I will go to the House of Detention myself if I have to,” Caleb spoke, as he walked over to his father, his voice rising with his temper.

“I am more than aware of your capabilities Caleb, but I must ask you. Do you really intend to leave her now, when she needs you more than ever? Do you really wish her to wake and not find you here, because you had to satisfy your need for vengeance? What do you think you will accomplish?

You know I will not allow you to carry out your earlier threat. You are the Prince of Heathwin, and Heir to the throne. You are supposed to not only protect the laws, you are to represent them. You will not help her by leaving her now,” King Fergus exclaimed in an impassioned tone.

“I do this for her! For what was done to her!” Caleb yelled out, in his frustration.

“No! You do this for yourself and you know it!” King Fergus yelled back, as he was losing his patience.

“Both of you, stop this at once! You are both forgetting yourselves! Do you not remember where you are?” Queen Alana suddenly spoke up, as she as well as a very surprised Phineas, Agnes and Master Elphin appeared in the doorway.

Laurel without warning began to tremble uncontrollably, and cried out, with her rising fever. Everyone turned in her direction, Caleb rushed over to her side, sitting down in the chair next to her, once again taking her hand. Her eyes suddenly flew open, looking dazed and frightened.

“Caleb,” she said in a small weak voice.

“Yes, dearest I am here,” Caleb answered with tear filled eyes, as he caressed her face.

“Caleb. I am sorry I jumped off the cliff. I had no choice. I did not mean to upset you,” she said, her voice weak and delirious. 

“I know my love. I am not upset. You are fine now. I am with you, here at the Infirmary. We are all here for you my darling. You only need to rest, so you can get well,” Caleb spoke, with a tear filled voice, as he continued to gently stroke her hair.

Her face calmed as she smiled weakly, her shaking no longer as violent as before. She let out a soft sigh, and blinked her eyes drowsily.

“I am glad. I love you,” she whispered, as she smiled dreamily and once again closed her eyes. 

“I love you too, my sweet girl,” Caleb whispered back, tears rolling down his face, as he kissed her forehead gently, to his relief it felt cooler.

She sighed once more and began to breathe in a peaceful slumbering way.

Master Elphin stepped forward, touching her forehead, and checking her pulse. He smiled reassuringly at Caleb, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Her fever has broken. The next time she awakens, she should be completely aware of her surroundings,” Master Elphin informed them all, with a wide smile.

“Was she not aware, just now?” Caleb asked, his voice still choked up.

“She reached out to you in her delirium. She may very likely not remember this moment. I am most happy you were here Prince Caleb, as you were the last one she saw before she lost consciousness,” Master Elphin, explained in a warm voice. 

Caleb, reached over and kissed her now cool cheek tenderly, as he pushed her hair away from her face. Everyone walked into the room quietly, and sat down, smiling tiredly. Caleb looked over at his father, who was still smiling.

“I am sorry for my anger Father,” Caleb spoke, in a low hoarse voice.

“No need my son. I was only worried for you,” King Fergus replied, in a deep soft voice.

“There is no need to be worried for me any longer. I am not going anywhere. I am not leaving, until I can bring her back to the Lodge,” Caleb smiled wearily but contentedly.

He then laid his head next to hers, on the pillow, as he reached over caressing her hair until he fell into an exhausted sleep.

 

Leland came out of his house, rushing to get to the horse he had waiting for him just outside. Ealish, his wife came running out to catch up to him, frantic and confused.

“Leland, please! Tell me why you are leaving. What has happened?” she asked desperately, grabbing on to his arm. 

He stopped for a moment, holding her by both of her arms, just in front of his horse.

“Ealish, I cannot tell you what has happened or where I am going. Just know, I did what I felt had to be done. I will come for you and the boys as soon as I am able. Now please go back to the house with our sons. I do not want them to come out. Please my darling, I do not have time,” Leland said in a pleading voice, looking into her tear filled confused eyes.

Moments later, they both turned to the sound of many horses rushing into the courtyard. Leland turned again and looked at his wife, his face sullen and serious.

“Ealish. Please, go back to the house now. It will all be explained soon. Remember no matter what you are told, that I love you,” Leland spoke, in a quiet defeated voice.

“Leland? What have you done?” Ealish asked in a hoarse whisper, tears now streaming down her face.

“Go to the house now....please Ealish,” he pleaded in a whisper.

She backed away from him slowly as she looked over with frightened eyes, as she saw who had entered the courtyard of their beautiful and spacious home.  Leland was a Trainer of all the Scimitar cats, including the Hunters, well paid by the Kingdom and well respected. Ealish’s mind a confused flurry of emotions, and rushing thoughts. Especially at seeing Prince Aiden himself, leading the Sentinels into the courtyard, his face angry and stern as he approached. Only when his wife was standing on the paved fieldstone entrance of the house, did Leland turn to face the ones who entered. Aiden leaped off his horse and approached Leland, his strides purposeful and quick. When he was within close range Aiden struck out furiously, his fist hitting Leland full in the face, knocking him to the ground. Aiden was then upon him, pummeling him mercilessly. Ealish screamed in terror as she ran over to where Aiden and her husband were. Screaming out, begging Aiden to stop his vicious assault on her husband. McCullan was already off his horse, and held Ealish back in his strong arms to prevent her from getting too close. Rian and Aaron, were also off their horses pulling Aiden off Leland, who was now bloodied and battered by the Prince’s attack.

“Why?! Why?! What could she have done to you?!” Aiden screamed out in his rage, as Rian and Aaron pulled him back. 

Aiden pulled away from them aggressively, they stepped back knowing his temper had reached a point where it could not return at this time.

Aiden pulled out his large dagger and threw it at Leland, it landing hilt up in the ground only inches from his face.

“Pick it up! Face me coward! You do not have your beast to hide behind!

Stand up and face me!” Aiden screamed at him, demanding Leland to engage him.

Leland said nothing, only sat up and continued to glare at Aiden tauntingly.

“Pick up the dagger. Give me a reason to end your life now. You know my brother will demand your blood. Pick up the dagger and let us end this now,” Aiden said, in a lower and more threatening tone.

Leland spit out a mouthful of blood, then getting to his knees, he placed his hands behind his head, smiling in defiance at Aiden. Aiden stepped forward beginning to draw his sword only to be stopped once more, by Rian and Aaron.

“You need to calm down Sire, if we are to take him into custody. Look at his wife, and the boys are now standing at the house entrance. Remember your father’s words Aiden,” Rian spoke to him in a calm and even voice, helping him to calm down.

Aiden looked over to see Ealish sobbing in McCullan’s arms, and then his sons, now crying as they clung to an older woman, obviously a servant of some sort. Aiden closed his eyes for a moment, then exhaling deeply, nodded his head in acknowledgement to Rian’s words. Rian and Aaron then released their hold on him and stepped slightly back.  Aiden then stood up to his full height and walked over to where the Sentinels were holding Leland.

Leland said nothing as he was helped to his feet by two Sentinels, his hands then bound behind his back. He only gave Aiden and icy glare of contempt.

“So much for discretion,” one of the Sentinels leaned over and spoke quietly to another, causing his fellow to grin sardonically.

“Leland, son of Diarmuid the Trainer. In the name of his Majesty King Fergus, my father, I hereby take you into custody for the attempted assassination of her Highness, Princess Laurel of Gwenlais,” Aiden said, in clear and raised voice.

Ealish eyes went wide with shock, her lips trembling, as she could not believe what her husband had just been accused of. 

“Leland… is this true?” she asked him in a strained voice.

He looked over at her, his face softening for just a moment, as he saw the confusion and pain in her eyes. He did not answer, and then looked sadly away, to look at Aiden again. Aiden walked up to him closer, their faces only inches apart. Aiden’s eyes flashed with anger as he slowly smiled, wickedly at Leland.

“You noticed I said attempted,” Aiden said, for only Leland to hear, as he saw just a hint of surprise in Leland’s eyes. “Yes, she is alive. You failed, you miserable bastard,” Aiden said in the same low tone. “Take him away” Aiden said, clearly to the Sentinels holding him. 

Ealish began to sob wretchedly as they took Leland away. Aiden looked over briefly, his face sad and sympathetic as he looked at McCullan.

McCullan simply nodded, as he held Ealish close, attempting to comfort her. 

“There, there my girl. Come, let us go to the house, I will explain what has happened,” as he walked her back into the house. 

The group left as quickly as it had arrived, wasting no time in reaching the House of Detention.  Another squad of Sentinels was there waiting, as well as Chieftain Argon. Leland was brought immediately into a large cell, in the farthest part of the building. He was then placed under heavy guard. Chieftain Argon led Aiden away from Leland’s cell.

“Come my young friend. There is no reason for you to remain here any longer. You should be with your family at this time. I will be questioning Leland myself shortly. When I feel I have sufficient information, I will come and speak to all of you,” Argon said in a quiet and calm manner, which was his usual way of speaking.

 

Aiden left the House of Detention, and with his required escorts, returned briefly to the Great Lodge. As he walked into the Hall he was met by Lucas, who informed him that the rest of the family was now at the Infirmary, and that as far as he knew, the Princess remained unconscious. 

“Is it safe to assume Sire that the person or persons responsible are in custody?” Lucas asked in a low voice.

“Yes. Yes it is Lucas. That however is all that I can tell you. I need to change now and go to the Infirmary,” Aiden said discreetly, as he smiled sadly and walked up the main staircase.

A short time later, Aiden reemerged from his room, feeling more relaxed as he had washed and changed into more comfortable attire. He made his way quickly down the stairs and as he walked out of the Hall, he saw Owain, standing with the escorts, looking nervous and distressed. Owain walked up to him quickly, putting his hand on Aiden’s shoulder.

“Aiden is it true? Is Leland responsible for the attempt on Laurel’s life?” Owain asked, with a shaking voice.

Aiden stopped walking to look at Owain with a sympathetic smile.

“Yes Owain. I am afraid it is true. Bad news travels quickly does it not?” Aiden asked, as he put an arm around the young man’s shoulder leading him to the horses.

“It does indeed. My Aunt Ealish and young cousins were brought over to the house by Chieftain McCullan. She is quite hysterical. We had to send for a Physician's attendant to give her something to calm her down. I need to return home quickly to help look after my cousins, but ....I wish to see Laurel. Please Aiden. Please convince Caleb to allow me to see her,” Owain pleaded with a voice breaking with emotion, as his eyes filled with tears.

Have you been to the infirmary as yet?” Aiden asked him, with a warm smile.

“Yes I have, to get the request for an attendant. However I was too upset to go to Laurel’s room. When I was told that you had returned to the Lodge by one of the returning Sentinels, well I thought it best to speak to you first. I....I was not sure how Caleb would react to my being there,” Owain said with remorse.

“Caleb will be fine Owain. He cares for you and Imagin too much to hold any ill will towards you or her. This has nothing to do with either one of you. I am sure that Caleb will be happy to have you come and check on Laurel. Also, Caleb is not yet aware, that it is Leland who is in custody. Father will not tell him until Laurel is awake and aware of her surroundings,” Aiden informed him.

“Oh, I see. Well I will not say anything then,” Owain replied, nodding his head.

“Come on, it is becoming dark. Let us head over so your trip home will not be in complete darkness,” Aiden said warmly, as they got upon their horses.

They all rode over quickly and entered the Infirmary hurriedly. Agnes was waiting for them, having been informed by the Sentinel that Aiden would be arriving soon. She led them to Laurel’s room, then smiled telling them she and Master Elphin would return shortly. As Aiden and Owain walked into the room, past the guards, they found Phineas as well as the rest of the family over by the large table, having something to eat. Aiden looked over at King Fergus meaningfully, and gave him a slight but distinct nod. The King looked over at Aiden and smiled slightly at him, and nodded back to him the same discreet way. 

Caleb noticed this and then asked simply, “Well?” Caleb said looking at him meaningfully.

“Yes,” Aiden answered back with a wry grin.

 Looking over at Laurel, Aiden smiled as she looked quite comfortable, noticing she had her own blankets on the bed. Everyone smiled as Aiden and Owain entered the room. Aiden walked over to Laurel’s bedside and gently stroked her hair, leaning down and lightly kissing the top of her head. Owain looked on, standing at the foot of the bed, looking miserable and heartbroken.  Caleb walked over to them smiling and as he put his hand on Owain shoulder, it caused Owain to startle unexpectedly. Caleb looked at him with a curious expression, before turning to Aiden.

“She is doing much better. Her fever has finally broken. She is resting quite peacefully now,” Caleb said, looking and sounding in a much calmer mood. 

“Well that is good to hear. I see she is developing quite the black eye. Who would have thought our Princess would ever get a black eye,” Aiden said looking up at Caleb smiling, who just gave him an annoyed smirk. “So Mother I see you have decided to move in. Do you think you have enough furniture and flowers in here? I see there is still room to walk, so probably not,” Aiden asked, with a charming smile. 

Queen Alana gave him a smile as she rolled her eyes, while the others just laughed, with the exception, of Owain, who just smiled sadly unable to take his eyes from Laurel. Caleb noticed this and put his hand again on Owain’s shoulder. 

“How is Imagin doing at this time?” Caleb asked warmly.

“A bit better. She was of course quite beside herself when I met up with her,” Owain replied, his voice sounding nervous and distracted.

“I have no doubt. She and Laurel have become quite fond of each other very quickly,” Caleb mentioned, still watching Owain closely.

“Yes...indeed. We both adore Laurel,” Owain said pausing briefly. “I am so very sorry what has happened to Laurel, Caleb. If there is anything that I can do to make this up to her, please let me know,” Owain stated emotionally.

Caleb smiled at Owain’s heartfelt statement, his eyes registering an understanding that Owain did not detect.  Caleb leaned over and hugged him briefly, giving him a friendly pat on the back and then looked at his concerned expression.

“Thank you Owain. Do not worry any longer for Laurel, she did in fact wake for a few moments. Now that her fever is gone, Master Elphin feels she will awaken at any time now,” Caleb spoke reassuringly.

“Did she? That is wonderful. Well I shall most definitely be staying here with you old man.  Did she know you were here with her?” Aiden asked cheerfully.

“Well Master Elphin thought she was delirious, but I felt she knew I was here. She was able to speak to me as if she understood,” Caleb said smiling, as he walked over and stroked her hair softly.

“What did she say?” Aiden asked, smiling at him.

“She apologized for jumping off the cliff and upsetting me,” Caleb answered, laughing lightly.

“That actually makes sense, as that was the last thing she did before she lost consciousness,” Aiden replied smiling down at her.

“Well....I feel I should return home now. So I will bid you all goodnight. Please let me know when she awakens, Caleb,” Owain said, with a shaking voice as he turned to walk out of the room. 

“Take care Owain. Give the family my regards,” Caleb said to him meaningfully.

Owain smiled sadly and began to leave as the Queen walked up to him.

“Fergus and I will walk you to the entrance dear,” Queen Alana said, as she entwined her arm with his, and walked with him out of the room.

“Well gentlemen, I feel that now is a good time for me to return to the Lodge briefly, to change into more comfortable clothing. I feel more at ease knowing her fever is over. I shall return shortly,” Phineas said smiling tiredly, as he walked over to give Laurel’s hand a small squeeze.

He left the room and Caleb returned to his seat next to Laurel, while Aiden went over to the table to sample some of the food that had been brought over. Taking a plate with him, Aiden then walked back over and placed a chair next to Caleb, as he thoroughly began to enjoy a piece of roast chicken. 

“It is Leland,” Caleb stated quietly, as he looked over at Aiden.

“What? What did you say?” Aiden asked, chewing noisily.

“Leland. That is who you have in custody,” Caleb stated clearly, grinning mordantly at his brother.

“That obvious was it?” Aiden asked, as he continued eating.

“The poor pathetic sop. I have never seen him so nervous and guilt ridden,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

“He was unaware you did not yet known. He was afraid you would not let him see Laurel,” Aiden remarked, as he devoured a sweet roll.

“He had nothing to do with this. You and I have helped raise him and Imagin. I would certainly treat them no differently. I feel for poor Ealish and her boys. The stupid selfish bastard. What was he thinking he would accomplish? Did he really feel he would get away with it?” Caleb asked bitterly.

“We may never know his actual motive. I must admit Caleb you are taking the news of who it is very well,” Aiden remarked, with a bit of surprise.

“Well, it could only be a handful of individuals. I fell asleep briefly, and after I woke up I was more clear-headed about things. I began to run the names of the possible culprits through my head and his name did come to my mind. I admit there is a small part of me that is not completely surprised. Leland was never particularly close to the family. He was always the first to complain about any kind of changes. Being from Morene’s Clann, her death never set right with him. Not to mention he does nothing but resent and complain about anyone from Gwenlais. Pathetic, ignorant farmers, he would call them. I already became angry here when I demanded to know who it was, Father and I got into a shouting match. It was then that Laurel cried out and woke up for a few moments. She woke, looking terrified, calling for me. I was able to calm her, which was when her fever broke. I watched her fall back to sleep. I realized then, it just did not matter. Whoever it was would be found, and be made to answer for his crime. My place is here, with Laurel.  After I can bring her safely back to the Lodge, I will go and confront him. It really does not matter if it is today or tomorrow,” Caleb said thoughtfully, as he reached over and caressed Laurel’s bruised cheek again.

“Father will be pleased with your calmer set of priorities. Which is good as he will be a bit disappointed in me I am afraid,” Aiden said, as he took another bite of food.

“Really? Why is that?” Caleb asked, grinning at him.

“He told me to be as discreet as possible, when bringing Leland into custody. I fear that I was less than discreet in my actions. I allowed my emotions to get the better of me,” Aiden said, looking frustrated and suddenly tired.

“If it will help Aiden, simply picture me in your stead,” Caleb said, as he smiled at him wryly.

Aiden stopped eating for a moment, and looked about the room thoughtfully.

“Yes you are right. I do feel better,” Aiden smiled widely, and resumed eating what was on his plate, as Caleb laughed lightly at him.

Queen Alana and King Fergus reentered the room, the King had his arm comfortingly placed around her shoulders, as it looked like she had been crying. Caleb looked up at her, and gestured to Aiden quietly to look at their mother. Aiden glanced over and then looked back at Caleb, his face becoming emotional. Caleb stood up and walked over to his mother and held her in his arms, hugging her closely.

“It is alright Mother. We will all get through this together,” Caleb said, in a warm and comforting voice.

“I know my dear Caleb. I am just so sorry what has happened to our poor Laurel. I am also worried for you, my son,” Queen Alana said tearfully, as she placed her hand on the side of Caleb’s face.

“You do not need to worry any longer Mother. I am aware who is responsible,” Caleb told her calmly, as the King and Queen looked at each other in surprise.

“And no, I did not tell him,” Aiden chimed in, still finishing his meal.

“It was more than apparent when poor Owain came in the room. I promise you both, I will do nothing to cause this family anymore pain than what we are going through. Leland will indeed have his trial. I will however still be confronting him,” Caleb said seriously, as he sat back down next to Laurel’s bedside.

“I will be excusing myself from serving on the Tribunal, as I feel others will view me as not being unbiased,” Queen Alana said tiredly, as she sat down and returned to her embroidery.

“I also feel it would be far too stressful for your mother as well,” King Fergus added, walking up to the back of her chair and tenderly kissing the top of her head.

Phineas then walked into the room smiling quietly, walking over to the large table and pouring a cup of tea, he then walked over to the Queen and handed it to her.

“Here you are your Highness. After seeing you so upset at the entrance, I feel you could certainly use a nice cup of tea,” Phineas said kindly, as he handed her the tea.

“Thank you, my dear Phineas,” the Queen replied thankfully.

Everyone then sat down and began to relax in the large comfortable room. Within a short time Master Elphin and Agnes reentered the room, both smiling warmly as they entered.  Master Elphin walked over to Laurel and once again checked her pulse and felt her forehead, neck and the back of her head, for any signs of her fever returning. He smiled reassuringly at Caleb, before addressing everyone.

“Her fever seems to be completely gone. Her pulse and breathing are normal. I feel she should awaken before the night is over. I would like to suggest that perhaps that some of you should return home, in order to get some rest,” Master Elphin suggested, only to be met with a chorus of disagreeing voices. “Yes, well that is exactly what I thought you were all going to do. So let me suggest then you all try to get a bit of rest, while you can. If she should awaken before I return please send for Agnes or myself.  Have a good evening and I shall be back in a few hours,” Master Elphin said as he left the room.

“Is there anything that I can get for anyone or have sent for?” Agnes asked smiling warmly.

“No my dear, I feel we are all settled in for the time being,” King Fergus answered smiling warmly.

“Very well then. I shall only be just down the hall should you need anything,” Agnes said quietly, as she left the room.

Caleb began to once again read to Laurel quietly aloud. To his amusement after reading three poems, he looked about the room and found everyone had fallen asleep. He smiled and leaning over, kissed Laurel on her temple, and folded his arms down on the side of the bed, laying his head down.

 



  
 


 12: THE TESTIMONY 
Caleb was not aware of time passing, as he felt he had only closed his eyes for a moment. He could feel something lightly touching his hair, and brushing softly against his forehead. Caleb turned and lifted his head slightly, his eyes were met by Laurel, smiling warmly at him, her eyes clear and calm.

“Hello my sweet girl. I am so happy to see you awake,” Caleb whispered lovingly, as he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Hello my Prince. I was having the strangest dream,” Laurel said, in a tired weak voice.

“Really? What were you dreaming of?” he asked her in a soft low voice, though his heart was pounding in his chest, at seeing her awake and talking calmly.

“We were riding on your horse, and you were reading poetry to me,” Laurel answered, smiling dreamily.

“Well that was most certainly a dream. I could never ride my horse and read at the same time. I have never been good at doing two things at once,” Caleb said laughing lightly. “What can I get for you my darling? You have been asleep for a very long time,” Caleb asked, as he softly stroked her hair.

“I am a bit thirsty,” she answered, her voice still soft and weak.

“After all that water you swallowed in the river you are thirsty?” Caleb asked her, smiling warmly.

“Yes, I am afraid so,” Laurel answered, giggling at him.

“I will go and fetch you a drink then. I am going to bring you some soup as well. You must be feeling a bit hungry by now,” Caleb offered, as he began to stand up. 

Laurel looked about the room, trying to focus on her surroundings. She smiled as she recognized everyone that was seated in the room. Caleb was back by her side in no time. He had a cup of warm tea and a bowl of soup as well, kept warm by a crockery sitting upon an ember pot.

“Here you are dearest, have some tea first. Then you can have a bit of soup,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he handed her the cup of tea.

He looked at her sadly as she had to hold the cup with two hands, as they were trembling quite visibly. After taking a few long sips, she nodded her head that she had enough. Caleb attempted to give her the bowl of soup, but again her hands trembled too much for her to hold the spoon.

“Here Laurel. I will just feed it to you,” he said, smiling at her sadly.

As he offered her a few bites, Laurel began to giggle at him.

“Why are you laughing dearest?” he asked, laughing at her lightly.

“I just find it funny that you are feeding me soup,” she said, as she giggled again when he offered her another bite.

“Well if you do not stop laughing, I am going to end up spilling it all over you. Silly thing, just take a few more bites and I shall stop making you laugh,” he said, as he smiled at her adoringly. 

After all that she had suffered, he was amazed she still retained her sense of humor, which made him love her all the more.  Aiden opened his eyes when he had first heard Caleb speaking. He was content however, just to watch them quietly from where he sat, enjoying how they interacted together.

“I do not recognize this room Caleb. The only thing that is familiar are my blankets. I do not like this nightgown, it is too big,” Laurel spoke softly, her voice still hoarse and weak.

“We are at the Infirmary dearest. Mother had your blankets and flowers brought to your room. The gown is just what everyone is given to wear here. I will go and get one of yours later. It is now quite late in the night mo stor. I shall get whatever you would like from the Lodge in the morning,” Caleb said softly, kissing her lips gently.

“How long will I have to stay? I am sure by morning I will feel much better,” Laurel said unconvincingly.

“You will stay as long as Master Elphin feels you should. There will be no putting on a brave face mo stor. You had a terrifying experience, and I will not allow you to be moved until I am completely convinced you are well enough to do so,” Caleb said with a serious tone, though he smiled at her warmly as he spoke. “Speaking of Master Elphin, I was supposed to tell him as soon as you awoke. I am feeling a bit selfish though, I am enjoying having a few moments with you, all to myself. I have been waiting for you to open your eyes,” Caleb smiled, as he kissed her softly again.

“How long have I been asleep?” Laurel asked, sounding a bit concerned.

“Well you lost consciousness at the river. You woke very briefly here in the late afternoon. You spoke to me for just a moment, before falling back to sleep. Do you remember that?” Caleb asked her gently.

Laurel smiled at him, thinking for a moment, not sure if what she was recalling was a dream or had actually happened.

“I remember telling you I was sorry I had jumped off the cliff. Is that what you are speaking of?” Laurel asked, her eyes becoming stormy, as she began to recall all she had been through.

“Yes. That is what you said. I thought you were aware of me at that time,” Caleb answered warmly, as he stroked her hair, noticing the change in her expression.

“For just that moment Caleb, as I turned to look at you, I was filled with such sadness,” Laurel said, her eyes filling with tears.

“Of course you were dearest. The Scimitar was almost upon you,” Caleb said, his voice just above a whisper, as he placed his hand on the side of her face.

“No....it is not that,” Laurel replied in a broken whisper.

“Then what is it mo ghra?” Caleb asked her, he too becoming emotional.

“I was sad.....because for just that moment....I....I thought that would be the last time I would look at you,” Laurel answered, as tears fell slowly down her cheeks.

“My poor sweet girl. Aiden and I would not have let that happen. Do not think of it any longer. You are here with me now, and you are safe. Nothing shall harm, or take you from me,” Caleb said lovingly, his voice heavy with emotion he was trying to hold back. 

Caleb then moved to the edge of her bed and took her in his arms, holding her close as he kissed her forehead. Laurel moaned in pain as he embraced her a bit too tightly. Caleb then placed her back down gently, alarmed that he had hurt her.

“I am sorry my love. I did not mean to hurt you,” he said, with concern as he brushed her hair away from her face.

“It is all right. I must be covered in bruises. It has never hurt, for you to hold me before. My face also hurts when I smile. Do I have a bruise here?” Laurel asked as she gingerly touched, just under her eye.

“Yes, you do my love. You have the beginnings of a wretched black eye,” Caleb said with a scowl, as he lightly touched her bruised cheek. 

“Really? I have never had a black eye before,” Laurel asked, almost cheerfully, with a small grin.

“Do not sound so happy about it. I am not happy at all,” Caleb replied, chuckling at her demeanor.

“Do not listen to him love. You should wear it as a badge of honor. I know I was quite impressed with my first black eye. I felt it made me look quite rugged and dangerous,” Aiden suddenly spoke up, as he walked over to the side of the bed.

Aiden was smiling charmingly as he leaned over, and kissed her bruised cheek carefully, then sat down in the chair that Caleb had usually occupied. “How nice of you to join us once again. It has been quite boring without you,” Aiden said happily.

“I doubt that. There seems to always be too much going on here, for you both to ever be bored. Oh!” Laurel exclaimed, as she touched her cheek, from smiling too broadly, and giggling too much.

“Stop making her laugh, it hurts her face,” Caleb replied, by hitting Aiden roughly on the arm.

“Hey! You are the one that hurt her just from hugging her too tightly, you great brute!” Aiden responded, by hitting Caleb back just as roughly.

“Hit me like that again and Laurel will not be the only one with a black eye!” Caleb answered back, and then punched Aiden soundly on the same arm.

“Ow! Ow! Stop. Do not make me laugh,” Laurel said, as she placed her hand against her cheek, and began to laugh, her shoulders shaking from her laughter.

“What are you two doing to her? Go and beat each other over in the corner! Get off the bed. Get up!” Queen Alana spoke scoldingly, as she came over and pushed Caleb away from the bed, then slapped Aiden on his arm soundly, making him get out of the chair. 

She then sat in Caleb’s place. Caleb and Aiden smirked at each other, enjoying their mother’s annoyance. Laurel began to laugh once more holding the side of her face, her eyes tearing up, from laughing so hard.

“Now look what you have done! The poor dear is completely beside herself. Both of you go and make yourselves useful by informing Master Elphin and Agnes that Laurel is awake,” Queen Alana continued, in her scolding tone.

“I was about to do that when the village idiot came over and started bragging about black eyes,” Caleb said grumpily.

Aiden responded by punching Caleb in the arm again.

“Boys! You are only going to cause your mother to become violent,” King Fergus spoke up, smiling wickedly at Laurel.

“I was simply explaining...” Caleb began, before being cut off by his mother.

“Are you both still here?” the Queen interrupted in a threatening tone, her back to them, but smiling wryly at Laurel.

Caleb looked completely insulted, as he rolled his eyes and threw up his hands in frustration.

“Father I think you will need to bring Mother home soon. All the stress is causing her to become irritating,” Caleb spoke, in a riled voice.

“You mean irritated, do you not?” King Fergus asked deeply amused, as he glanced over at an equally amused Phineas.

“No! I meant exactly what I said. I am not going stand here and put up with this nonsense.....” Caleb trailed off grumpily as he left the room.

Aiden smirked over at Laurel giving her a wink before he too left the room.

“How are you feeling my dear?” Queen Alana asked warmly, after Caleb and Aiden had left the room.

“I am bit tired and sore I am afraid,” Laurel answered weakly, trying her best to smile.

“I am so very happy to see you smiling your Highness,” Phineas said with relief, as he walked over and kissed her forehead in a rare display of affection. 

“You certainly have quite the amusing effect on my sons, my dear Laurel,” King Fergus said chuckling, as he walked over and held her hand.

“That is because they both enjoy having her attention. Every time you laugh at them it gives them the excuse to act ridiculous,” Queen Alana said, smiling at her.

Just then Master Elphin and Agnes, as well as Caleb and Aiden came back into the room. Master Elphin walked over to Laurel right away and held her hand, as he sat down in the chair next to her bed.

“I was certain you would wake before the night was over. How are you feeling your Highness?” Master Elphin asked smiling warmly.

“As I told Queen Alana, I am feeling a bit sore and still tired. Though I am happy to see everyone,” Laurel replied, smiling but unable to hide the weariness in her voice.

“Oh, of course my dear. You will feel fatigued and sore for several days, of that I am sure,” he spoke in a calm voice.

“When would I be able to return to the Lodge?” Laurel asked weakly.

“Tired of us already are you? No, my dear girl, do not concern yourself with that. You shall be here at the very least another full day. Perhaps tomorrow afternoon we can realistically discuss when you shall leave us. You need to give us the chance to show you how hospitable we can be here at the Infirmary of Heathwin,” Master Elphin replied patiently, as he laughed lightly.

Laurel did not answer, just smiled at the Physician’s comment. As she looked over at Caleb’s concerned expression it was obvious he had told Master Elphin he did not want her moved too quickly.

“Now I again wish to recommend that some of you should indeed return to the Lodge to rest, as our Princess is most definitely out of danger,” Master Elphin said, standing and glancing meaningfully about the room.

“Yes, so everyone needs to go home now. Laurel is tired and does not need all of you hanging about. Just come back for breakfast,” Caleb spoke, in an authoritative tone.

“Do you hear that mo ghra? We are being dismissed,” King Fergus asked his wife, pretending insult.

The Queen simply gave him a smirk as she once again looked at Laurel. Leaning down she kissed her on her bruised cheek.

“Goodnight my dear. We shall see you in the morning. I shall have a lovely breakfast sent over,” Queen Alana said, in a warm and caring voice.

“I look forward to it your Highness,” Laurel replied with a tired smile, her eyes becoming heavy.

“Phineas will you be joining us?” King Fergus asked, as he leaned over and kissed Laurel’s forehead.

“Yes he will,” Caleb answered for him, very abruptly.

“Ah, no I will not,” Phineas answered, giving Caleb a rude look. “I am quite happy her Highness is awake, but I will be staying the remainder of the evening. It will make me feel better, knowing she has slept peacefully through the night,” he said, giving Caleb a smug grin, as Caleb smiled back at him rolling his eyes.

“I am staying as well. I cannot have these two rats arguing over poor Laurel as if she were a piece of cheese,” Aiden said smiling, and giving Laurel a wink.

“Very well. Come along mo stor, let us go home for now. Goodnight everyone,” King Fergus said, as he begun to lead Queen Alana out of the room.

 After everyone said their goodnights, the three remaining men began to settle in for the night. Phineas sat back down in the chair on the opposite side of Laurel’s bed, while Aiden walked back over to the table to enjoy another plate of food. Caleb took off his short jacket and boots, and then carefully moved into the bed with Laurel, drawing her into his arms. As she snuggled into his side, she giggled as she put her head against his chest, and draped her arm across his waist. Aiden just smiled at her warmly as he sat in the chair at the foot of the bed. Phineas however was not amused, as he saw that Caleb had made himself quite comfortable.

“Excuse me Prince Caleb, but do you really find it necessary to lie in the bed, while here at the Infirmary?” he asked, in an obvious annoyed manner.

“Yes I do. Can you not see how comfortable Laurel is?” Caleb asked, as he kissed the top of her head.

“I think she would be far more comfortable if she did not have to share the bed with you at this time. How do you feel your Highness?” Phineas asked, sounding more riled.

“I am fine Phinny,” Laurel smiled, and answered in a soft drowsy voice.

“You see, she is fine Phineas. Now stop your useless prattle and let her sleep or I will have the guards drag you back to the Lodge,” Caleb said in a low threatening voice, as he looked over at him frowning.

“I feel the need for threats completely unnecessary,” Phineas replied in an injured tone, with a scowl.

“Well obviously not, because you are still talking,” Caleb remarked, as he closed his eyes and kissed Laurel’s head again, noticing she had fallen asleep.

Aiden laughed as he looked over at Phineas’ insulted expression, then continued enjoying the plate of food he had brought with him.

 

 Phineas awoke several hours later, hearing Caleb talking softly. He looked over and saw Caleb now out of the bed, leaning over and gently brushing Laurel’s hair back. Aiden was standing next to him, with a concerned look on his face, as he looked down at Laurel. Phineas then sat up and leaned across the bed taking Laurel’s hand. To his dismay, Laurel turned and looked at him, her eyes filled with tears, looking clearly distressed.

“We will be back in a moment Phineas, I have to speak with Agnes and the attending Physician. Laurel is in a great amount of pain. Look after her while we are gone,” Caleb said with a worried voice, as he and Aiden left the room.

“I am so sorry my Lady. I wish I could do more for you. I have no doubt you are feeling pain after what that hideous beast did to you,” Phineas said, holding her small hand in both of his.

“You saw the bruises Phinny?” Laurel asked tearfully.

“Yes, my Lady. I did indeed. I feel you are bearing up so bravely. Prince Caleb would be quite beside himself if he saw how extensive they were. I have no doubt though that the Physicians will give you some relief very soon. I only ask that you not be so brave. Tell us when you need something. We are all here to care for you,” Phineas replied, as he smiled benevolently at her.

“I will. I am not feeling so very brave at this time,” Laurel said, through her tears.

“My dear Princess Laurel. After what I heard you did at the village in Welstone, I feel you are truly one of the bravest persons I have ever known,” Phineas said to her, his eyes filled with emotion.

“Thank you for that Phinny,” Laurel replied weakly, trying to smile.

“Not at all. I am only making an honest observation,” Phineas said softly, squeezing her hand lightly.

“You have not told Father yet, have you?” Laurel asked in a worried tone.

“No your Highness. I will not inform him until you are well enough to return to the Lodge. Then I will send an envoy, but only until you are able to let me know what you wish for me to relay,” Phineas assured her with a warm smile.

“Thank you for that Phineas,” Laurel replied, squeezing Phineas’ hand.

Caleb and Aiden returned to the room, with Agnes and another attendant as well as a Physician. They approached Laurel smiling, but unable to hide their concern. 

“Good evening your Highness. My name is Redmond. I am the attending Physician. Prince Caleb tells us you are in pain. Would you like me to give you some pain medicine at this time?” the young tall Physician asked, with a kind smile.

“Yes. I am afraid I can no longer bear it,” Laurel said, with a soft shudder.

“You do not have to your Highness. That is why we are here. I also have a very soothing salve we can put on your bruises. It will help a great deal and will allow you to sleep,” Redmond said, with a gentle voice, as he placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “I am familiar with the plant and herb based medicines of the Ollams your Highness, I have read up on these extensively. I have a pain tonic as well as a salve that are all herbal based. I will give these to you as it is something you are comfortable with. I feel you will find them more agreeable and less harsh on your system. I will go and get them and be back in only a moment,” he said smiling, and looking reassuringly at Caleb.

Laurel smiled tearfully and nodded her acknowledgement.

“Thank you Redmond,” Caleb said gratefully, his face full of concern.

“It is my pleasure Sire,” Redmond replied, and then left the room quickly.

“I knew you would like Redmond your Highness. He has a great amount of respect for the way the Ollams practice healing,” Agnes remarked, as she held Laurel’s hand.  “Your Majesties, Master Phineas, I must ask you all to leave for just a few moments, as we will need to remove, her Highness’s gown in order to apply the salve to her back and shoulders,” Agnes said, respectfully but firmly. 

Caleb looked over at Laurel, his eyes filled with unbidden tears, as she tried to smile bravely at him. Aiden put his hand on his shoulder.

“Come Caleb. Let us give our Princess a bit of privacy. We will only be gone a moment,” Aiden said to him in a quiet voice, as he looked over at Phineas.

“Come Sire. We shall come back in and open that bottle of cordial afterwards,” Phineas said, with a friendly smile helping Aiden led him out of the room.

“I will be just outside the room mo stor,” Caleb said in a mournful voice.

“I know. I will be waiting,” Laurel answered, still smiling bravely at him.

As the three men left the room, Redmond reappeared, turning to smile at them before shutting the door. They stood glancing about, the guards present, offering their sympathies to Caleb, who only smiled in acknowledgement. Suddenly Caleb looked up towards the door, his face becoming tense and grief stricken. 

“What is it Caleb?” Aiden asked him, knowing Caleb obviously heard something they could not.

“She is crying. I can hear her crying. They are applying the salve to her bruises. I can hear them whispering they are sorry, that it will only hurt for a moment. She is asking for me,” Caleb answered, in a choking whisper, swallowing hard as he spoke.

Phineas looked away as he was overcome with emotion. Aiden walked up to Caleb and hugged him warmly. Aiden then pulled away to look at him.

“They are only trying to help her Caleb. You must be strong for her, she will not be able to endure it if you become angry or too emotional in front of her.  You can do this Caleb. Her pain will not last forever,” Aiden said with compassion.

“I know. I will do whatever I must to help her get well,” Caleb said with quiet determination. “Redmond is coming back out now,” Caleb announced.

Redmond stepped out as soon as Caleb finished speaking.

“She will be ready for you in just a few moments Sire. The medicines will indeed help her with the pain. It will be hard for her for a few days, but I feel she should be ready to return with you to the Lodge in two days or so, depending on how quickly she responds to treatment. I am most impressed with her Sire, as I sure you are as well,” Redmond said, putting a hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

“Thank you Redmond. I am indeed,” Caleb said, trying to muster a smile back.

“I shall return in an hour to see how she is faring,” Redmond said kindly, as he walked away.

Agnes then walked out of the room and up to Caleb. 

“She is ready for you now Sire. Expect her to be.....a bit emotional. She will more than likely not want you to leave her next time. She asked for you, as she wanted you to hold her hand, when we applied the salve. We did our best not to hurt her, unfortunately that was not possible.  But it will become easier each time it is done,” Agnes said, her eyes filled with emotion as she placed a hand on Caleb’s arm.

“Thank you Agnes. I do appreciate all you have done for her,” Caleb replied, squeezing her hand before walking back into the room.

As Caleb entered he saw the young woman who was the attendant adjusting the covers for Laurel, then smiling at her and giving her a careful hug around her shoulders, and then smiling at Caleb, left the room. Laurel was now lying on her side, as the pillows were adjusted around her head. Caleb walked to her bedside sitting in the chair and leaning over kissing her tenderly on the lips and brushing back her hair.

“Ta brom orm, mo chailin milis. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb said with heartfelt emotion in old speak, knowing she did not understand all he was saying.

Tears still in her eyes Laurel smiled at his speaking, only understanding the last phrase. 

“I love you too,” she whispered back, as she reached over to hold his hand.

“I promise I will be here for you the next time. I am sure they can find a way to apply the salve without removing your gown. I will turn away for a moment if you wish, but I will not leave you again,” Caleb said softly, as he kissed her hands, that he held in his.

“No, I do not want you to. Please stay with me Caleb, while the pain is still new. I cannot do this without you.  My own gowns slip very easily off my shoulders, I would not have to take them off,” Laurel spoke in a weak soft voice.

“You will not have to go through this without me mo ghra. I will only leave to bring you a change of clothes, that is all, and I promise you will never be alone,” Caleb said, quietly as he leaned down and kissed her again.

“I will go and get your nightgowns my Lady. I shall leave first thing in the morning,” Phineas said walking up to the bedside, smiling warmly at her.

“Thank you Phineas,” Laurel said smiling in a small voice, her eye lids becoming heavy.

“Is the medicine beginning to work dearest?” Caleb asked, as he caressed her face.

“Yes it is. It is something we use quite often in Gwenlais. It will not give me the horrible dreams the last medicine gave me,” Laurel stated sleepily.

“Well that is good to hear, then you can at least sleep peacefully. Just close your eyes now my love. Go back to sleep,” Caleb said gently, still caressing her face.

“Will you lie down, so that I may lean against you? It is comforting when you hold me,” Laurel requested as, her eyes became too heavy to stay open.

“Of course dearest,” Caleb replied, as he carefully got back in the bed, partially sitting up, allowing Laurel to place herself against him.

She whimpered softly as she adjusted her body to become comfortable, then after placing her arm across his waist she sighed and then fell asleep. Caleb pushed his head back against the pillows, stroking her hair and staring at the ceiling absently, trying to calm down.  He turned to look to his left as something caught his eye. Aiden sat smiling at him, sitting in the chair Caleb otherwise occupied, handing him a glass of cordial. Caleb sighed and smiled slightly as he took the glass.

“I am not surprised how difficult it is for her. The bruises the beast inflicted upon her are horrible. How did she ever get away from it?” Phineas asked, from the chair at the foot of the bed, sipping a glass of cordial as well.

“My brother is the best archer in Heathwin,” Caleb answered smiling, taking another sip from his glass.

“Well not the best. Definitely one of the best however. Do not forget Aaron was there also, and always found his mark as well,” Aiden mentioned, looking over at Caleb.

“And Gawain. That was truly one of the bravest things I have ever seen. He actually stood between Laurel and the Scimitar, Phineas. He allowed her to run away from it. I meant what I said that he will be rewarded for what he did. All he need do is ask. Does anyone know how he is doing? He was injured for his bravery,” Caleb asked with concern.

“Yes, I was able to speak with him briefly as he inquired of her Highness before he left. He did sustain scratches and bruises. He needed a few stitches. The Physician who tended him wrote a letter to say he required at least a week from duties. He did go home however, as he did not need to stay at the Infirmary,” Phineas answered, reassuringly.

“He can take as long as he needs. He will be in good hands at home. He has a very loving family. He is the oldest of six. His sisters and young brothers adore him. I have no doubt they will all dote on him,” Caleb said with a smile, as he thought of Gawain receiving all that attention.

“His father will be bragging about him at the public gatherings in the Grand Hall for weeks. Do not be surprised if his mother comes to see Laurel, bringing her some treat she baked. Lizzy is known as quite the baker. Before each Patrol mission she bakes the entire Company a batch of sweet rolls. It takes her and her daughters several days to do this,” Aiden remarked laughing lightly.

“Yes, since Gawain was assigned to my Patrol it has now become a tradition to have a sweet roll and a mug of tea at the Headquarters before we leave. I was not sure about allowing it at first, but it is so heartfelt and kind, and the poor things wake up well before dawn to do this, I could not deny them. The Sentinels all look forward to it now,” Caleb smiled again, at recalling the event. 

“Father has requested her rolls be brought to his morning departure meetings as well. He gives her all the supplies and she bakes for his Company also. Cahir and Tarron are the only two Captains who have not conceded to it yet. I think it is only a matter of time though,” Aiden added, with a wry grin.

“I have to admit Price Caleb, I am surprised that both you and your father have allowed this...little tradition,” Phineas said, smiling in amusement.

“I feel the biggest reason for allowing it, is Gawain’s father Byron. He served as a solider for twenty seasons, before his injury forced him to retire. When Gawain was admitted to the Sentinel training, they were very encouraging of his efforts. Lizzy’s kind gesture, is just the family’s way, of showing their support and loyalty to the Kingdom. Which makes what has happened to my sweet girl all that more disturbing. The people of Heathwin have always been known throughout all of Rienfield, as a loyal people, especially to my Father. To know that one of our own has done this.....it is most unsettling,” Caleb said bitterly.

They then just sat quietly for a while sipping their cordial when Redmond reentered the room, as promised.

“I see the medicine has helped her to relax. Very good. The salve Agnes and Roisin applied will help with the pain as well. I will be back again at dawn before I take my leave, and give Master Elphin a full report, so that her Highness will continue to receive the same medication. Also Sire....I am reluctant to remind you, because this was an act of violence, the Chieftains as well as the King, will have to view the Princess’ bruises. In order for it to be used as evidence at the trial, Sire. I am sorry. I shall recommend it not be done until she has gone back to the Lodge. It will probably feel less intrusive that way,” Redmond said, with sad eyes.

“Yes, thank you Redmond. I do realize this. We shall do our best to make it as dignified as possible for her,” Caleb replied, as he began to stroke Laurel’s hair once more.

“Well, I shall begin my rounds now, and shall see you in a few hours. I hope you are all able to get some rest,” Redmond said, as he turned and quietly left the room.

Caleb then leaned over and kissed Laurel’s forehead, sighing deeply, with a forlorn expression.

“To think, all I had wanted to do, was take her to Welstone and spoil her a bit,” Caleb remarked, in a soft sad voice.

“Let us all get some rest, old man. It will be a long day tomorrow,” Aiden, said, as he took Caleb’s glass from him.

They all got as comfortable as they were able, and soon, all drifted off in an exhausted sleep.  

 

Agnes and Roisin arrived back in the room at dawn with Redmond to reapply the salve and see if Laurel wished to have her pain medication once again. Laurel requested they wait until she had her own nightgown, at that point Phineas left for the Lodge to go and bring her one of her favourites.  He was back as quickly as he could be, as he did not want to delay Laurel’s treatments. He, Aiden, and Redmond left the room, Caleb as promised did not. He smiled at Laurel, just before turning around, as Agnes and Roisin, removed her infirmary gown and helped her with her own. Caleb then came and sat back down in the chair next to her bed, and held her hands, as she slid her gown off her shoulders and back for Agnes to then once again apply the salve. Laurel leaned her head into Caleb’s chest, as tears silently slid down her cheeks. Caleb said nothing, but he could not hide the shock and then the anger at seeing the deep almost black bruises on Laurel’s upper back and shoulders. The minor puncture wounds from the tips of the Scimitar cat’s claws could also be seen. Agnes softly spoke as she applied the salve, telling Laurel how the swelling on her skin had indeed gone done, and that she would be finished with the application very soon, as she gave Caleb a sad and meaningful look. 

“There we are, all finished now your Highness. Perhaps you would like a cup of tea with your pain tonic?” Agnes asked, slipping the nightgown back on Laurel’s shoulders. 

Caleb helped Laurel lay back on her side, as he gently wiped the tears from her face, and kissed her forehead. 

“Yes, that would be lovely. Thank you Agnes,” Laurel answered weakly.

“I shall be back in just a moment,” Roisin said, cheerfully as she left the room. 

At that time Phineas, Aiden and Redmond returned, smiling and trying to appear encouraging, noting Caleb’s serious expression.

“Well your Highness, allow me to give you a bit more of the pain medication. I am very happy that it allowed you to get some rest,” Redmond spoke, in a kind and soft voice.

Redmond then handed Caleb a small vial, which Caleb held to Laurel’s lips, helping her to drink the medicine. He was happy to see that Laurel was able to drink it easily, as it apparently did not have the extreme bitterness, the last medication Laurel was given had. She sighed deeply and then smiled over at Caleb as he smiled back, tucking her hair behind her ear once more and lightly kissing her cheek. He murmured words of endearment to her in old speak, and then stood up, handing the vial to Redmond. 

“I will be back in just a moment my love,” he said in a soft voice, as he kissed Laurel tenderly on her lips. 

Caleb gestured to Aiden and Phineas in order to talk with them privately. Aiden glanced over at Laurel, and then nodding at Caleb, turned and left the room. Phineas spoke a moment longer, and then he too turned and followed Aiden. Caleb came and sat back down with Laurel, as she reached over and took his hand in both of hers, laying it on the pillow next to her face. Caleb smiled lovingly at her gesture, as he leaned over and kissed her temple.

“I shall leave you for now your Highness, you are obviously in good hands. I shall return again this evening. Have a restful day,” Redmond spoke in a calm and quiet voice, as he looked over and smiled at both of them.

“Thank you Redmond,” Laurel said drowsily.

“Yes, thank you Redmond. I will see you this evening,” Caleb stated, as he smiled at the young Physician.

As Redmond turned to leave, Agnes then came over, and placed her hand lightly on Laurel’s shoulder.

“I will be taking my leave as well your Highness. I will be going home for a time. I shall return this evening as well however, to check on you,” Agnes said quietly, with a tired smile.

“Thank you Agnes, for everything,” Laurel turned over slightly, to smile back at the attendant.

Caleb stood up and to Agnes’ surprise, embraced her warmly before standing back to smile at her.

“Thank you dear Agnes, for all you have done for my beloved. I am most grateful,” Caleb said, with honest sincerity. 

“You are most welcome Sire,” Agnes replied thoughtfully, as she gave his arm a squeeze. “I leave her Highness in the care of our most trustworthy attendant,” Agnes said, as Roisin entered the room with Laurel’s tea, smiling brightly.

“Is there anything else I can get for either one of you at this time?” Roisin asked, with the same bright smile.

“No thank you Roisin. I am fine,” Laurel replied sitting up slightly, as she was handed the tea.

“Yes, thank you Roisin. Inform the kitchen staff here at the Infirmary, that my mother will be having breakfast sent over from the Lodge, as the family will be joining us in a few hours,” Caleb answered, smiling at the young attendant.

“Very good Sire. I shall do just that. Please do not hesitate to call if you need me,” Roisin said, as she turned and left the room with Agnes.

Laurel took a few sips of tea and then handed it to Caleb as he once again sat down in the chair next to her. Taking a long sip himself, he placed the cup down and then leaned over and kissed Laurel warmly and lingering on her lips. Laurel sighed softly smiling at him, as she reached over and glided her fingers through his hair.  He looked at her adoringly as he tucked her hair behind her ear, as he so often did in affection.

“My sweet brave girl. How it pains me to see you this way,” he said, in a soft deep voice.

“It will not be long Caleb. It is only bruises. I know with all the care that I am receiving it will not be long at all,” Laurel tried to be reassuring, as she smiled at him.

“You are not able to see what the beast did to you mo stor. I have, and I will not get over it easily. I have sent Aiden and Phineas to speak to Father. I wish for the Chieftains to come to the Infirmary later today, along with a Scribe, to witness and record, the full extent of your injuries. This is a very serious matter, my love. It needs to be treated as such,” Caleb informed her as gently as he could.

“Oh......alright. What must I do?” Laurel asked, her voice shaking, and her eyes becoming stormy and emotional.

“You will have to show your injuries and recall what happened, especially with it being fresh in your mind. I will have a Scribe, record your full testimony, so that you will not be required to attend the trial. I feel that will be far too upsetting and stressful for you. After I consult with Chieftain   Argon, I am sure the trial will be in a relatively short time,” Caleb answered her, his voice still low and soft as her stroked her hair. “We will all be here with you my love. You will not have to feel afraid or embarrassed in any way,” Caleb smiled at her warmly. 

“I do not have to undress do I?” Laurel asked, in a tearful voice. 

“No my darling. You need only lower your gown as you did earlier, when Agnes applied the salve. Mother will be here with you dearest, as will I. 

I will make it my duty to see that you retain your dignity, my love,” Caleb said, in a soothing calm voice. 

“Alright. If it must be done,” Laurel replied sighing shakily.

“I am afraid it must dearest. I promise you, it will not take long. Then tomorrow I will bring you back to the Lodge. I will have a nice warm bath waiting for you, and you will stay with me in my room, until you can move comfortably about. I will only be gone for the trial, otherwise I will be with you,” Caleb said warmly, as he caressed her face.

“Do you know who is responsible?” Laurel asked, her eyes sad and tearful. 

“Yes, I do know. It is not important for you to know at this time. You only need to recount what you experienced, that is all, and that will be enough,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep whisper, gently kissing her bruised cheek.

“Very well Caleb,” Laurel answered softly, her eyes becoming heavy with the effects of the medicine she was given.

“Yes, just rest now my sweet girl. I am here, and I am not going anywhere,” Caleb reassured her quietly, continuing to stroke her hair.

 

Before Laurel opened her eyes, she could detect the presence of others in the room. Hearing voices quietly talking, and then aware of the delicious smells of food being brought into the room. She turned over carefully, moaning involuntarily as she turned too far to her back. Within moments Caleb was once again, sitting down on the bed beside her, stroking her head softly, and smiling at her.

“What is it my love? Should I call for Roisin, to get you something for the pain?” Caleb asked her softly.

“No, I just turned over on my back. Who is here?” Laurel asked, in a sleepy voice.

“Mother and Father, along with Aiden and Phineas. They have come to have breakfast with us. Are you hungry?” Caleb replied, in a soft deep voice, smiling warmly, as he continued to stroke her hair.

“A bit. It smells wonderful,” Laurel smiled still speaking softly.

“Mother has brought over some of your favourites, I think you will be quite pleased with the selection. I will go and fix a plate for you, and be back in just a moment,” Caleb said lovingly, as he leaned down and kissed her forehead.

As Caleb stood up to fix Laurel a plate, Queen Alana then came over and sat down on the edge of the bed. Leaning down and gently giving Laurel a kiss on the cheek.

“Good morning my dear. How are you feeling at this time?” the Queen asked, in a warm voice.

“More rested than before. The medicine I am being given, is most helpful,” Laurel replied, in a tired voice. 

“I am very happy to hear that my dear,” Queen Alana remarked, has she reached over and lightly brushed Laurel’s hair back. “I have been informed that the Chieftains as well as a Scribe, will be here to listen to your testimony, and witness your injuries.  I will be here with you Laurel, we all will. There is no reason to be afraid or nervous, I will hold your hand the entire time. And when it is over, I shall have Mauve come and brush and braid your hair for you, as well as bring you a fresh nightgown. You of course know, your dear Caleb will not leave,” the Queen smiled knowingly, trying to be comforting.

“Yes he told me that,” Laurel said, attempting to smile bravely.

“Here we are. Breakfast is served your Highness,” Caleb suddenly reappeared, at the bedside, sitting once again in the chair next to the bed.

Caleb placed the plate of food carefully on the bed, and then helped Laurel to sit up a bit more against the pillows, while still on her side. Laurel smiled as she saw all the food Caleb had placed on her plate, knowing she would not be able to eat even half of what was there.

“Yes, I know, I see that look. I do intend to share this with you,” Caleb said, smiling at her wryly.

“He has told me on several occasions he thinks you are too small my dear,” Queen Alana laughed, noticing all the food he had brought over.

“All I said was, it would not hurt for you to gain a few pounds, while you are here. Though I suppose it will not matter, for as soon as you return to Gwenlais, you will just lose the weight. As you will not have me after you to eat as you should,” Caleb grinned at her knowingly. 

“I eat, Caleb,” Laurel said, pouting a bit.

“No, you pick at your food like a little bird. I have seen you, and I have known you your whole life, so do not tell me otherwise,” Caleb replied, smirking at her, as he offered her a bite of baked eggs and ham.

“I can feed myself Sire,” Laurel said, smirking back at him, before taking the offered bite of food.  

 “Good, you must be feeling better, you are arguing with me,” Caleb answered back, offering her yet another bite.

“Because you are becoming all bossy and demanding again,” Laurel giggled, as she took another bite of food, Caleb offered again. “When are you going to eat? You keep filling my mouth with food,” Laurel grinned at him, as he gave her a sardonic expression.

“I am attempting to keep you quiet, but it is not working,” Caleb said smiling at her roguishly, as she refused the next offered bite.

The Queen laughed then stood up and walked over to the table to sample some of the delicious fare. Aiden then walked over smiling, with a plate of food as well, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

“I see you over here, trying to stuff food down her throat, you great brute. Here you are love, try this,” Aiden said smiling charmingly, as he placed a sweet roll to her lips.

Laurel took a bite, and then making a sound of approval took an even larger bite.

“Oh! This is delicious!” Laurel said, with a mouthful.

“See!” Aiden said laughing. “Just give her what she wants,” Aiden said offering her yet another bite, which Laurel accepted.

“All she wants is sweets,” Caleb looked at them both, with a smirk.

“Your betrothed is no fun at all. I do not know how you put with him,” Aiden sighed in an exaggerated manner, giving Laurel the last bite of roll, she giggled as she ate it heartily. 

Caleb leaned closer smiling at her warmly, as Laurel still giggled at him.

“Do you wish for me to get you another sweet roll?” he asked softly.

“Yes I do,” Laurel answered back smiling.

“Take one more bite of egg and I will,” Caleb replied, in a deep warm voice, offering her one more last bite, which she accepted.

Kissing her tenderly he then stood up to get her promised treat.

“You handle him quite well love. Trust me when I tell you, no one else can get him to do the things you can,” Aiden said, in a conspiring low tone, smiling drolly.

“He is not as gruff and mean as he appears to be,” Laurel said, smiling demurely.

“Yes he is, just not to you,” Aiden responded with a wink, taking a bite of food from his plate.

“Good morning your Highness. It is so nice to hear you laughing this morning,” Phineas said happily, as he walked over to the side of the bed.

“Good morning Phinny. Caleb and Aiden are being quite amusing this morning, so I cannot help but laugh, even though it still hurts my face,” Laurel replied, with another giggle.

“You do have quite the black eye forming your Highness. It pains me to see you this way,” Phineas said, reaching down and squeezing her hand.

“Nonsense Phinny! I told her she needs to be proud of it,” Aiden remarked smirking at him.

“I do suppose that is a good way to look at it,” Phineas said, with a sad smile.

“No it is not. My sweet girl should not have bruises on her face. I am not happy about it at all,” Caleb replied grumpily, as he walked back over, with Laurel’s roll. 

Laurel only looked up smiling at him warmly. 

“You do not have to happy about it Caleb. I just said she should be proud of it. It is her first black eye after all,” Aiden said, smiling at her wryly.

“It had better be her only black eye. It will be, if I have anything to do about it, especially if I get my way,” Caleb replied, with an enigmatic grin.

“Oh really? And what way would that be?” Aiden asked him suspiciously.

“Everyone will find out soon enough,” Caleb continued, with his inscrutable demeanor, smiling at Laurel warmly.

Aiden and Phineas looked at each other with concerned expressions.

“Here you are my darling,” Caleb sat once again in his chair, picking up a fork and offering Laurel a bite of the roll.

“Caleb, I am capable of feeding myself,” Laurel said with a soft sigh, still smiling at him.

“I know dearest, but having far too much fun feeding you,” Caleb replied smiling back at her.

“You are completely pathetic. I am becoming ill, so I am going over and talking to our parents,” Aiden said standing up, and rolling his eyes.

Phineas just laughed, and squeezing Laurel’s hand again, walked over with Aiden. 

“He is only going over there to see what I was talking about, but he is not going to get any answers, because I have not spoken to anyone about it as yet” Caleb said to Laurel, as he fed her the roll.

“What were you talking about?” Laurel asked softly, as she took another bite.

“You will find out soon enough,” Caleb replied, with the same smile.

“You are not going to tell me?” Laurel asked, smiling sweetly. 

“No, not yet. That lovely smile is not going to change my mind,” Caleb said with a light laugh. “Father is coming over now to get me to tell him as well,” Caleb said drolly.

“How do you know?” Laurel asked, taking another bite of the roll, Caleb fed to her.

“I can hear them talking dearest, Aiden is annoyed because he thinks Father is keeping something from him, and Phineas is his usual nervous paranoid self,” Caleb replied smirking, as Laurel smiled back at him in amusement.

Just as Caleb finished speaking, King Fergus came over to the side of the bed, leaning down and kissing Laurel, gently on her forehead.

“Good morning my dear. I must say you are looking more alert and rested, and that lovely black eye is really quite charming,” King Fergus said, with wide grin.

“I know that Aiden likes it,” Laurel giggled.

“Yes, well he is an idiot,” Caleb said, with a scowl.

“My dear wife tells me that Caleb spoke with you a bit about what will happen this afternoon, when the Chieftains arrive?” King Fergus asked Laurel, in a calm and gentle voice, smiling warmly at her.

“Yes, yes he did Sire. I know it must take place, I am just a bit....apprehensive,” Laurel replied, her voice becoming emotional. 

Caleb reached over and took her hand smiling sympathetically. King Fergus then sat down on the bedside, and placed his hand on her face gently.

“I understand my dear, and I am so sorry, for all you have suffered. Please believe me when I say, that it will be over as quickly as possible. The longest part will be your retelling of what transpired. Then you will only have to allow us to see your injuries for but a moment, and it will be done in a very respectful manner. There will be no need for you to feel embarrassed or ashamed in any way. The Queen and a female attendant will be sitting with you as you do this, and then tomorrow I am told, you will return with us to the Lodge, back in your own room,” King Fergus said, smiling charmingly.

“Back in my room,” Caleb informed his father, in a dry matter of factly tone, taking a bite of roll.

“Oh...well back in Caleb’s room,” King Fergus said laughing, which caused Laurel to laugh as well, putting her hand up to her cheek.

“Oh my, so sorry my dear,” King Fergus winced, as he saw Laurel holding the side of her face. “Let us leave the poor girl alone for a moment Caleb. I wish to speak with you please,” King Fergus said, suddenly becoming serious.

“Of course Father. I will be right back dearest,” Caleb smiled knowingly at Laurel, as he kissed her lightly, and stood up and walked to the doorway with the King.

No sooner had Caleb moved to the door, then Aiden came and sat down in the chair next to Laurel, looking at her with a very irked expression.

“The bastard. I cannot believe he is doing this,” Aiden remarked, as he glanced over at the door.

“I am sure he is not purposefully trying to upset your father,” Laurel offered, in Caleb’s defense.

“That is not what is annoying me. He did not tell me what he is planning. He tells me everything. I do not appreciate his leaving me out of whatever he has planned,” Aiden said, becoming more irritated.

“If it makes you feel any better, he has not told me as well, even though it concerns me,” Laurel replied, smiling coyly.

“You have made a very good point love, but no, it does not make me feel any better. He had better tell me soon or I shall nag him until he does,” Aiden paused for a moment, “or hits me. It will more than likely be the latter,” he turned, and smiled at Laurel, who giggled back at him.

Laurel, took a breath and attempted to lay on her back a bit more, but was unable to, which made her sigh in frustration.  Aiden reached over and held her hand, and grinned at her slyly.

“Look over at the door love, and I will tell you what is going on,” Aiden said, smiling charmingly at her.

Laurel smiled and looking over began to watch the interaction between Caleb and his father.

“Now at this point Father is telling Caleb, whatever he is planning, he needs to let him know. As you can see Caleb is just smiling at him in that condescending way, we all know and hate. Father is now insisting Caleb tell him, as the vein on Father’s head is becoming more prominent, and Caleb is telling him calmly, no.  Father is becoming more insistent, now Caleb is becoming annoyed, because he is clenching his teeth. Now Mother, who has been watching them this whole time, will show up at any moment, and there she is,” Aiden said, as he smiled sardonically.  

Laurel began laughing holding her face once again. The three of them turned and looked at Laurel, upon hearing her laugh, Caleb smiled at her as the King and Queen looked at each other in amusement. Caleb then walked over to her, and sat on the edge of her bed, looking over at Aiden, who just smirked at him.

“Have you been watching us the entire time, and relating your own version of what you think is happening?” Caleb asked him, with slightly narrowed eyes.

“Yes, and Laurel finds my narration quite amusing,” Aiden said mockingly.

“It was funny Caleb. Aiden knows you all too well. Oh, Ow,” Laurel said, holding on to her cheek again as she laughed.

“Stop making her laugh, Aiden,” Caleb said, smiling at her amusement, as he tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Well I am going to eat a bit more before they come and clear it all away. Can I get you two anything, while I am up there?” Aiden asked, as he stood up.

“Just some tea please,” Laurel said, looking and sounding tired once more.

“That sounds like a good idea, we will just share a mug, as I doubt someone will end up finishing it,” Caleb said smiling at Laurel, as he noticed her looking sleepy.

Aiden noticed this as well, and smiling at Caleb, walked over to the table.

He returned in a few moments, Caleb was sitting back in the chair, as he watched Laurel beginning to drift off again. Aiden smiled and handed the mug to Caleb and then sat in the chair at the foot of the bed. In a just a few moments Laurel had once again fallen asleep. Caleb smiled at her benevolently, as he sipped the tea. 

“It is good she has fallen asleep again. I fear the afternoon will be difficult for her,” Caleb said, his voice sad and concerned.

“It will be, but we will be here for her. McCullan is quite upset, as well as Argon, so they will make sure it is done quickly. Then you can have her all to yourself this evening, I will convince Phinny to come back to the Lodge with me,” Aiden replied, reassuringly.

“Thank you for that Aiden,” Caleb spoke with sincerity.

“I know this is hard for you Caleb. I will never forget the look on your face when you watched her jump off the cliff, or when you took her out of the river and she was not breathing,” Aiden paused for a moment, his eyes looking downward. He then looked at Caleb, his eyes now intense and serious. “I will support whatever it is you are planning,” Aiden said, in a hushed tone.

Caleb smiled at him knowingly, as he knew Aiden meant it.

“I know you will. I will tell you soon. In all fairness, I must warn you, that Father will not approve,” Caleb replied quietly.

“I love and respect our Father. But sometimes we must do what we must, to protect those we love. I will stand by you in whatever you decide,” Aiden answered back, with a knowing grin.

Caleb nodded his acknowledgement, and smiled back, and then sipped his tea, looking back over at Laurel sleeping peacefully.

 

The afternoon came quicker than they had all expected, when one of the soldiers who was on guard, announced the Chieftains and the Scribe, had arrived.  Laurel had woken up two hours before, and was sitting up nervously in the bed, propped up by pillows, and breathing shallow as she was in pain from having to lie up on her back. She had requested no medicine at this time, as she wished to remain alert. Caleb sat in the chair next to her, holding her hand and smiling at her, reassuringly.  Roisin was standing beside Caleb, waiting to be of assistance. The Chieftains and the Elder Scribe entered the room quietly, as they smiled at everyone. Chieftain McCullan was the first to speak, as he went to the foot of the bed and smiled warmly at Laurel.

“Good afternoon lass. You are looking a sight better then when I saw you the other day. That shiner of yours is most impressive,” he said, with his great booming voice.

Laurel could not help but smile at him, watching his steel blue eyes twinkle when he spoke.

“Thank you Sir. I appreciate that,” Laurel said laughing lightly.

“You are most welcome, it does my heart good to hear you laugh,” McCullan answered back in the same manner.

“Your Highness, we are all most grieved with all you have suffered, and we will get the matter at hand done with as quickly as possible,” Chieftain Argon stated, in his usual quiet and straight forward manner. “Now take a breath and tell us all that you can recall that day. Take your time and do not rush yourself. Remember my dear, you are not on trial, and no one is judging you. You were a victim of a horrendous ordeal, and you will be respected as such,” Argon said, in a kind voice.

Laurel looked about the room for a moment, looking at all the faces looking back at her. All were kind and smiling, her gaze resting lastly on Caleb, who smiled at her lovingly, as he caressed the top of her hand with his thumb.

“I am not sure how to begin,” she said in a small voice.

“Just tell us how you began your day, my dear,” Argon answered her, with a calm soft voice.

Laurel then sighed, and began to relate how it had all started. Imagin meeting with her, the family having breakfast together, getting ready to leave, and her frustration at not being able to find her shawl. At that comment Argon looked over at King Fergus and Caleb meaningfully, for just a breath’s moment.  The ride to Welstone, stopping on the road at Caleb’s request. Coming into the fringe of the city, and stopping at the small shops first. She then paused for a moment, her eyes filling with tears. 

“And then I saw it. It looked at me so intensely, I was overwhelmed with fear at that point. I then heard the children and Imagin crying. Caleb told me not to move, but when I stepped back a bit, I saw it edged closer,” Laurel paused as tears ran down her face, looking straight ahead, but at no one. “The children began to scream hysterically, as the Scimitar could be seen by everyone. It just kept coming closer, never taking its eyes from me. Caleb begged me not to run.....but I had no choice. I was afraid for the children, I did not wish for anyone to be harmed, because it was after me,” Laurel whispered. “I just turned and ran through the woods, I could hear all the voices shouting in back of me, but I did not turn around, even when it knocked me to the ground. I felt it just for an instant, dig into my shoulders, but then it released me, and I stood up and ran again. I did not stop until I reached the cliff. That is when I turned...and saw Caleb running towards me. I....I asked him to forgive me....and then I jumped. That is all I remember, except for waking up here,” Laurel said, surprised she was weeping openly.

She looked about for a moment, then turned her face into Caleb’s chest, as he held her in his arms and kissed the top of her head, stroking her hair. 

There was not a dry eye in the room. Queen Alana then moved over to where Laurel sat and gently held her from behind. Argon then looked over at the Scribe who nodded his head, as he finished his writing. Chieftain Argon gave Laurel a few moments to be comforted, before he spoke again.

“Your Highness, it is with deep regret we must ask you to show us your injuries, as it will be used as testimony to what occurred. Whenever you are ready my dear,” Argon said, in the same calm and quiet tone.

Laurel looked up at Caleb, who kissed her forehead gently, resting his lips against her for a moment. She pulled away slightly to look at him and then nodded. Caleb stood up from the bed and walked over to where the rest stood. Queen Alana and Roisin then helped Laurel to sit up, her back facing the Chieftains, the Scribe, as well as King Fergus, Phineas, Caleb and Aiden.  Queen Alana smiled at Laurel with tears in her eyes, holding both of Laurel’s hands.  Roisin moved Laurel’s hair over her shoulder, and then gently lowered Laurel’s gown off her shoulders and down her back.

Chieftain Phariss and Remy, gasped in shock as they witnessed her bruises, testimony to the viciousness of the attack. McCullan turned away in tears trying to compose himself. King Fergus made eye contact with his wife, his eyes flashing with his anger. Aiden gripped Caleb’s arm, his lips trembling, lowered his head and shook it in disbelief. Only Caleb and Argon and Phineas, remained fairly composed.  Caleb and Phineas had already witnessed Laurel’s injuries. Chieftain Argon, was simply a man of deep control of his emotions. Argon then nodded to Roisin who then helped Laurel with her gown, as she and Queen Alana helped Laurel back into the bed once again.

“Thank you my dear. You were most helpful. Get some rest and worry no more. We have seen and heard all that we need,” Chieftain Argon said quietly, walking up to the foot of the bed.

“Thank you Sir,” Laurel replied weakly, trying to smile.

McCullan came up next to her still tearful, taking her small hand in his huge paw like one, brought it up to his lips and gently kissed it.

“My dear brave lass, may the Maker bless you. Get well, I shall come and see you again soon,” he said, releasing her hand gently.

Laurel just smiled as she was too overwhelmed to speak. Chieftains Phariss and Remy also came up to her and offered their best wishes and left quietly.

King Fergus and Caleb followed them out, talking quietly to them in the hall. Aiden walked up to Laurel and sitting on the edge of the bed took her gently in his arms, as Laurel placed her arms around his neck and began to cry uncontrollably. Aiden held her not speaking, allowing Laurel to release her pain and anxiety. He helped her to lay back on her side, and gently wiped the tears from her face. Phineas then came and kneeling down beside her, placed his hand on her head.

“I am so very proud of you. Did I not tell you how brave you were,” he whispered with misty eyes, smiling at her warmly.

“Thank you Phinny,” Laurel whispered back to him.

“I shall go and get your pain tonic and salve your Highness,” Roisin said quietly, as she placed her hand on Laurel’s shoulder.

Laurel smiled and nodded her acknowledgement. Roisin left the room and politely excused herself as she walked past the men in the hall, as they stopped talking for a moment as she passed.

“As I was saying,” Chieftain Argon continued, “Leland denies nothing. He clearly feels his reasons are just.  He believes the union is only taking place so that the royal family will finally have control of Gwenlais, without forcibly taking it, as he did feel it should have been. He truly had no real idea of your feelings for the Princess, Caleb. Though I dare say after your brother’s reaction, he has no doubt about them now, or how you all feel about her,” Argon smiled mordantly.

“What about Aiden’s reaction? Apparently he was not as discreet as I had hoped”? King Fergus asked, with a sly grin.

“Rian and Aaron had to pull the lad off the wretched bastard. I have no doubt he would have finished him right there if Rian did not convince him otherwise. Looking over at Ealish and Leland’s boys, is what calmed him down. Now after seeing what the poor lass went through, I do not blame Aiden,” McCullan said, thoughtfully shaking his head.

“So the trial should get underway fairly quickly then. I see no reason to delay it,” Chieftain Phariss spoke up.

“Did you find out how the Scimitar knew to hunt Laurel in the first place?” Caleb asked with concern. “Leland obviously had some assistance,” Caleb stated, in a grating voice.

“He did, but not in the way you would think. You noticed I looked at you both when Laurel mentioned her shawl missing?” Argon asked, King Fergus and Caleb, who nodded at him in reply.

“So that is how the Scimitar got her scent,” McCullan, reasoned shaking his head once again.

“How was he able to acquire her shawl?” Caleb asked incredulously. 

“A young maid, just recently came to be in service at the Lodge. Leland paid her for information. I questioned her shortly before coming here. She was utterly terrified and hysterical. The poor girl is barely in her eighteenth season, and an orphan. She has been relying on the kindness of a few cousins. She felt she was getting a bit of coin for gossip. She took the shawl, as Leland convinced her, that he wanted to have one made for Ealish just like it, as the Princess was seen wearing it. That is how he knew you were going to Welstone, as the maid heard talk among the staff. Other than just being young and foolish, she is completely innocent of any real wrong doing,” Argon said reassuringly.

“It is no matter, I want her dismissed,” Caleb said brusquely. 

“Yes, I have taking the liberty of doing this. My wife has just recently lost her personal attendant, as she is going to have her first child soon. So I will have the girl be in the service of my dear Adriana, that way she will not miss her maid as much, and we will also be able to keep our eye on the girl. As you all know, Adriana has little patience for gossip and nosing about,” Argon explained in a calm manner. 

“Is there anyone else who may have helped him?” King Fergus asked, in a concerned voice.

“He claims no one else here in Heathwin. Though he does admit his feelings are shared by others, he will not say by whom, as it will mean the life of his family. I am however still conducting a full investigation. Questioning his wife and family members, and all of the other Trainers of course. So far his claims appear truthful,” Argon said, continued to explain in a reassuring tone. “I will keep all of Heathwin on high alert until I am satisfied with my findings, extra security shall be around the Princess at all times, until we are sure that she is safe. Also knowing Garron as we do, I feel he should not be told or present, until the matter has been dealt with. He will simply becoming hysterical and unruly. Since the death of his wife I understand he has been more difficult to deal with,” Argon replied, with a frown.

“Yes, just like the old days with his father I am afraid. Which is why, I too will be returning to Gwenlais, when we bring Laurel home. Which should be for the last time,” King Fergus stated, looking meaningfully at Caleb.

Caleb only smiled slightly, his eyes and demeanor revealing nothing of what he was thinking.

“I intend on going to the House of Detention myself, after I bring Laurel back to the Lodge and she is settled comfortably in,” Caleb announced. 

“You are aware Caleb, you will be asked to leave all weapons at the entrance, and Leland will remain under heavy guard, even with you present,” Chieftain Argon, replied with a knowing smile.

“Yes, I am fully aware. But do you really think I would need a weapon?  I only intend to confront him, nothing more. He will have his trial, even though he has already admitted guilt. You of course realize, as I am Laurel’s betrothed, and by the laws of Heathwin, she is already considered my responsibility, I will demand his execution, when the Tribunal finds him guilty of his crimes,” Caleb said, his eyes intense and voice stern.

“Yes Sire, as by law, it is your right to do so, and yes that is why he will remain under heavy guard” Argon replied, with polite regard.

Roisin then reappeared, and smiled politely at everyone as she again entered Laurel’s room. A moment later, Aiden and Phineas entered the hall, closing the door quietly behind them.

“Roisin is about to apply the salve to Laurel’s back and shoulders again. Mother is with her, but she still asked for you Caleb,” Aiden informed him, in a sad low voice.

“Yes of course, I shall go to her. Gentlemen, I bid you good day, and thank you for your support in the matter,” Caleb replied, as he left them and entered Laurel’s room.

“I have been asked by her Majesty to go back to the Lodge to inform Mauve and Stella, that Princess Laurel will now require their services, so if you will excuse me. I too wish to thank you all, in behalf of her Highness, for your kindness and sensitivity in how this was handled,” Phineas inclined his head slightly to the Chieftains, and then turning away, left for the Great Lodge.

The Chieftains left soon after, and when Mauve and Stella arrived, all but the Queen, left Laurel’s room for a time, as they helped Laurel to change into a fresh nightgown, Stella massaged Laurel’s hands and buffed her nails, while Mauve brushed her hair and put it in a long and comfortable loose braid. The Queen also had fresh flowers, as well as balsam wood brought over for the small fireplace at the far end of the room. Dinner was also arranged, but only for Laurel and Caleb, as the Queen felt they needed time alone after the stressful and arduous afternoon. Everyone came in once more to say good evening and then left the two of them alone.  Caleb had gone back to the Lodge briefly to bath and change, and walking over to Laurel as she once again was lying in the bed, looking more peaceful and content. Caleb sat on the side of her bed, and leaning down, kissing her tenderly, feeling her body relax as he kissed her. He then sat up to smile at her, gently caressing her face.

“Please do not tell me how brave I was,” Laurel requested, in a tired and frustrated voice.

Caleb looked at her with surprise and began to laugh lightly at her.

“Alright. Why do you not want me to say how brave you were dearest?” Caleb asked, her smiling lovingly at her.

“I was not brave Caleb, I was terrified. I only ran because I felt I had to. The children and Imagin, all of you, were in danger because I was there. I did not want to die, I only jumped, because I did not wish to be torn apart,” Laurel said, her eyes beginning to tear up again.

“I know my love. It is over now, and you are safe. I will do everything in my power to make sure that it stays that way. Let us not worry about it any longer dearest. Dinner will be arriving soon, so let us just relax and enjoy our time alone together. Tonight I will read your favourite poet to you, and sleep beside you all night. Then tomorrow after breakfast I will bring you back to the Lodge. Life will settle down for us very soon, my love,” Caleb told her in a warm and loving voice, as he caressed her cheek.

“I know it will, I am still feeling a bit anxious from this afternoon,” Laurel replied, with a heavy sigh.

“Of course you are. So, allow me to take care of you, and we will have a nice, quiet evening together,” Caleb spoke to her, in between kissing her face softly.

“Very well Sire, I shall be happy to concede to your request,” Laurel replied, smiling affectionately, as she glided her fingers through his hair.

 

The next morning Caleb woke early, and met with Aiden at the Infirmary entrance, who was waiting with a dozen Sentinels to escort them back to the Lodge. Laurel did not wish to wait for breakfast, and wanted to leave the Infirmary before the city became busy with the day’s normal activities.

The staff that had cared for her during her stay came to her room to wish her well, Redmond and Master Elphin were among them as well as Agnes, who wished to accompany Caleb and Laurel back to the Lodge, with the other Sentinels. Laurel was still wearing her nightgown, but was also given a warm hooded cape. Roisin helped her put in on, and then Caleb gently took her in his arms, insisting on carrying her, as he felt the walk to the horses would be too taxing. Laurel was glad for the hooded cape, as it was not only warm, but gave her privacy, from all the concerned onlookers around them.

Placing her carefully on Lorcan, Caleb then sat in front of her, his arms holding her close, as they made the slow ride back to the Great Lodge. 

“How are you feeling dearest?” Caleb leaned forward, and asked Laurel quietly.

“I am fine Caleb, just a bit tired still,” she replied, in a small voice.

“It will take a little while to reach the Lodge Laurel, why do you not rest mo ghra? I have you, just close your eyes and rest,” Caleb said, placing his arms around her tighter.

Laurel laid her head against his chest, and smiled to herself.

 

“Laurel. We are home dearest,” Caleb said to her, in a low soft voice.

Laurel opened her eyes, and raising her hands lowered the hood, from her face.  Aiden stood in front of Lorcan, smiling at her, raising his arms to help her down. After placing Laurel gently to stand, Caleb dismounted and then took Laurel in his arms once again, carrying her up the stairs of the Lodge entrance. When entering the Grand Hall, Laurel was surprised to see so many guards present, who all just stopped and stood still as Caleb, Aiden, as well as Agnes continued walking, and went up the staircase to the private rooms. Two guards stood at both the bottom and top of the stairs as well as several guards in the corridor. Caleb walked into his room, and waiting for them was, Queen Alana, Mauve and Stella, Agnes walked into the room as well, as she would be staying with Laurel for the day. Caleb gently placed Laurel on the edge of the bed, as the Queen sat down next to her and carefully placed her arm around Laurel's shoulders. 

“We are so happy to have you back home with us dear,” Queen Alana, said warmly, smiling kindly at her.

“Thank you your Highness. I am very happy to be back,” Laurel replied smiling, but looking tired and drawn.

“We have a very lovely bath waiting for you dear, so as soon as your devoted betrothed leaves, we shall bring you in and give you a needed time of pampering. Then you can rest your bruises in the nice warm tub, and come back and have a rest in Caleb’s ridiculously large bed. I shall have breakfast brought in for you after that,” the Queen said, as she looked over at her attendants, who smiled at Laurel warmly.

“Well, then I shall take my leave so as to not delay your pampering any longer,” Caleb spoke, in warm soft voice, walking over and kissing Laurel tenderly. “I shall be back soon my love. Enjoy your morning and get some rest. Allow Mother to spoil you,” Caleb said, kissing her once more before he left the room with Aiden, who looked over and smiled at her warmly, as he turned and closed the door behind him.

“Will we be headed to the House of Detention, at this time?” Aiden asked, as he looked over at Caleb’s serious expression, as they walked back down the stairway.

“I will be heading over at this time. I would prefer if you did not go Aiden. I know how difficult it was for you to bring Leland into custody. I would rather you to remain here with Laurel. Have breakfast with her, and see that she rests. It would do much, in giving me peace of mind,” Caleb said, stopping at the bottom of the stairs, smiling at him, watching Aiden’s reaction.

“I do not feel you should go alone Caleb,” Aiden said, looking at him with concern.

“I know Aiden,” Caleb said smiling warmly, putting his hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “I do feel that this is something I must do alone. I need to hear him myself. I need to hear his reason, no matter how ridiculous,” Caleb said, in a calm and reasonable voice.

Aiden looked at him thoughtfully, and then smiled slightly.

“Very well, Caleb. I shall look after Laurel. Take care and do not let him bait you,” Aiden said with concern.

“He failed. Nothing he can say will change that,” Caleb smiled at him wryly, and turned to leave for the House of Detention.

 

As Caleb arrived, he saw Owain outside of the building talking to one of the guards casually. Owain smiled sadly as he saw Caleb approach him.

“Maidin mhaith, Owain. I assume you are here escorting your Aunt?” Caleb asked, in a friendly manner.

“Maidin mhaith, Caleb. Yes I am. She is with him now. Chieftain Argon came and spoke with her last night, and well....she was most distressed at the thought that others might feel she had anything to do with it, or knew anything concerning Leland's actions. She and mother did not sleep all night. Mother of course as you well know, is also quite beside herself. She is very uncomfortable with the presence of guards around the house. I explained to her, Argon did as well, that was normal security protocol,” Owain replied sounding tired and weary.

“Well I shall wait outside then, I do not wish to make her feel rushed to leave. As far as it being protocol, it unfortunately is. Until Argon is finished with his investigation, we cannot rule out her involvement in some way, even if all it involved was her knowledge of it,” Caleb explained, with a serious expression.

“How is Laurel? Imagin and I are very worried about her. With your permission, I was hoping to bring Imagin to the Infirmary to see Laurel, later today,” Owain asked sheepishly, still concerned with Caleb’s reaction.

“Laurel, I am happy to report, was deemed well enough to be brought back to the Lodge. She is recovering as well as can be expected. She is under heavy guard and will remain so until after Argon’s investigation. It would be better if you and Imagin waited for the trial to come and visit with her. In fact I was going to assign you as Laurel’s personal guard until after the trial, as I will be on the Tribunal,” Caleb mentioned, watching for Owain’s reaction.

“It would be my honor Caleb. Thank you for trusting me with this,” Owain said, trying his best to hold back his emotions.

“Of course, Owain. Your Captain tells me how hard you work and how seriously you take your position in guarding the Lodge grounds. I also am aware how comfortable Laurel is with you. You being her personal guard until all of this nonsense is over, is the best choice,” Caleb remarked, with a wry smile, hitting him on the arm.

“Again, thank you for this chance to do something to try and, well make this up to you and Laurel. Oh, I see my Aunt Ealish is headed this way. She looks terrible,” Owain spoke in a hushed voice, as she drew closer.

Ealish looked up, her eyes swollen from crying, her face pale and exhausted, even more so with her long dark hair falling loose around her shoulders. Ealish was considered very beautiful, not as regal and serious looking as her sister Adele, but lovely and sweet, with large, deep blue grey eyes, that her eldest son shared. However, now going without sleep for days, had taken its toll on her. She looked frail and drawn, and thinner than usual. She approached Owain and Caleb visibly shaking with nervousness, at seeing the Prince.

“Good day Sire,” Ealish addressed Caleb formally, in a small and shaky voice, her large eyes imploring him to be merciful towards her.

“Good day Ealish,” Caleb replied in a calm, but impersonal tone.

“May I enquire of her Highness wellbeing?” she asked, keeping her eyes averted.

“She is recovering nicely thank you. In turn, I wish to enquire of your boys. How are they faring?” Caleb asked, his voice sounding kinder, as he found her appearance and demeanor pitiful.

Ealish looked up at him suddenly, in surprise, she saw his gaze was softer and calmer. Her eyes filled with tears, she then swallowed and cleared her throat before replying.

“They are upset and confused, as of course you can imagine. Beacam, being only eight seasons, has no understanding. He only wants us all to return home. Ardal of course, having just turned twelve seasons now, is fully aware of everything. He has not spoken in two days, and will only drink tea, refusing all that is put in front of him,” Ealish put her hand to her mouth, to stop her lips from trembling.

“If there is anything that you or the boys require, let Owain know and we shall see to it right away. We do not wish for you or the children to suffer any more than you already are,” Caleb said to her, in a kind soft voice, though still not touching her.

Ealish was only ten seasons older than Caleb, and being the Queen’s cousin, they saw each other often when he was growing up, Ealish had been he and Aiden’s governess for a time while they were young children. It pained him, to find himself having to be distant with her.

“Thank you Sire. My only concern now is that of my children. I only wish for them, to someday heal from this horrible travesty, that has befallen our families,” Ealish said, in a trembling voice. 

“Owain perhaps now it would be best for you to escort your aunt back home,” Caleb directed, giving Owain a meaningful look.

“Yes, Caleb of course. Come Aunt Ealish, let us go home now,” Owain said gently, as he helped her to her horse.

Caleb nodded at him, and then turned and left quietly, into the House of Detention. The guards all stood at attention as Caleb entered the building.

“Maidin mhaith, Sire. I have been expecting you. Of course you know, I must ask you, to leave all weapons here at the entrance,” Doolin, the Warden of the House, informed Caleb with a knowing grin.

“Yes, thank you Doolin,” Caleb smiled back wryly, taking off his long riding coat, handing it to a waiting guard. “I have only brought my dagger,” he replied, handing that to the guard as well. 

“I shall escort you myself Sire,” Doolin said, as he walked with Caleb to Leland’s cell, in the farthest part of the building.

“His wife was just here to see him. I have to admit, I did indeed take pity on her. The poor wretched woman, was quite beside herself,” Doolin, remarked in a low voice.

“Yes I know. I spoke with her briefly before I came in. I cannot let my feelings concerning her or the children, affect my judgment however,” Caleb said, in a determined tone.

“Of course not Sire, you and the Tribunal, will do what needs to be done,” Doolin replied.  “The people of Heathwin trust you Sire. They know you will do the right thing. He is after all, still alive to have his trial,” Doolin smiled dryly, as they turned the corner and walked down the long and narrow corridor. 

The bright sun shining through the windows on the opposite wall. Guards stood at attention as Doolin led Caleb down to the end of the corridor where Leland was kept.  His cell was large and had double entrances. Two guards stood on the outside of the first barred entrance, while Caleb stood in front of the doors, looking in at Leland. Leland looked up from his bunk against the wall, his hands and feet shackled. Caleb looked at his bruised and still swollen face with surprise, which Caleb only revealed for a moment. Leland looked back at him with a contemptible smile. As the doors were unlocked, and Caleb began to walk forward, Doolin took his arm and held him back for an instant.

“Remember Sire, the guards will always remain in front of his cell. They are not just here for your protection,” Doolin looked at him intently, speaking in a low voice.

“I am aware Doolin. You have nothing to be concerned with,” Caleb answered him back, in a calm low voice. “I am aware of my responsibilities,” he said dryly, looking back with the same intensity.

Doolin released his arm and Caleb then walked forward, stepping into Lelands’s cell. Caleb looked around and grabbing a stool, brought it over to sit a few feet in front of him, looking at him intensely for a moment before speaking. To his surprise Leland spoke first.

“Have you come to finish what your brother started?” Leland asked, with the same hostile grin.

“No, Leland. I would much rather have you see justice, then make you a martyr,” Caleb answered back calmly, but his voice not hiding his contempt.

“It was not my intention to be a martyr,” Leland laughed lightly.

“So what were your intensions? What did you find in her that you despised so much, you felt compelled to kill her? What did she do, to make you want to have her torn apart by a Scimitar?” Caleb asked, leaning forward, his eyes flashing with his anger.

“That is all you can see? I do not hate her at all. In fact I have no ill will against her personally. It is not the Princess herself, it is what she represents. It is what she will give to you, to your family that I despise. When she was born, she was always a threat. The only female child from the royal line of Gwenlais in ten generations. You being first in line for the throne, it was obvious the idea of a union between you would be mentioned at some point. No one expected your marriage, to that shrew Morene, to last. Your family would then control all of Gwenlais, and all the wealth and valuables that come out of it. You, your heirs, forever. Heathwin would no longer be looked upon as the protector of the realms of Rienfield, we would end up being nothing more than farmers and vendors, to everyone. Our Kingdoms united, and for what? To give the ruling family, immeasurable amounts of wealth, while you hold us all in derision. Holding us captive to your will, by controlling our very lives by how many crumbs you decide to throw us?” Leland spat out, with open hostility.

“Do you truly believe my family, myself, could do this to our people? I have fought and served Heathwin since I was sixteen seasons. It is all I have ever known. Do you know how much I sacrificed for the good of our people? My union with Laurel will only add security for all of Heathwin. We will no longer have to negotiate trade agreements and renewed alliance agreements. All that we require, no, all that we need and wish for, will be ours, because of her. Have you not read the Olden Scribes words, how the female child finally born from Gwenlais, will heal the torn Kingdoms....” Caleb was then cut off by Leland.

“Do you honestly believe that?” Leland spat out.

“Yes! Yes I do! There is no reason not to,” Caleb said, with fierce conviction.

“I only believe that your family will become unjustly wealthy, and use it against us all. There are those who do believe the Scribes words, as you do, and still do not welcome it. They do not wish for the unity of our Kingdoms, as it will destroy their own agendas. Laurel will always be a threat to them,” Leland sat back against the wall, in clear frustration.

Neither man spoke for a few moments, their minds absorbing all that was said.

“Am I to believe you were part of the attack on the river side village?” Caleb finally asked, in a low voice.

“I was aware of it, but not part of it. I know you only think of me as a monster, but why do you think all the children were spared? I mentioned to those who arranged it, the children would have to be spared, or their plans would be made known. No one counted on you being warned of the Rabkin’s presence by the Cydros Kindred themselves. Your freakish abilities to communicate with them, was overlooked. All that was known is that the Princess would be there. As we all look alike to the Rabkins, all the women were killed, the Queen and other Ollams were simply in the way. Laurel was always the target. You reached her Highness at just the right time. As far as Welstone, again it should have worked. I gave the command to the Scimitar, and then left. I had complete confidence, it would accomplish its task, as it was being driven mad to do so. The stone would continue to give the command to kill, until it was done. I truly underestimated her, I expected her to stand in terror, as any quarry would have, and it would be over. I also underestimated your feelings for her, as well as those of your brother and the men with you. By all counts it should have succeeded. I had no idea that you loved her. I felt she was nothing more to you, than a pleasant romp in your bedchamber, and money in the royal treasury. So, my mistake will cost me. I have accepted that. I have nothing more to live for anyway, as my wife has informed me, she will not allow our sons to see me, or bring them to the trial. She herself is only coming because she feels obligated to do so,” Leland looked away, his eyes filling with tears.

“Who is it that convinced you to do this Leland? Who convinced you to sacrifice all that you love, for their agenda? They lied to you, and twisted your thinking. Tell me who they are, and I will end their miserable existence,” Caleb insisted, trying to reason with him.

“I cannot, as my family will not survive the season. I will not have their lives destroyed because I failed. I will accept my fate, but I will not have theirs decided, because of my mistakes,” Leland said firmly. “I will only tell you, it was no one else in Heathwin. The foolish maid was nothing more than a pawn, easily manipulated. The people remain loyal to you and your family. I hope you appreciate that,” Leland said, with emotion.

“I always have. That will never change. Heathwin will always be my home,” Caleb said pridefully.

“I have nothing more to say to you Caleb. I have told Argon, all I have said to you. Go back to your Princess. I have nothing more to offer you,” Leland said, as he then lay on his bunk staring at the ceiling.

Caleb stood up and called out to the guards to open the door, he turned and looked at Leland once more before leaving. 

“I hope your sons forgive you for this one day Leland,” Caleb said quietly, as he walked out of the cell. 

He made his way out of the House of Detention quickly, leaping upon his horse and galloping towards the Great Lodge. 

His only thought now, was to see Laurel, and hold her in his arms, no, he would bathe first. 

The idea of touching her, after being so close to the one who wished to end her life, repulsed him. Then he would rest with her and feel and smell her soft warm body against him, calming his heart and mind. He reached the Lodge fairly quickly as he had galloped the entire way home, Lorcan needing little urging, as he could sense his master’s anxiety. When Caleb entered his room, he found Aiden and Agnes sitting quietly at his desk, playing Tablut, smiling at him. Caleb glanced over and found Laurel sleeping peacefully in his bed, looking small and lost in its enormity.

“I have found you a worthy opponent, Caleb. Agnes is quite proficient,” Aiden said, in a hushed tone, smiling wryly at her. 

“Thank you Sire. My husband and I play Tablut quite often,” Agnes said, smiling back at him.

Caleb smiled, as he glanced again over at Laurel.

“How was her morning?” he asked softly.

“She had a nice warm bath, and the Queen indeed gave her a fine session of pampering. With all the lovely and luxuriant things, we women so adore,” Agnes said, with a warm smile.

“She actually ate all of her breakfast, and shortly after, Agnes gave her a bit of medicine and then she drifted off,” Aiden replied, smiling as well.

“That is wonderful. I am happy her morning was so pleasant. Thank you again Agnes for your care and concern. I will see that you are given the rest of the week off with payment, so that you may be with your family. I have no doubt they miss you,” Caleb said to her, in an appreciative warm voice.

“Thank you Sire. Yes, they do indeed. I do not know who was more pathetic, my youngest child or my husband,” Agnes mentioned with a light laugh, as she stood up to leave. “Please let me know if you require my services. I will be back the beginning of next week to check on her Highness. Good day to you both,” Agnes said smiling warmly, as she left the room noiselessly.

“So how did it go?” Aiden asked, looking at Caleb expectantly.

“I did not kill him, if that is what you mean. I do not wish to discuss it at this time Aiden. I am exhausted, as you must be as well. I just want to bathe and fall asleep in my own bed, with my sweet girl, for the rest of the day. I will tell you and Father everything, in the study later,” Caleb answered, rubbing his eyes with his hand tiredly.

“I am actually relieved to hear you suggest that. Yes, I too am exhausted. So I am going to collapse in my own bed as well. I shall see you later on then,” Aiden said smiling wearily, as he lightly hit Caleb’s arm and left the room.

Caleb grabbed some clothing out of his wardrobe, and then entered his bath, noticing the fire was still lit, with the copper kettle still having water in it.

He smiled, thanking Lucas silently. Only partially filling the tub, he bathed quickly, and drying and dressing hurriedly, entered his room again. He walked over to the bed and carefully got in, taking Laurel gently in his arms, she opened her eyes, looking at him with a sleepy confused expression.

“Shh. Go back to sleep dearest. I am here, with you. It is alright, go back to sleep. Ta ghra agam ort,” he whispered, softly kissing her forehead. 

In a moment he heard her breathing in sleep once more. Smiling and sighing deeply, Caleb gave in to his exhaustion, and comforted that she was home with him, fell asleep as he closed his eyes. 

 



  
 
 
 
   


 13: THE TRIAL 
The next morning Laurel woke early, feeling achy from turning on her back in her sleep. Opening her eyes she looked over and saw that Caleb was still asleep, she smiled at how peaceful and handsome he looked. Laurel then reached over and softly glided her hands through his hair, causing Caleb to suddenly open his eyes and then smile at her.

“Good morning mo stor. How are you feeling?” Caleb asked, in a drowsy voice.

“A bit sore and tired, but I am most happy to be back here at the Lodge. I enjoy sleeping in your room Sire,” Laurel answered smiling sweetly at him, as she continued to run her fingers through his hair.

“I am so very happy you are here as well my love,” Caleb replied, as he placed his hand to her waist and drew her closer, kissing her with tender affection. “We shall relax and have a quiet and peaceful day together. It is still very early, I can tell by the pale sunlight. Let us go back to sleep, unless of course you need something,” Caleb enquired, his voice showing his concern.

“My back and shoulders hurt a bit. Agnes brought the salve for the bruises from the Infirmary, it is in the bath. Would….would you put more of it on my back and shoulders?” Laurel asked, in a shy voice.

“Of course my love. What else do you need? I could send for some tea, or perhaps something to eat? You did not eat dinner last night,” Caleb expressed with unease, as he placed his hand on the side of her face.

“The salve is more than enough my dear Caleb. I only woke because of turning on my back,” Laurel replied, with a benevolent smile. 

“I would feel so much better if you would let me get you some tea. There are sweet rolls in the kitchen. I know how fond of sweets you are,” Caleb mentioned, as he leaned over to kiss her face several times, causing Laurel to giggle at his affectionate gestures.

“Very well Sire. If you wish, you may get me tea and sweets rolls, as long as you have one with me,” Laurel conceded, with a light laugh.

“Yes, I most certainly will. Now sit up and adjust your gown and I will go into the bath and fetch your salve for you. Where would it be?” Caleb asked, as he got out of bed and walked over to the other side.

“On the dressing table, in a small clay bowl, it has a wooden cover,” Laurel instructed, wincing when she sat up.

Caleb made a pained expression when he watched Laurel move in order to slip the nightgown off her shoulders and back.

“Dearest, here allow me please. Turn this way and loosen your gown,” Caleb patiently instructed, as he placed his hands on either shoulders very carefully.

He moved her hair over her shoulder, and waited for her to turn her back to him.

After seeing that Laurel had unlaced the front of her nightgown, Caleb gently slid the gown down her arms and back, his face once again making the pained expression, as he saw the deep heavy bruises on her back and shoulders. He only took comfort in seeing the scratches from the Scimitar’s claw were beginning to heal. 

“Lie on your stomach mo stor, take your time,” Caleb said softly, as she moaned trying to move warily. 

Laurel let out a ragged sigh as she laid down, turning her head to face him, as she tightly grasped the large pillow on either side. Sitting down on the bed next to her, Caleb then gently loosened the tight hold she had on the pillow, by caressing the tops of her hands with his thumbs. He carefully leaned down, and began to very tenderly, kiss the back of her neck, moving slowly to her shoulders and then her back. He did this for a few moments until Laurel’s breathing was relaxed and no longer holding in her breath. She let out a long soft sigh, as Caleb kissed her shoulders twice more.

“My poor sweet girl. I am so very sorry,” Caleb whispered, leaning down to kiss the side of her face.

“I will be fine Caleb, it is only bruises. The pain from the Dragon’s Tooth was much worse. At least I am able to walk on my own,” Laurel replied trying to be reassuring, hearing the despair in Caleb’s voice. 

“I shall be back in just a moment,” he said softly, as he stood up and walked into the bath.

Caleb returned in no time, sitting on the bed carefully once again. He placed the clay bowl down on the bed and after removing the cover, placed two fingers lightly into the ointment and then very gingerly applied it to Laurel’s shoulders and back of her neck. She whimpered slightly, trying her best to control her reaction, not wishing to upset Caleb any more than he was. 

“I will be very careful my love. I am sorry that it is still so painful,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he slowly and thoughtfully moved his fingertips to her back.

When he had finished Laurel slowly turned on her side her hand holding up the front of her nightgown. Caleb placed the cover back on the clay bowl and looked down sadly into her face, heartbroken at seeing tears in her eyes. Leaning down, Caleb lovingly kissed her lips and stroked her hair back gently.

“Please Caleb, do not look so sad. I will feel well soon. I am resting much better here at the Lodge,” Laurel said quietly, as she reached up and placed her hand on the side of his face. “I am ready for my tea now,” she said with a trembling smile.

“I shall see who is about, otherwise I will go and fetch your tea and sweet rolls myself. I shall be back in a few moments mo stor,” Caleb explained kissing her once more, before he placed the ointment on the bedside table and then left the room. 

As he entered the corridor he noticed the guards were just changing as the morning began to approach. Caleb acknowledged them as they all quietly spoke in the corridor for a short time, reassuring Caleb that all was quiet, and nothing out of the ordinary had been reported. Caleb then made his way down the long staircase speaking to the guards briefly as they related to him the same as the other guards, nothing unusual going own, two of the guards felt the more visible presence of added security made the city itself even quieter than usual, especially around the Great Lodge grounds. Caleb felt calmer and satisfied with what he had just been told, and then made his way into the kitchen. Only a few, of the early morning staff were in the kitchen, beginning the preparations needed to eventually begin the morning meal. They looked at Caleb in surprise, the oldest staff member inquiring of his needs, so early in the morning. When mentioning tea and sweet rolls the older woman sent a young scullery maid to fetch Caleb’s requested items quickly.

She returned in only a few moments, as the tea was already prepared on the hearth side warming stone, the rolls brought out from the pantry. Caleb smiled kindly at the maid when she handed him the tray, telling her he would bring the tray up himself. As he walked back to his room, he looked about the Grand Hall, watching the morning staff entering to start their duties. Caleb smiled to himself as everything began to take on the familiar feel and appearance of normalcy. As he entered his room he was happily surprised to find Laurel waiting for him at his desk, a pillow placed on the back of her chair, to make it more comfortable with her bruises. 

“Here you are my love. A nice warm cup of tea, with extra honey, and a sweet roll. Are you sure you would not rather sit up in bed?” Caleb asked, in a concerned tone.  

“No, I am fine Caleb. I am sure I will be in bed more than I wish to be today,” Laurel replied, with a knowing smile, as she sipped her tea.

“Yes, you more than likely will,” Caleb answered back with a smug grin. “You will need to rest as much as possible today mo stor. I shall not be with you very much tomorrow,” Caleb mentioned, his face and voice taking on a more serious expression.

“Why would that be Caleb?” Laurel asked with a bemused smile, as she took a bite of roll.

“Tomorrow is the trial dearest,” Caleb answered, reaching over and holding her hand. “Father’s cousin Gavin, who is the village Elder, for the town of Ardara, will be arriving sometime today, as he will be the final member of the Tribunal. He will wish to meet with you before this takes place,” Caleb explained smiling warmly, at the apprehensive look on her face. “No mo ghra, he will not have to see your injuries. He will simply read over the testimony the Scribe wrote down. I already asked Father if that would be enough and he felt it would be. Gavin will just wish to meet with you. He is a very dynamic and ostentatious character.  He is taller than I am, and very broad, with a huge booming laugh. He was Aiden and I’s bodyguard when we were very young. He runs a pub in Ardara with his family. You will like him Laurel, he is quite warm and affectionate, I know that he will love you,” Caleb said with a charming smile, as he leaned over and kissed her forehead. 

Caleb smiled at her sadly as he watched Laurel take only a small sip of tea and just a nibble of her roll. Her eyes looking tired and nervous, as she glanced nervously about the room.

“Take a few more sips of tea dearest, and then we will lie back down for a short while. I will have breakfast brought to my room, you are not ready to go to the dining room as yet,” Caleb spoke in a deep soft voice, as he reached over and held her hand, lightly brushing his thumb across the top, feeling her tremble slightly with her rising anxiety. “This will all be over soon mo stor. You will not have to be at the trial. Owain and Imagin will be staying with you all day,” Caleb mentioned, trying to sound encouraging.

“That would be nice. I have been worried for poor Imagin. She must have been completely terrified that day,” Laurel said with tear filled eyes, as she looked at Caleb.

“Yes, she was badly shaken of course, but she is doing much better now. She and her mother have been spending time together and Adele always dotes on her. This will all be over soon Laurel, and then you will be able to put this behind you. Come, let us go and lie back down my darling,” Caleb gently directed, as he took her hand and helped her to her feet. 

They walked over slowly to the bed, Caleb had Laurel lie down first, then very carefully took her in his arms, as she lay her head against his chest. Laurel let out a long soft sigh and found herself unable to keep her eyes open. Feeling Caleb gently stroking her hair she smiled, before drifting off once again.

 

Laurel awoke to the sound of voices in the room. Opening her eyes she glanced down at the foot of the bed and saw Aiden and Caleb sitting together at his desk. Caleb looked over as he was suddenly aware of Laurel watching them, smiling as he stood up and walked over to the bed.

“Maidin mhaith, mo stor,” Caleb said softly, as he reached over and caressed her face.

“Good morning Sire,” Laurel answered sleepily, smiling warmly at him.

“Breakfast will be here soon. Allow me to adjust the pillows for you dearest,” Caleb said, as he reached over and began moving the pillows behind Laurel.

“I can sit at the desk Caleb,” Laurel rolled her eyes at him, sitting up slowly.

“No, mo stor this is fine. I wish for you to rest as much as possible today,” Caleb replied with a soft deep voice, as he leaned over and kissed her lips tenderly. “Gavin has just arrived. He apparently began his ride here at dawn. He is most anxious to meet you. I asked him to please wait until you have had your breakfast,” Caleb smiled at her warmly, stroking her hair gently.

Just then Aiden opened the door to allow in two maids from the kitchen, who brought up breakfast for all of them. Caleb looked over at his desk, then smiled at Laurel as he stood up and walked over to arrange Laurel’s plate. A few moments later both Aiden and Caleb brought over chairs and plates with food, sitting down next to the bed. Caleb carefully placed the plate he was holding on the bedside.

“Help yourself mo stor. Just eat what you can. When you are finished you can relax in the bath for a bit, I informed Lucas to have the staff ready the bath for you, as you can hear,” Caleb informed Laurel with a smile, as they all looked over towards the sounds behind the bath door. 

“I spoke to Gavin before coming to your room Laurel. He is looking forward to meeting you,” Aiden said, with a wide grin.

“Yes, Caleb told me he would be meeting with me today. He sounds like quite the character,” Laurel replied, returning Aiden’s smile.

“That is putting it lightly,” Caleb remarked, he and Aiden both laughing. “As I mentioned earlier, he was our bodyguard when we were living in the village of Ardara, at the time. One of the things you will notice is he still wears a kilt at all official functions, as our grandfather required it. Father did not, when he became King, he was the one to institute the long black coats we wear now. Gavin however, still prefers the kilt, as most in the village do. He is also quite loud and well…..wholehearted, in his manner of speaking and overall demeanor. I think you will find him most amusing mo stor,” Caleb explained smiling broadly, as Aiden chuckled at Laurel’s expression. 

“Father told Gavin how small you are Laurel, so he is going to make remarks concerning that when he meets you. I cannot wait to see how he is with you,” Aiden chuckled, as Laurel looked over and smiled, with raised eyebrows at Caleb.

After they had finished their breakfast, Mauve knocked on the door to inform Laurel that she had placed clean clothes in the bath for her. Thanking Mauve, Laurel then carefully and slowly walked into the bath, turning and smiling at Caleb and Aiden, just before closing the door. Laurel relaxed as long as she felt she should, not wishing to make Gavin have to wait too long. Mauve once again knocked on the bath door just as Laurel finished dressing, offering to brush and braid Laurel’s hair, which she readily accepted. When she had finished with all her preparations she walked back into Caleb’s room, wearing her favourite nightgown and matching white robe. Caleb was still there waiting for her, sitting at his desk and smiling warmly as she walked softly up to him, opening his arms to her. She carefully sat on his lap as Caleb held her gently and softly kissed her forehead.

“Mo stor milis. I am so grateful you are beginning to feel better. How it pains me to see your lovely face bruised, and your small body battered, from the horrible attack you endured,” Caleb mentioned in a sad quiet voice, as he caressed her cheek. 

“Let it concern you no more my Prince. It is only bruises, and yes, I am beginning to feel better. Soon, as you mentioned, this will all be behind us and we will have our future wedding to look forward to,” Laurel replied smiling at him lovingly, as Caleb leaned forward and kissed her lips tenderly.

Just then there was another knock, which Caleb replied to, the door opening without delay. Aiden and Phineas walked in first, along with Queen Alana, then following right behind them entered King Fergus and Gavin, a virtual giant of a man. 

“Did I not say this is how it would be? We would walk in and he would have her on his lap, holding her to him like a boblin holds a newly found trinket, so no one else will touch it,” Aiden remarked upon entering the room, while everyone laughed, Gavin’s booming hearty laugh heard above all the others. 

“What is a boblin?” Laurel asked, with a light laugh.

“They are wretched, thieving, little mischievous creatures. They enjoy ransacking camps and stealing whatever they can carry away, which is no easy task as they are no bigger than an infant when full grown. They are also ridiculously fast and it is impossible to catch them,” Caleb explained to Laurel, with an amused smile at her intrigued expression.

“You would not want to catch them. The little thieving vermin are ugly and they smell disgusting, and they always run in packs. They are utterly loathsome creatures,” Aiden replied, with complete disdain.

“They are really not all that horrible, they can be quite amusing especially when they argue over things. Aiden just finds then particularly distasteful, because one was hiding in his bedroll during one of the night watches,” King Fergus explained with a laugh, as everyone looked at Aiden laughing as well, at his disgruntled expression. 

“Aye, I will never forget that night. They are not in the vicinity of the city or the nearby villages, lass. They mainly dwell in the far remote northern territories or by Loch Tay. I was still assisting with Patrols in those areas then. I never saw the boy jump and move so fast in my life as when he found his uninvited sleeping partner,” Gavin said with a huge booming laugh, causing everyone to laugh once again, except for Aiden. 

“Vile creatures!” Aiden growled, causing the laughter to gain momentum, Gavin laughing louder than ever. 

Laurel looked at Caleb and smiled in delight at Gavin’s appearance, and demeanor. Caleb had indeed not exaggerated when describing him. Gavin was taller than Caleb, and broader than Chieftain McCullan. His brilliant blue eyes danced with his laughter, his long wavy black hair, placed in a messy braid, his black beard though not long was still heavy and full. He was dressed in a heavy kilt with the Clann colors of soft grey, light brown, with thin lines of dark blue and white, which came to his knees. He also wore the most enormous heavy black boots that Laurel had ever seen. 

“So here be the Princess of Gwenlais. So good to meet ya lass. They all told me you were a little thing, but they did not say that you appear to be one of the wee folk from the legends,” Gavin smiled charmingly, as he leaned down taking Laurel’s hand in both of his, Laurel and the others laughing at his comment.

“Oh, Gavin. The dear girl is not as small as all that,” Queen Alana said, as she smirked at him wryly.

“She most certainly is Alana. Why both of her hands together are smaller than just one of mine. My youngest is taller than her, I can tell that, even with her sitting in the lad’s lap. And about that, what be it with you keeping the lass all tucked away in your room?” Gavin asked Caleb, as he stood up to his full height, giving Laurel a wink as she smiled back at him.

“I had more than enough reasons for doing so,” Caleb answered with a smug smile, as he looked at Laurel, caressing her arm.

“Yes, well he says that Laurel, but we all know the real reason,” Gavin said to her in a conspiring tone, looking over and grinning mordantly at Caleb.

“And what reason would that be Gavin?” Laurel asked, with an amused giggle.

“Caleb does not like to share things that he considers his and his alone. You my dear girl, are apparently one of those…things,” Gavin leaned down closer, saying the last word, in a low almost secret tone, grinning wickedly.

“How very interesting as I have been told this before,” Laurel replied giggling, as she looked over at Caleb smirking at her.

“She is going to know all about you, before you return her home my lad. Caleb was a most irritating, head strong, pain in the arse when he was a snapper. There was no talking him out of something when he put his mind to doing it. I remember back when he only twelve seasons and he wanted to go off riding in the woods, have an adventure he says. I was he and his just as beastly younger brother’s guard back then. Of course I tell him no, and what does he do? Waits until I be busy in the loo, and runs off with his brother in the woods anyway. Took me all day to find the miserable little buggers. They did not run off again though, as I strongly persuaded them not to,” Gavin related, with another broad smile and a wink, as Caleb and Aiden laughed at his remark.

“Persuaded? Really? Is that what you would call it?” Aiden asked, laughing and hitting Gavin on the back.

“Dearest, we could not comfortably sit the rest of the day, after he persuaded us. Then father comes back from Patrol a few days later, and persuades us once again,” Caleb explained to Laurel with a half grin, his father and Phineas laughing at he and Aiden.

“Well you more than deserved it, as you had the entire village in an uproar looking for you. My dear Laurel, I was positively beside myself all day,” Queen Alana mentioned, rolling her eyes and shaking her head, as Laurel turned and smiled at Caleb with much amusement.

“Well enough talk about my childhood indiscretions. Let us change the subject shall we?” Caleb requested, with mock insult.

“No, dear. I feel I have much more to tell your beloved, while you and the rest of these charming gentlemen attend to your tasks. Laurel and I will have a lovely tea and enjoy some time together,” Queen Alana said, with a droll smile. 

Caleb sighed resignedly, helping Laurel to her feet before standing up. Leaning down he kissed her softly, before following everyone else out the door, Gavin taking Laurel’s hand once more before leaving.

“It was good to meet ya dear lass. Perhaps we will be able to sneak you into the dining room tonight to join us all for supper,” Gavin whispered, and winked at Laurel.

“I would enjoy that very much, I will have to speak with her Highness, about how it could all be arranged,” Laurel whispered back, with a giggle.

Gavin smiled back, as he walked out of the room, following everyone else down the staircase and out of the Grand Hall to the stables. They rode hurriedly to the Council Chambers were the trial would take place. The four Chieftains were already there waiting, Gavin and McCullan greeting each other with strained civility. They had not gotten along since McCullan demanded a marriage between the two Clanns with Caleb and Morene. The meeting lasted most of the afternoon, all present, agreeing the trial should begin first thing the following morning. None were surprised that Leland did not request, in fact he denied anyone to speak in his defense, as his own relatives refused to see him, with the exception of his wife Ealish. She still however did not allow their sons to see him, feeling it would only traumatize them further, to see their father locked in a cell under heavy guard. They then bid each other good day and the group returned back to the Great Lodge. 

As Caleb made his way to his room, he heard feminine voices coming from Laurel’s room, walking over he knocked on the door. The voices stopped for a moment, then began talking again in a more subdued tone, causing Caleb to smile as he could hear them discussing how he not approve of their plans. Mauve opened the door, smiling warmly as she let Caleb into the room. Walking in Caleb could see that Laurel had changed into the green dress she had worn the morning of the Festival, the front of her hair pulled back in a matching colored ribbon, Stella just finishing tying it back.

“Mo stor. What are you doing?” Caleb asked Laurel with a slight grin, then looking over at his mother.

“I wish to join the family for dinner Caleb,” Laurel replied with a soft voice, and imploring eyes.

“The poor girl is so weary of being all cooped up Caleb. She has been in bed since the Infirmary. She needs to have a bit of company and fresh air, dear. Why do you not take her out on the west balcony before dinner?” Queen Alana suggested, as Caleb reached over running a tendril of Laurel’s hair through his fingers, smiling at her with concern.

“The dining room chairs will not be comfortable for your bruised back mo ghra. You still have to walk like a little tortoise, so as to not jar yourself,” Caleb countered, but his voice warm and affectionate, understanding Laurel’s feelings of restlessness.

“That is why we shall have a casual supper in the sitting room, Caleb. You and Laurel can sit together on the small couch,” Queen Alana replied, smiling patiently at Caleb’s worry.

“I promise Caleb, if it becomes too difficult I shall tell you, and then retire early,” Laurel said to him with a soft smile, as he continued to play with her hair.

“Very well mo stor. Seeing as you went through all this trouble to dress and look so lovely. Come, we shall go and sit on the balcony for a time,” Caleb suggested, as he led her carefully out into the corridor.

Walking past the dining room and into an open sunlit room, with only a few chairs and small tables, they walked out onto a large and spacious balcony, which overlooked all of the back garden and forest. They sat together on a very plush wooden settee, with over stuffed cushions. The King and Queen enjoyed sitting out here to watch the sunset on quiet evenings. 

“I remember the last time I sat out here. I found it by accident actually,” Laurel mentioned looking at Caleb with a soft smile.

“This happened apparently on one of your visits with your parents?” Caleb asked smiling back warmly.

“Yes, it was at your wedding to Morene. I was quite beside myself and just began to wander about, and found the balcony. I thought it so lovely and peaceful, I just stayed here for a time, well until Aiden found me,” Laurel explained, with a melancholy tone.

“Well I am glad I am able to have your next experience here on the balcony be a happier one,” Caleb replied drawing Laurel closer, and kissing her temple.

They sat together a while longer, talking quietly and admiring the view of the garden, that was just beginning to awaken from its long winter sleep. The ancient dense forest that bordered the back garden, it too beginning to awaken as small pale green leaves were unfolding, and tree buds were about to burst open. As the late afternoon sun of the early Planting season, began to lose its warmth, Caleb and Laurel then made their way to the sitting room. No one was yet there so they took their seats on the small couch, as Caleb took Laurel in his embrace once again. Kissing her with tender passion, until hearing Aiden snickering at them, as everyone else began to enter the room. Laurel giggled self-consciously as Caleb looked up and smirked at everyone. 

“I see the lass has convinced you to let her join us all for supper,” Gavin remarked good naturedly, with a broad smile.

“Funny how our Princess is able to do that,” Aiden said looking over, and smiling at them both sardonically.

Dinner was soon served, and as promised it was a casual and easy meal to eat. Trays were brought in with freshly baked breads, cheeses, pickled vegetables, smoked sausages, small onion and mushroom tarts, and warm spiced apple sauce. Also sautéed fiddle heads cooked with cubed bacon. The delicate green morsels gathered early that morning in the forest, just for Laurel, as the Queen was aware it was one of her favourite dishes. A rich steamed pudding was then brought in and served with fresh cream and berry cordial. The conversation flowed easily and happily, with stories of Caleb and Aiden’s youth, Gavin gleefully recounting embarrassing scenarios, making Laurel laugh out loud on several occasions. The two brothers took it all in good humor, occasionally grinning at each other knowingly, or rolling their eyes. Soon however, Caleb noticed Laurel becoming restless, and quieter, only now smiling at humorous accounts.

“Would you like to go back and rest now dearest?” Caleb asked her softly.

“Yes, I suppose I should now,” Laurel answered with a trembling voice, though still trying to smile.

Caleb then announced he was bringing Laurel back to his room, as he stood up and took Laurel’s hand helping her to her feet. Laurel said goodnight to everyone in a tired small voice.

“He will not be back,” Aiden said with certainty, as he smiled mentioning Caleb.

“More than likely not. Come on then Aiden, go and fetch the other Tablut board, so we may all play a game or two, I will have Lucas send for some wine,” King Fergus directed, as he stood up and gestured for Gavin to join him at the already arranged board in the room.

Caleb stood by the bath door patiently waiting for Laurel to come back into the room. She opened the door, as he took her hand once again walking with her over to the bed. Laurel sat on the edge of the bed, unlacing her gown as before, Caleb then very carefully helped her lower the gown off her shoulders as she moaned softly, lying down on her stomach. Caleb then kissed the back of her neck and shoulders before gingerly applying the ointment to her bruises. He could not bear to hear her whimper softly as his fingers lightly touched her bruised skin as he applied the ointment.

“You tried too hard today, mo chailin milis,” Caleb said in a low deep voice, leaning down kissing the side of her face, his lips tasting her silent tears of pain and frustration.

“Yes…I fear that I did,” Laurel replied in a trembling whisper, sighing as she felt Caleb gently pull her nightgown back up to her shoulders, and kiss her temple.

Caleb then lay down beside her as Laurel turned on her side and leaned her head against his chest, his arm gently engulfing her.

“You must rest tomorrow Laurel. Stay in my room and relax, Mauve and Stella will be here to attend to anything you may need. Owain and Imagin will be here as well, to keep you company all day. When I return later we shall have a quiet late afternoon together. I will have the cook prepare something special for supper for us. How does that sound?” Caleb asked in a soft deep voice, gently kissing her forehead.

“It sounds very nice Sire. I look forward to seeing Imagin and Owain again,” Laurel answered, in a drowsy voice.

Caleb settled in holding Laurel gently, stroking her hair until she fell asleep.

 

Caleb’s breathing became heavier, feeling his lungs would burst, his legs feeling like lead as he tried desperately to run faster. 

I am almost there I can see her now, he thought with hopeful desperation, just being able to make out Laurel’s form standing in the wooded glen, reaching out to him, calling his name.

Just as he was almost to her, smiling at him with happy relief, Laurel’s hand still reaching for him, the Scimitar leapt out of nowhere, viciously grabbing her in its front claws. Sinking its enormous fangs into her side, as she screamed his name once more before disappearing over the cliff into the river below. Running over to the cliffs edge to watch her fall beneath the watery abyss, still locked in the Scimitar’s jaws. Screaming out to her in desperation, only to hear cruel laughter behind him. He turned in shock to see Leland standing just out of reach, and a faceless figure standing behind him.

“It appears your Treasure has been taken from you Sire,” Leland said laughing cruelly again, the faceless figure laughing with him.

Caleb opened his eyes and sat up breathing heavily, covered in a cold sweat, suddenly aware that Laurel was speaking to him.

“Caleb, Caleb please wake up, it is only a dream. I am here,” Laurel said tearfully as she held her hand to his face, his eyes wide and breathing labored.

Caleb looked at her, then gasping held her to him tightly, as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“You were calling out to me in your sleep. Your voice was filled with pain and anguish. I have been trying to wake you,” Laurel explained in a shaking troubled voice, her face pressed against the side of his as he still held her tightly.

Caleb held her even tighter, when Laurel suddenly moaned involuntarily at the pain his intense embrace was causing to her bruised back. Caleb suddenly realized this and released his embrace to look into her eyes, placing his hand against her bruised cheek.

“Forgive mo stor. I did not mean to hurt you, forgive me,” he said in a voice filled with pain and emotion.

He lay her back gently against the pillows and then began to fervently kiss her face and neck, whispering to her how much he loved her, speaking both old speak and common speak at the same time.

“My sweet Laurel, mo stor, mo chroi. I love you so much. Ni bheidh me` in iul doibh a ghlacann tu uaim,” Caleb said in a desperate, passion filled voice, continuing to kiss her.

“I…I love you too my dear Caleb. Please my Prince, calm down, I am here, I am with you. I do not know what you are saying to me,” Laurel said sniffing back tears, as he glided her hands through his hair. 

Caleb stopped his impassioned affections and looked into her soft grey eyes, misted over with tears of concern.

“Shh, I am here my Prince. I am fine,” Laurel whispered soothingly, gently stroking his hair back. “What is it that you were telling me?” she asked, with a benevolent smile.

“Was I speaking in old speak?” Caleb asked, his voice now calmer, smiling at her slightly.

“Yes,” Laurel replied with a giggle. “You tend to do that when you lose your temper or become very passionate,” she said, giggling once again.

“I said….I said I would not let them take you from me,” Caleb answered, his eyes intense and still pain filled.

“Who is they, Sire?” Laurel asked with a sweet smile, still running her fingers through his hair.

“It does not matter. It was just a horrible dream that will not come true mo stor. I do not wish to talk about it any longer. But I do wish to kiss you again, I will be more careful this time,” Caleb replied smiling lovingly at her, as he leaned down and kissed her tenderly.

“I would like that very much my dear Caleb,” Laurel sighed, and smiled at him once again.

Caleb’s kisses were at first soft and tender, but then becoming more passionate and filled with yearning as he desperately tried to erase the painful visions from his mind, he turned on his side holding Laurel flush against him, carefully in his arms, moving her leg to rest over his waist. Laurel stopped kissing him and opened her eyes in surprise, to feel him pressed against her this way for the first time.

“It is alright mo stor. I only wish to feel you near me, to rid my heart and mind from the dream. Will you let me hold you this way for just a little while?” Caleb asked, in a soft whisper. 

“Yes, Caleb,” Laurel whispered back, as he leaned in and kissed her gently and lovingly.

After a few moments Caleb stopped his ardent affections, placing her leg back against the bed, softly stroking her hair and smiling at her adoringly. 

“Thank you mo chailin milis. You have done much in calming my heart. Now what of you dearest? What can I do for you? Do you need any more of your ointment for your back and shoulders?” Caleb asked, as he caressed her cheek.

“No, I am only a bit achy. There is something though I would like you to do,” Laurel mentioned smiling coyly.

“And what would that be my love?” Caleb asked, with an enticing voice.

“I would like you to sing that song to me, you sang the night after the viewing ceremony,” Laurel answered with a soft voice, placing her hand on Caleb’s chest.

“Really? Shall I sing it in common or old speak?” he asked, with a light amused laugh.

“In old speak, just as you did then,” Laurel replied, with a giggle.

“You will not understand the words, mo stor” Caleb explained, taking her hand from his chest for a moment, and lightly kissing her fingers before placing her hand back. 

“Well...tell me a bit about the song then,” Laurel requested, with a bright smile.

“It is a very old song, sung by the Sentinels for many generations. In fact it is said, it was sung by what was once the Guardians of Heathwin. They were the forerunners of the Sentinels, and only guarded Heathwin and its territories. It is a song about returning home and seeing loved ones and friends once again,” Caleb told her in a voice as if reading, from a wonderful and fascinating book.  

“Sing it in old speak my Prince. I wish to hear your beautiful voice in your language,” Laurel whispered, as she snuggled into his side, her head against his chest.

Caleb smiled warmly and kissed the top of her head, holding her closer, and sang softly, in his deep rich voice,

“Na tinte baile me` fada a fheiceail. 

Do aghaidh gramhara moinghaire ag dom,” 

Though Laurel could not understand the expressions of longing to be home by the fire, and seeing the loving face of someone beloved, she could feel the sentiment in how Caleb sang the words. Smiling contentedly as she began to drift off, placing her arm across his waist, as he reached over and caressed it gently, the last words of the song caressing her ears as she fell asleep.

 

Laurel opened her eyes and found Caleb buttoning the heavy buttons on his formal Sentinel jacket, looking over and smiling at her warmly.  After finishing Caleb walked over and sat on the side of the bed leaned down and kissed Laurel warmly then caressed her cheek as she smiled up at him lovingly.

“I will be leaving now my darling. Owain and Imagin should be here soon. Please try and relax today, and do not let goings on of the day, worry you. I shall be back as soon as I can,” Caleb mentioned, in a soft deep voice, leaning down to kiss her forehead before standing.

“My thoughts will be with you all day my Prince,” Laurel replied, in a drowsy voice, reaching up and touching his face.

Caleb only smiled warmly in reply as he stood up and walked out of the room, turning to smile at her once more before closing the door. Caleb made his way down the stairs and found his parents and Aiden waiting in the Hall, talking to Owain and Imagin as they had just arrived. Owain was smiling and talking calmly, while Imagin was more subdued not speaking and looking sad and weary. Caleb walked up to her taking her in his embrace and lightly kissing the top of her head. 

“Remember my dear Imagin, you are not to say anything to Laurel. She has no idea who this trial is for. If you feel this will be too much for you, I will have you escorted home, and simply tell Laurel you were not feeling well today,” Caleb mentioned with some concern, as he looked at Imagin meaningfully. 

“No…I shall be fine Caleb. I wish to see Laurel, as I have been worried about her,” Imagin answered back, trying her best to be calm and convincing.

Caleb smiled at her and then looked at Owain with a knowing glance.

“We shall make sure that Laurel has a nice relaxing day with us, Caleb,” Owain said reassuringly, putting his arm around Imagin’s shoulders.

They all then left the Hall, their escorts waiting for them just outside for the ride to the Council Chambers. Imagin and Owain stood for a moment taking in what was about to occur, how this would change their family, perhaps Heathwin itself. They looked at each other with sad smiles, Owain took Imagin’s hand as they walked towards the staircase, to see Laurel, for the first time since the horrible incident which touched all of their lives. 

 

The Council Chambers were already beginning to fill to capacity, the royal family walked into the Chambers together will all the regal air that was expected as they took their places. Queen Alana walked over to the main seating area which was in the front row. King Fergus sat on a modest throne with Caleb seated on his right and Aiden on his left. The Chieftains were seated on the left side of the Chamber, with Gavin seated in the last seat next to Chieftain Argon.

“Is the accused ready to take his place in the Chambers?” King Fergus asked as he looked over at the Chieftains and Gavin.

“Yes Sire. He is in the back room. I shall send word to have him brought in,” Chieftain Argon replied, signaling a Sentry to go and have Leland brought to the main chamber.  

A few moments later Leland was brought out, a Sentinel on either side of him, clean and wearing fresh clothes. His feet unshackled but his hands still bound in front of him, as he was brought to stand before the King and Princes. 

“Leland, son of Diarmuid the Trainer. Are you ready to hear the charges and the testimonies to be read against you?” King Fergus asked, in a solemn voice.

“I am Sire,” Leland answered clearly, and without emotion.

King Fergus then motioned the Sentinels to escort Leland to his seat, as Chieftain Argon stepped forward to read the charges, as well as the testimonies of all that witnessed the account, including Laurel’s. Leland kept his eyes cast downward as Caleb watched him intently, looking for any signs of remorse or regret. Caleb saw neither, only the bearing of a defeated man, with no longer any purpose. 

 

Laurel was very happy when Owain and Imagin entered Caleb’s room. She had gotten out of bed soon after Caleb left the room, putting on her robe and sitting at the desk, expecting them to arrive soon. They both hugged Laurel warmly, but neither could hide the sad expressions when seeing Laurel’s bruised face and very prominent black eye.

“Well I am going to see how breakfast is getting on. Imagin, why do you not see what you can do to make Laurel comfortable? I shall be back in a few moments,” Owain said with his ever ready charming smile, as he turned and left the room.

Laurel looked over at Imagin’s sad and weary face, concerned as to why she would be looking so forlorn. 

“Imagin are you alright? You look so very sad this morning. What is troubling you?” Laurel asked with concern, reaching over and holding Imagin’s hand.

“Oh…it is nothing Laurel. The trial is just an upsetting event. My mother and aunt are most distressed over this as well. In time we shall all heal from it I am sure. You have suffered so much as well, that is why I am so sad,” Imagin explained in a shaking voice.

“I do not understand Imagin, why would this distress your family so much, especially your aunt? I have not met her or your mother as yet,” Laurel enquired with a concerned tone.

Imagin did not answer at first, only looking at Laurel with tear filled eyes, shaking her head slightly, her lips trembling.

“I cannot tell you Laurel, I promised I would not. Though my heart is breaking as I feel I must, for I know that he would listen to you,” Imagin answered, in a shaking small voice.

“Who would listen to me Imagin?” Laurel asked, with a bemused expression, placing her hand on the side of the young girl’s face. 

“Caleb would. I know I was not supposed to tell you, but my poor Aunt Ealish is so utterly devastated, as well as my younger cousins. I know what my uncle did was a horrible thing, but if you were to convince Caleb to spare his life, it would give them so much peace,” Imagin explained, as tears streamed down her face.

“Your uncle!” Laurel said with shock. “Do you mean that your uncle was the one who planned this?” Laurel asked, with wide eyes.

“Yes, though my aunt and mother still feel someone convinced him. Caleb means to demand his execution as it is his right as your betrothed to do so. But I know if you asked him he would listen to you, Laurel,” Imagin relayed, again in sad earnestness. 

“I do not wish for anyone to die Imagin, I do not feel it will help in bringing trust and unity to our two Kingdoms. But how am I to make this request? I would have to go to the trial itself, would I not?” Laurel asked in a quiet voice, looking away in thought for a moment.

Imagin did not answer her, only watched her face as she contemplated what was being requested of her.

“Come to my room with me Imagin, help me to dress. I will have Owain bring me there after,” Laurel suddenly stated as she stood up slowly.

Imagin hugged her warmly and then kissed Laurel’s cheek, taking her hand and helping her walk to her room. Owain returned shortly after, confused as to why they were not in Caleb’s room. Hearing voices across the corridor and seeing Laurel’s door now closed, Owain walked over and knocked on Laurel’s door.

Imagin answered with a timid expression, not opening the door fully.

“Imagin, what is wrong? Is Laurel alright?” Owain asked a troubled look on his face.

“I am fine Owain I am nearly finished,” Laurel called out to him.

Owain looked at his sister with startling realization, his eyes narrowing as he spoke to her.

“Finished? Finished with what? What did you say to her Imagin? Did you tell her? Did you tell her who it was?” Owain asked, in a scolding tone.

“You may open the door now Imagin,” Laurel stated, as Imagin opened the door and let Owain in the room.

Owain walked in the room and saw that Laurel was dressed in a simple loose tunic dress of pale blue, her hair pulled back in a loose braid down her back. She smiled over at Owain’s concerned face as he walked up to her taking her hand.

“My dear Laurel. You are under no obligation to do anything. A crime was committed, a crime against you, against Heathwin. Imagin was told not to say anything,” he stated looking over at his sister angrily as she sadly looked downward.

“I cannot stand by and let a man’s life be ended over this Owain. Especially someone of your family. I had no idea who it was or that Caleb would demand his execution,” Laurel stated in a soft voice, as she squeezed Owain’s hand.

“You do not owe us anything. You do not owe Leland anything,” Owain replied emphatically. 

“It is not just for your family I doing this for Owain, and certainly not just for Leland. I am doing this for all of us, for both our Kingdoms. There has been a breach of trust and too much prejudice for far too long. It must end now, especially with Caleb’s and my betrothal. I must do this Owain. Please take me to the Council Chambers,” Laurel asked, in a calm and determined voice.

“I cannot do this Laurel. Caleb left you in my care,” Owain replied, in a quiet heartbroken voice.

“I will still be in your care Owain, for I cannot ride myself as yet, and I will need help in getting on and off the horse. Please, Owain. I do not wish to have anyone else take me,” Laurel requested, placing her hand on the side of his face.

Owain looked down for a moment, then seeing the determination in her eyes, knew she would not be convinced to do otherwise.

“Very well my dear Laurel, but the Maker have mercy on us all when Caleb see’s you walk in,” Owain said as he looked over angrily at Imagin again. “You are to stay here. Wait in Laurel’s room until I return. And know this, if Caleb is angry with you have brought this on yourself,” he said to his sister, as he began to lead Laurel out of the room.

“Yes Owain, I shall stay here and wait for you,” Imagin replied, in a soft spoken voice.

Owain carefully led Laurel down the stairs, telling her several times to take her time as he could see she struggled each time she descended a step. He had a Sentry wait with her at the front entrance of the Lodge, as Owain explained in old speak what Laurel had requested of him, and what she planned on doing. The young Sentry’s eyes widened in surprise, as he asked Owain if he was sure he wished to carry out her request.

“No…I am not. But she is the Princess and she has formally requested my assistance. I shall be back in a moment,” he replied anxiously, as he made his way to the stables. 

As he walked away Laurel looked over and smiled sadly at the young Sentry, who looked to be the same age as she and Owain.

“I do not know what he said to you, but he is a bit nervous, is he not?” Laurel asked him. 

Yes my Lady. He is indeed,” the Sentry answered smiling back at her. 

A moment later Owain came back with his horse, then dismounting, he gently placed Laurel on the horse. As he got back up in back of her, carefully placing his arm around her waist. 

“For you sake my Lady I wish success in your mission,” the Sentry said with a smile, handing the reins to Owain.

“Thank you,” Laurel replied back smiling in return as Owain headed in the direction of the Council Chamber at a canter.

 

It had taken a few hours to read all of the testimonies and the charges against Leland, but it had only taken a short time for the Tribunal to reach their verdict, as they returned from the private room, then back to the main area. The spacious room was filled to capacity, most occupants standing. Adele was seated next to Ealish, Leland’s two cousins seated next to her, their faces stern and unmoving, angry he had brought this shame upon the family. The Chieftains and Gavin took their seats first, then the King and the Princes took theirs. King Fergus gestured and had the Sentinels guarding Leland have him stand. King Fergus then taking a slow breath, looked over at the Chieftains before speaking.

“Members of the Tribunal, have you reached your verdict?” King Fergus asked in a strong deep voice, as it could be heard throughout the chamber.

Gavin stood and looked at the King, placing his hands behind his back and inclining his head slightly in respect.

“We have indeed Sire,” Gavin replied in a clear booming voice.

“What say you?” King Fergus asked, in a solemn tone.

“We find the accused guilty as charged,” Gavin answered in the same tone.

Several murmurs rose up from the crowd, as well as the pitiful sobs of Ealish, leaning her head against Adele’s shoulder. King Fergus raised his hand, to signal for silence. He then had Leland brought forward to stand in front of him.

“Leland you have heard the verdict. Is there anything you wish to say in your behalf?” King Fergus asked him, with a stern voice.

“I have nothing to say Sire, only that I wish my family to know that I love them,” Leland replied his face and voice still devoid of emotion, as Ealish’s sobs could be heard once again.

“Very well. Before I pass judgement, I will allow any present who wish to speak in your behalf to do so now,” King Fergus stated, as he looked about the chamber. 

Ealish looked up and glanced about the room nervously, as not a word or voice at that moment was heard. Then suddenly from the front of the chamber a small voice called out “I wish to speak your Majesty,” as all eyes turned to see who it was. 

The crowd cleared and audible gasps could be heard as Laurel and Owain began to make their way towards King Fergus, Caleb and Aiden. The talking among the crowd became louder as they approached closer, Caleb’s face registering shock and then anger as he looked at Owain. Aiden and King Fergus looked at each other in equal surprise as the Queen stood up from her seat, her eyes wide in tearful disbelief. Caleb stood and went to step towards Laurel and Owain, when King Fergus grabbed his arm and shook his head, gesturing for Caleb to sit back down. Laurel looked at Caleb with a sad smile her lips trembling, but her eyes determined and unafraid. The Sentinels returned Leland to his seat. 

“Your Highness, you are not required to speak, or to even be present. What is it that you wish to say that is so important that you would risk possibly impeding your recovery by coming here?” King Fergus asked, with a warm and forlorn smile.

Laurel did not answer at first, holding tightly onto Owain’s arm as he supported her while she stood before them. She looked again at Caleb, seeing the pain in his eyes was difficult to bear, then glanced over at Aiden, who smiled at her ever so slightly. That gave her the courage she needed to finally speak.

“Your Majesties. I do not come here to beg for the life of just one man. I came here to beg for us all,” Laurel replied, her voice clear and assured.

“How so your Highness? Explain to this Tribunal, why you feel you must do this,” Caleb asked her in a stern, but calm voice.

Before Laurel could answer, Queen Alana walked up and stood next to Laurel, placing her arm around her shoulders, looking down at her for only a moment then facing the King and Princes as well.

“Sire, it is with great respect not only to you and the rest of the royal family and members of the Tribunal that I feel I must plead for clemency for this man, and again for all of us. For too long your Majesties, a breach has been between us, between our two Kingdoms. We look at each other as necessary annoyances and begrudging allies. Pathetic farmers, is how you think of us in Gwenlais. We often call you brutish and boorish barbarians of the west. Neither opinion is correct, as they are based on old prejudices and misconceptions. With the blood of this man being spilled in my behalf, it will only drive the wedge between us even further. If we are to grow, to truly become allies in every sense of the word, then this rift must cease. The breach must be healed, and it will only happen if there is no blood on the ground between us. I wish to prove this man wrong. For he was obviously quite misguided in his thinking, to feel that my life could be a threat to Heathwin. I wish you to spare this man’s life in order for our own lives to be joined as true allies, as brothers. I wish for all of Rienfield to know that the Kingdoms of Gwenlais and Heathwin will be forever joined by the bonds of mercy and trust. And together we shall be the strength that all of Rienfield will look to,” Laurel said her voice ending in a soft sigh, as she leaned against Queen Alana, in her exhaustion.

Caleb looked at her with tears of love and pride in his eyes, as the King also looked at her in amazement at her words. Aiden simply smiled then looked over at Caleb.

Suddenly cheers rang out among the crowd in the chamber, the rafters seemingly shaking with the noise. The King rose and gestured for all to be quiet, but his request went unheeded. Gavin suddenly stood and looked at the crowd with an impatient face.

“Alright enough!” he shouted in his great booming voice, to which the room suddenly fell silent.

“We shall retire briefly to the back chamber and discuss your request Princess Laurel. We shall return with our decision,” King Fergus said, as he and the Princes stood up and walked back into the smaller chamber with the other Tribunal members, Caleb giving her a lingering glance as he left.

The Queen then instructed for chairs to be brought for her Laurel and Owain to sit down. The Queen leaned over, kissing Laurel’s cheek and holding her close.

“I am so very proud of you my dear girl, so very proud,” Queen Alana said, in a soft tearful voice.

“Thank you, your Highness. I admit fully, I was at first completely terrified,” Laurel whispered back.

Suddenly Phineas came up and kneeled in front of Laurel, taking her hands and holding them tightly, his eyes filled with tears.

“My dear Princess Laurel, I have never been more proud of you than I am at this moment. You have truly made all of Gwenlais proud, and I swear to you, your father will indeed be made known,” Phineas told her, in an emotionally charged voice, as Laurel leaned down and embraced him.

“Thank you my dear Phineas. I only wish it to be over, for I am so very tired,” she replied in a small voice.  

Phineas stood up and stepped behind her chair placing his hands on her shoulders, as Owain leaned over and taking her hand kissed it, smiling at her benevolently. 

A few moments later, the King and Princes as well as the rest of the Tribunal returned and took their places once again. King Fergus then gestured for a very stunned looking Leland to be brought to stand before them once again.

“We have reached our decision Leland. Princess Laurel did indeed make a most convincing argument. So, it is the verdict of this Tribunal that your life will indeed be spared, but you will be banished to the Outlands for the rest of your days. The Tribunal is now closed,” King Fergus announced as Leland was led away, looking over briefly at Laurel then at his wife, who was sobbing uncontrollably.  

Immediately after, Ealish came running over to Laurel, embracing her tightly, Laurel doing her best to ignore the pain of Ealish’s gratitude. 

“Thank you dear Laurel. Thank you,” Ealish said tearfully as she kissed both of Laurel’s cheeks, then hugged her once again. 

Laurel was so overwhelmed with emotion she could only smile tearfully back, nodding her head in acknowledgement. The Queen embraced Ealish and then leaned over and whispered to Phineas who was still standing beside Laurel protectively. Queen Alana saw Caleb walking over and gestured for two Sentinels to come over to her. Caleb took Laurel in his arms, not speaking only holding her to him for a moment, her body trembling with emotion. 

“Caleb dear. Phineas is going to be taking Laurel back to the Lodge now. I have two escorts who will be with them. I feel the poor girl has been here long enough,” Queen Alana said, giving him a meaningful look.

“Yes. Yes of course Mother. I shall be back very soon mo stor,” Caleb spoke in a warm voice, cradling Laurel’s face in his hands and kissing her forehead gently.

“Very well Sire, I shall be waiting,” Laurel replied smiling back weakly, the fatigue beginning to take hold of her.

The Sentinels then led Phineas and Laurel out a side entrance, towards waiting horses. Escorting them through a shorter less traveled path through the forest, cutting the travel time considerably. Though rougher and a bit jarring, Laurel was still grateful to be back at the Lodge quicker. Mauve and Stella, as well as Imagin were all waiting to see what they could do for her. Laurel’s only request was a cup of tea and her favourite nightgown. When Mauve began to turn down the covers of her bed, Laurel laughed tiredly, saying she would go back to Caleb’s room as he would only bring her there anyway. Imagin began to softly brush Laurel’s hair, after she had changed and sat on the edge of Caleb’s bed. Queen Alana then entered the room, with a sad smile and called Imagin to walk over to her. Imagin stood up embracing Laurel once more than walked out of the room with Queen Alana.

“A page has just been sent my dear, Caleb and your brother will be arriving at any time now. I feel it is best for you to wait with me in the sitting room, Laurel really should rest now,” Queen Alana mentioned as she led Imagin to the room. 

A short time later Caleb walked into the room, with a stern expression, telling Imagin to come with him. Queen Alana hugged her goodbye as Imagin followed Caleb with a tearful crestfallen expression. Caleb took her hand and led her down the staircase where Owain was waiting for her by the front entrance, looking exhausted. 

“Owain take Imagin home please. You are not to return for the next two days Imagin, is that understood?” Caleb asked her, in a scolding tone.

“Yes….yes Caleb. I am sorry,” Imagin answered in a shaking tearful voice.

“Your apology is not good enough. The only reason I did not give you the sound thrashing you deserve, is I am too angry at this time. You are most fortunate Laurel loves you as much as she does. I would be sending you to the kitchen to clean out the cooking hearths until it stopped amusing me. I will deal with you when you return. If I decide to have you replaced by one of the other cousins as Laurel’s attendant, you will simply have to accept it,” Caleb finished speaking, then turned away angrily, walking back towards the stairs not turning back to look at them.

Imagin began to cry pitifully as Owain led her out of the Lodge to his waiting horse. Caleb walked into his room quietly as Laurel lay half asleep in the bed. Caleb sat down next to her gently stroking her hair, and kissing her face several times.

“You made quite the impression today your Highness. You magnificently broke everyone’s heart on the Tribunal, especially mine. I truly did not realize how passionate and determined you can be,” Caleb stated in a soft warm voice, as he smiled at her adoringly.

“It was not my intent to break your heart my Prince. Perhaps in a day or so you would give me the chance to mend it for you,” Laurel whispered in a drowsy voice, smiling back at him.

Caleb laughed at her lightly as he laid down next to her gently taking her in his arms, and kissing her tenderly. 

“Allow me to care for you for the next two days, and to rest and recover from your injuries, which is all that will be required to mend my heart. Well, as mended as it can be. You have captured my heart completely Princess Laurel of Gwenlais, and I know that I shall never be the same. If not for you my sweet darling, I would have killed Leland before any trial took place. I did not, only because I knew your sweet heart would have been saddened if you had heard what I had done. I will rule Heathwin with a kinder and complete heart because of you,” Caleb whispered, as he kissed her once again. 

“I love you Caleb. I look forward to being by your side, as we rule our Kingdoms together my Prince,” Laurel whispered back, smiling sleepily.

 

The ride back to Tipperary was tense and seemed to take longer than usual, with Imagin continuing to cry and whine pitifully, as Owain became exasperated with her.

“I do not know what you expected Caleb to act like Imagin. He was none too happy with me I can assure you. I had to explain to him the only reason I brought Laurel, is I did not wish for anyone else to do so,” Owain expressed, in a frustrated and impatient voice.

“But now I cannot see Laurel for two days, and Caleb may still punish me when I return,” Imagin whined, even more pronouncedly.

“Yes he certainly may, and you will just have to accept that. We are almost home, be quiet now my head is pounding,” Owain replied brusquely. 

As they finally reached their home they could see that their mother and aunt had already returned. Upon entering the large and comfortable house, the servants as well as their mother were talking loudly and animatedly. 

“There you are my darlings. Imagin, why are you crying my baby?” Adele asked taking Imagin in her arms, and looking at Owain with concern.

Imagin then proceeded to tearfully explain the reason for her tearful demeanor, as Owain rolled his eyes, and shook his head. Ealish sat at the table sipping tea, and smiled sympathetically at Owain.

“Well, that was completely unnecessary of Caleb to speak to our dear Imagin in that manner. Does he not realize how much this family has suffered this past few days? I feel you should talk with him about this Owain,” Adele remarked curtly to her son.

“Oh do you now Mother? You wish for me to tell my cousin, the Prince of Heathwin, that he needs to be concerned how much this family has suffered? He is well aware how much we have suffered! Has he not been caring for us and looking after all of us since Father was killed? What about what he has suffered? Watching his beloved almost killed by the Scimitar, then stand before him and ask for clemency for Leland,” Owain stated very boldly, as everyone looked at him in complete surprise.

“Please dear, there is no need to raise your voice,” Adele said, with wide eyes.

“There certainly is a need! If Father were here today, he would not put up with your disrespectful attitude towards Caleb, and he would certainly not sympathize with Imagin. She was told by Caleb himself, not to say anything to Laurel. We are all most fortunate that things worked out to the outcome it did, for Caleb did not have to concede to Laurel’s request. So there will be no more disrespectful talk in this house concerning Caleb. Father would never have put up with it and neither will I. Imagin you are to go to your room for the rest of the day and stay there until morning. Do not even think of arguing with me or I will take you over my knee myself, now go to your room,” Owain said in an angry scolding voice, as Imagin looked at him in utter surprise, then hurriedly turned and went up the stairs to her room. “Mother you are not to go and console her, she is being punished and not without reason,” Owain said to his mother, her face still registering shock at his bearing, as Ealish and most of the servants all smiled at each other in surprised amusement.

“Yes dear. Do please try and calm down now,” Adele requested, in a subdued manner.

“That will not be happening any time soon. Now Ardal, you will stop your ridiculous nonsense. Can you not see how your actions are causing your mother pain? I was your age when my father died and I did not resort to this behavior. You will start speaking again and you will eat supper with everyone else. Am I making myself clear?” Owain addressed his young cousin.

“Yes Owain,” Ardal replied meekly.

“Beacam, the same goes for you. You will stop your incessant demands and tantrums. Do not let me see you yell at your mother again, or I will deal with you accordingly,” Owain reprimanded, the little boy in a scolding tone.

“Yes Owain. I…I will not yell at Mamm again,” Beacam replied with a pout. 

“Good. Now I am going to lie down before supper. The tone in this house had better change by then,” Owain warned, as he turned and made his way upstairs, leaving everyone to look at each other with astonished faces.

As Owain walked into his room he closed the drapes and walked over to his bed lying down on his back, folding his hands in back of his head. Slowly he smiled a very satisfied smile.  

 



  
 


 14: THE GALLERY 
Imagin entered the Grand Hall just as the servants were beginning to bustle about, to attend to their morning duties. Some of the servants who recognized her, smiled as she made her way to the main staircase. She looked about nervously, as her last visit had been stressful, having had to deal with Caleb angrily dismissing her and telling her not to return for two days. She was also still upset that her brother had punished her himself, and warned her again to behave herself and act accordingly.

“Imagin!” Aiden called out to her, as he saw her walk up the stairs, heading towards Laurel’s room. 

Imagin stopped suddenly, turning around looking startled at Aiden sharply calling out to her. He was walking from the other side of the balcony, from the private family rooms.

“Come with me,” he said brusquely, as he looked at her with a stern expression.

Imagin was quite surprised by his demeanor as Aiden was not usually this curt. She was wondering if it had anything to do with how upset Caleb was with her. She was concerned how her behavior would be received when she returned to the Lodge, still not quite sure how Caleb would be. She however did not expect Aiden to act this way, as she walked over to him apprehensively. He took her arm and then walked down the corridor to the study, closing the door once they were both in the room.

“I am very upset and disappointed in you for what you requested of Laurel.

Do you have any idea of how difficult it was for her to come before the Tribunal the other day? Do you know how hard it was for us to watch her stand before us, and beg for your miserable uncle’s life?” Aiden asked her, his voice unable to hide his temper.

Imagin’s eyes were filled with tears as she began to realize the seriousness that her request had been and the repercussions it caused. She was only now realizing how close her cousins were to Laurel, it was not until after the trial, did she fully understand how much Caleb loved Laurel. She would now have no choice but to deal with their anger at her.

“I did not mean to cause Laurel pain, or anyone else. I was just upset with how grieved my mother and aunt were,” Imagin said tearfully.

“That does not excuse you for your impertinence or your selfishness. Your own brother felt you were wrong, did he not?” Aiden asked her sternly.

“Yes...he said I did not have the right to make such a request of Laurel. I only did so because I knew her to have a kind and loving heart,” Imagin reasoned, her voice breaking from crying.

“And you took advantage of that, whether you meant to or not is not the point. You know what she has been through, you know how much she suffered last season, and then what she has had to endure after she was attacked by the Scimitar. Still you felt it necessary to make that request of her, because you knew she would do it. You were very fortunate Caleb did not lose his temper with you, and that he is still allowing you to be in Laurel’s service. It is only because of her that this is the case. I feel however that you deserve to be punished for your selfishness. I said you should no longer be allowed to be Laurel’s attendant, but that would only upset her, as she has grown quite fond of you and felt pity for you,” Aiden continued, in a scolding manner.

His last words caused Imagin to lower her head in shame, regretting the anxiety and pain she had caused Laurel. 

“I am sorry Aiden. I did apologize to Caleb the other day,” Imagin replied tearfully.

“Well your tearful apology is not good enough this time. Caleb and I have worked very hard to help you and your brother to live a happy and as normal a life as possible after your father’s death. Owain has always been very appreciative. You however have been quite spoiled by both your mother and mine as well. You have gotten away with your behavior and impertinence for some time now. You are in your fourteenth season, there is no longer any excuses for your behavior. As of right now you will become responsible for your actions and will be treated accordingly,” Aiden said, in a serious tone.

“What...what do you mean?” Imagin sniffed, looking at him nervously.

“I mean, that if you ever go behind Caleb’s or my back again, I am going to take you over my knee and give you a sound spanking, something that I have never done so far. Believe me, you will consider yourself fortunate, that I met up with you before Caleb did. He was going to do just that, when he met with you this morning, as he was too angry to do so the other day. I was more concerned, that if he spanked you while Laurel was still here, it would just upset her. That is the only reason I met with you first. There are plenty of other cousins that would be more than happy to take your place as Laurel’s attendant. And you are not to tell Laurel about our little talk, is that understood?” Aiden asked her, in the same low serious voice.

“Yes I do. Owain was very upset with me also, and punished me for asking Laurel. He sent me to my room all night, and told Mother she was not to come in to console me. Owain also told me if Caleb decided to punish me as well, I would just have to accept it. I….I will never do anything like that again,” Imagin replied tearfully.

Imagin was not able to talk any longer as she was crying pitifully at this point. Aiden was not moved by her tears at first, as he felt she had deserved this for some time now. She was a sweet, charming girl, but she was also often disrespectful and rude. At times, having temper tantrums when she did not get her way, something her brother never did or would have never been able to get away with. When Imagin began to cry quite pathetically, Aiden realized she regretted her actions and that he would no longer allow her to get away with her past behavior. He led her over to a nearby chair.

“Sit here until you have composed yourself. Do not go into Laurel’s room until you have calmed down. I will talk to Caleb and tell him that Owain has settled the matter, alright?” Aiden asked her quietly, his voice no longer scolding.

“Yes,” Imagin answered, still sniffing back tears.

He left the room, only to return within a few moments. Crouching down he handed her a glass of water, which she readily accepted as her throat was sore from crying. Aiden then gave her a soft hand towel to wipe her face with. After doing this he waited for her to stop crying, looking at her intently, but without the former stern expression. His face was now relaxed, a half smile on his lips, looking more like himself. Putting his hand under Imagin’s chin lifting her face to look at him.

“Now listen to me,” he began in a quiet voice, “I wish to tell you something important, but you need to calm down first, take a deep breath and compose yourself,” he said gently.

Imagin nodded her head and then taking a few breaths stopped crying, dabbing her eyes with the towel once more.

“Very good,” Aiden said, softly touching her cheek. “I wanted to tell you that Caleb and Laurel have both consented to the Marriage Alliance between the two Kingdoms. Which means in the very near future they will be wed. If you wish to remain Laurel’s attendant, then you will have to prove yourself to Caleb. That means, no more sassing back, no more eye rolling, no more tantrums. And absolutely no more going behind Caleb’s back concerning anything to do with Laurel. Is that understood?” Aiden asked her pointedly.

“Yes... I know of this, Laurel mentioned it the other day. I would do anything to stay in Laurel’s service,” Imagin said, her voice regaining its normal tone.

“I am glad to hear that. If you continue to do as I have advised you that should not be an issue. I will talk to Caleb in a bit. He may still be cross with you today, but that is something you are going to have to deal with. Just mind yourself, do as you are told, and everything should be fine. Do not leave Laurel waiting too long. I will see you later today, to ask how your day went,” Aiden said as he stood up, he gently tousled her hair and left the room. 

Imagin sniffed once more and straightened her hair. She stood up slowly smoothing her skirts and walked unhurriedly as she was still emotional.  Imagin had only been spanked three times in her life, twice by Caleb. For sassing him back when she was told to help her mother with a task, and for having a temper tantrum at the Lodge during the annual Family gathering, because she did not get her way, and once by Cahir, for again, sassing back. Aiden’s reaction was actually harder to deal with. She had always been his favourite, as she would often run to him whenever she was in trouble. Now seeing he was upset with her, worse having him tell her he was disappointed in her, was unbearable. It was just the fact that she had let him down, had upset her brother, and had hurt Laurel, which made it all the more harder to bear. Imagin was also anxious with how Caleb would react today. Aiden had mentioned he would talk to Caleb, but that did not mean anything. She walked down the corridor and turned to go past the balcony, looking carefully towards Caleb’s room. His door was shut so she was unsure if he was in his room or not, hoping it was the latter. She approached Laurel’s door and knocked quietly, waiting for a response.

“Come in,” Laurel answered softly.

Imagin entered the room and tried to smile as she saw Laurel sitting at the small table and looking out the balcony window. Laurel turned her head and smiled warmly at Imagin as she approached her.

“Good morning Imagin. How are you feeling this morning? You look a bit tired,” Laurel said, with warm concern.

“I am fine. How are you feeling this morning? I hope your injuries have begun to heal,” Imagin’s lips began to tremble as she spoke, walking over to Laurel gently touching Laurel’s face where the bruise still appeared under her eye.

“I feel much better today, do not concern yourself too much,” Laurel stood up slowly, and leaned over to Imagin and hugged her. 

As Imagin embraced Laurel, she began to cry, Laurel held on to her tighter feeling slightly alarmed at the young girl’s reaction.

“Oh Imagin, please do not cry. I am fine really. I look much worse than I feel,” Laurel spoke warmly, trying to console her.

“I am so sorry for what happened to you. I am sorry for what I put you through,” Imagin said, through her tears.

“There is no reason for you to feel badly. Something good came out of this. A man’s life was spared and our two Kingdoms will be more trusting of each other,” Laurel said in a comforting voice, as she gently pulled away to look at Imagin. “You did what you felt was right, you were trying to help your family and I could never blame you for that,” Laurel said softly, putting her hand on the side of Imagin’s face.

“Thank you Laurel. I will do everything to make the rest of your visit as comfortable as possible,” Imagin said, trying her best to smile, and compose herself. “If you wish I could pick out a dress for you and arrange your hair, nothing overly done, just simple and pretty,” she said, trying to sound cheerful.

“That would be lovely, Imagin. I am tiring of wearing my nightgowns and I think Caleb needs to see me looking less helpless,” Laurel said, smiling warmly at her. “He has finally allowed me back in my own room. My brushes are in the bath next to Caleb’s room, why do you not go and get them and then you can help me pick out something to wear,” Laurel said reassuringly. 

“I will be back in just a moment,” Imagin said smiling brightly, as she left the room, beginning to sound like herself. 

Laurel was not angry at Imagin, she actually wished the whole ordeal could be put behind her. Caleb and Phineas had been completely beside themselves over Laurel’s attack from the Scimitar, and each in their own way. Now that things were quieting down she hoped to have some semblance of normalcy continue during her visit. Imagin remained true to her word and returned very quickly, smiling cheerfully as she entered the room, carrying Laurel’s brushes and a long black hair ribbon. Laurel walked over slowly to the wardrobe, and opened it as she and Imagin began to look through the many dresses that were there.

“How about this one?” Imagin suggested, taking out a simple tunic dress of soft rose, with a contrasting bodice of ivory. “It will be very easy for you to put on, and the fit will be loose so it will not brush against your bruises,” Imagin offered, her eyes becoming filled with emotion again.

“It is actually one of my favourites. I must insist however, if you are going to start crying again, I will just have to dress without your help,” Laurel said, smiling at her knowingly.

“I will be fine,” Imagin replied determined to calm herself, wishing now to do her best to not upset Laurel.

Imagin could not help but be moved by the sight of Laurel’s heavy bruises, covering her back and shoulders, as a result from the large cat both grabbing her cape from off of her, and her perilous leap off the cliff into the river below. Not wanting to upset Laurel further, she kept silent and continued to help her dress. After Laurel was in her dress, she walked over slowly to her favourite overstuffed chair and sinking into it let out a relaxed sigh. Imagin then went over and gently brushed Laurel’s hair and pulling back just the front, and tied it loosely in the long black ribbon, allowing the rest to spill down her back. 

“You truly look like a princess this morning,” Imagin said to her with a warm smile. 

“Thank you Imagin,” Laurel giggled. “I do feel more myself today,” she said happily.

“Would you like me to go and bring you some tea and biscuits?” Imagin asked enthusiastically.

“Well I am sure at some point Caleb will have breakfast brought to my room,” Laurel answered, but then seeing the crestfallen look on the girl’s face, changed her mind. “But who knows when that will be. I would love some tea and biscuits,” Laurel replied, with a smile.

“Good! I will go to the kitchen myself and see to it,” Imagin said, her good mood restored, as she walked out of the room.

Laurel smiled and shook her head, knowing from now until she returned to Gwenlais, the poor girl would be doting on Laurel’s every need. Laurel put her head back against the chair and closed her eyes. A few moments later she heard the door open, half expecting it to be Imagin again, asking if there was anything else she needed. She looked up as the door opened.

“Well look at you. I leave you for a short while and you become lovelier than when I was here. Did Stella and Mauve come in to help you?” Caleb asked, as he walked over to her.

He leaned down placing a hand on either side of the chair, as he gently kissed her forehead. Smiling at her warmly he then lightly touched her face his eyes showing his distress as he gently touched just under the bruise on her cheek. Laurel saw this and smiled at him as she reached up to take his hand.

“As I told Imagin just a short time ago, I look worse than I feel,” Laurel said, trying to reassure him.

“Imagin is back already? Well I suppose I should not be too surprised. She did not wish to leave when I dismissed her the other day,” Caleb said dryly.

“So you have not seen her yet? I was going to ask you what did you say or do to her this morning. She was very emotional, and well, quite pitiful. She could not do enough for me. In fact, at this moment, she is fetching me tea and biscuits,” Laurel said, looking a bit sad.

“Well good, that is how she should be. No. I have not seen her yet. I do plan on talking to her though,” Caleb said, as he crouched down in front of Laurel, his voice indicating his displeasure.

“Please do not be harsh with the poor girl, Caleb. She is so miserable, I truly hate seeing her this way. She could not apologize enough to me. She would not stop crying. It was very distressing,” Laurel entreated him, her face looking sad and anxious. 

“Alright dearest. I will not say anything more to upset her. I do not wish you to be distressed, you have been through enough. I do think by what you have just told me that someone did see her this morning, and obviously took care of the situation,” Caleb said, with a wry smile.

“What do you mean?” Laurel asked curiously.

“Aiden was very upset with her the other day and wished to speak with her, but I had already sent her home, and told her to remain there for the next two days. Aiden said he would deal with her when she returned, and more than likely he did. That would explain her emotional behavior,” Caleb answered.

“I wish you both would not be so upset with her. She is just young and impetuous, I would very likely have done the same thing,” Laurel reasoned.

Caleb smiled at her compassion, realizing she did not know Imagin as well as he and Aiden did.

“No, you would not have Laurel,” Caleb answered her softly. “You would never have been that selfish, especially if someone had been injured. You would be too concerned with that instead, it is your nature. You just would have gone to the Council Chamber and started yelling at people yourself,” Caleb said with a laugh. “Let me tell you a little about my young cousin. I know you are aware she and Owain lost their father at a young age. Imagin was around four seasons, Owain was just entering his tenth, Owain is named after his father,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“How did it happen?” Laurel asked softly.

Caleb stood up and brought over one of the chairs from the small table and sat down next to Laurel.

“Their father was a Sentinel, a Lieutenant actually. I was assigned to lead my first Patrol mission with him. He was a good man, and an excellent swordsman. We were ambushed by a group of slavers we had been pursuing for several days. One of them had a crossbow, I was apparently in his sights,” Caleb paused thoughtfully for a moment. “He saw this and stood in the line of fire. He was killed in an instant. After we returned home, Father and I went to let his family know what had happened. Of course Adele, his wife, was hysterical. It took her several days for her to regain her senses. Imagin was too young to fully understand what was happening, she simply responded to everyone around her. Owain however was fully aware, and devastated, he was very close to his father. It was after that I took a special interest in them, especially Owain. I have been taking care of them ever since,” Caleb spoke, in a sad far away tone.

Laurel looked at him with sad soft eyes as she reached over and held his hand.

“I had no idea, Owain never spoke of it,” Laurel replied quietly.

“He will not. He very seldom speaks of it. All he has ever wanted, was to be a Sentinel, like his father. I have been doing my best to encourage his pursuits. Aiden and I are quite proud of him, as I know his father would be as well,” Caleb answered thoughtfully. “Which brings me back to our fair Imagin. Her mother buried all her grief by way of spoiling Imagin to the point of it being ridiculous. I remember I was going to visit them, something I still do once a month, and as I entered the house, there was Imagin having a full blown tantrum. All because her mother dare request her assistance in sorting through some apples, they had just gathered from their small orchard,” Caleb said as he smiled wryly, remembering the incident.

“She was angry over apples?” Laurel asked, with a laugh.

“Adele apparently was interrupting a tea party Imagin was having with her dolls. Imagin was about eight seasons then, and had a good four seasons of her mother convincing her, she was without faults. So as I was saying, I walk in and see this going on, and then I had the audacity to tell her to behave herself, and do as her mother requested,” Caleb continued, much to Laurel’s amusement who was now laughing out loud picturing the whole scene. 

“Imagin then looked at me and proceeded to tell me that I could not tell her what to do, because I am not her father, and this is not my house, and that I needed to leave and mind my own business,” Caleb said sardonically, though he was still smiling.

“Oh no! I do not think I could have even been that bold,” Laurel said, laughing heartily.

“Oh, you have been close. Needless to say, much to her mother’s dismay, I put the little beast over my knee and apparently gave her the first spanking she ever had. Owain was thoroughly amused, and several of the servants thanked me before I left. She did not sass back to me, or sass her mother in front of me, for quite some time after that,” Caleb said smugly.

“Quite some time? You mean she was actually brave enough to do it again?” Laurel asked incredulously, with a laugh.

“I would not say it was bravery, she just became too bold for her own good. It was four winters ago, during our Family gathering, she felt she was old enough to join the older children. Later in the evening the older ones break off and have their own party of sorts, Aiden and our cousin Ione, go to keep things in line. They have a fire, play Hunt and Find, in the dark. Harass the night sentries, have snowball fights, and someone always ends up with a bloody nose or lip. Owain was finally old enough to be invited to go along, and Imagin was having none of that. She began to have a tantrum to the point that Owain was not going to join the others. I then told her to stop her nonsense or I would. She started to argue with me, and I asked her if she really wanted to continue, well you can guess her reply. I brought her upstairs and after dealing with her, told her to stay up there until she was able to be less irritating. She came back down a short time later, feeling quite sorry for herself, but she was much easier to deal with. Her disrespect is not limited to me. One day during a large family dinner Mother had, celebrating the birth of yet another child, Imagin started in again, she was eleven seasons at the time. She proceeded to tell Cahir, what he could do with himself, quite foully in front of everyone. All because he had told her to quiet down her loud chattering, as she was causing quite the distraction. Cahir has even less patience than I do, and did not care at all for her dignity. He marched over to her, dragged her over to the nearest chair, and put across his knee, and spanked her on her long ruffled bloomers, in front of the whole family. Of course no one objected, not even her mother, who was mortified at what she had done, using that kind of language. She did not make one peep the rest of the day. So my dear, do not feel too badly for Imagin, we are not picking on her. We are just making her behave herself. She has a very bold personality and she very easily gets carried away,” Caleb said smiling at Laurel, as he reached over and gently caressed her cheek.

Laurel smiled thoughtfully at Caleb, finding herself enchanted by how much he loved his family, and all that he did for them, whether they yet appreciated it or not.

“I remember you mentioning your Family gatherings before. It sounds wonderful. To be surrounded by so many family members, all of you just enjoying being with each other. I have never experienced anything like that before. My father like myself is an only child. My mother had a brother as you know. I have two cousins, which I am not particularly close to. I have spent most of my life alone, I did not have Tulla with me until I was in my thirteenth season,” she said in a quiet melancholy voice.

Caleb looked at her, his heart breaking, at her sad description of her childhood. Recalling how happy she would be when he and Aiden would arrive. He reached over and taking her hand brought it up to his lips and kissed it softly.

“If I have my way dearest, you will be here for the gathering this season, as our newest family member,” he said in an ardent whisper, leaning over and gently kissing her lips. “I must be honest with you though and tell you, the gatherings are not always so wonderful. They are very noisy, children running about all hours of the night. Everyone is talking all at once. It is not just my mother’s family, it is the entire family. As you know, my father had two brothers, they both had wives, and they all had children. When my uncles were killed raiding a Rabkin homestead, both of my aunts remarried after a time. They then had more children. My father insisted on keeping close ties with them. So needless to say, the gatherings can become quite ridiculous. They turn the Grand Hall into this enormous, sitting room and dining hall. Then as the evening goes on, cots and beds are brought in and it is just utter mayhem. Everyone has been eating and drinking, playing games, half the group is still awake come dawn. By midnight I have almost always tried to escape to my room. But most of the time at that point Aiden and Ione come bursting in with their group of hooligans, they refuse to leave my room, start jumping all over my bed. Last season, one of the little idiots, brought in several snowballs yet again. Needless to say my room is filled with loud, obnoxious ruffians. Then it is mayhem all over again, until I start threatening people. It is the only way I can get anyone to go to sleep. It was not always this crazy, as Cahir would help me keep them all in line. For over a season however, he has been courting Chieftain Phariss’ daughter Eavan, and he ends up spending several days with them. He stays for dinner here, to show off Eavan a bit, then leaves before the chaos begins. He times his visits too well I think,” Caleb smiled at her wryly, as Laurel was again laughing at his descriptions of the family event.

“Why is it held in winter?” Laurel asked curiously, still giggling from his last vivid description.

“My mother, though she will never admit to it, becomes quite restless in winter. As you have been told, winter in Heathwin can be very long and tiresome. My mother started planning these, when I was very young, in fact I do not remember a time without one. So we have these gatherings every winter without fail. Even after a tragedy, we simple use it as a way of remembering those that were lost. It keeps everyone close and builds up morale,” Caleb answered, smiling at the enchanted expression on Laurel’s face. 

“I look forward to being at the next gathering,” she said happily. 

Just then Imagin walked in smiling with a small tray which held Laurel’s tea and biscuits. She looked down nervously when she saw that Caleb was in the room. Caleb turned and smiled at her drolly.

“Good morning Caleb, I did not know you would be here, or I would have brought more tea,” she said meekly, as she went over to the small table.

“Good morning Imagin. I am actually having breakfast brought to Laurel’s room at any time now. So that will not be necessary,” Caleb said in a calm soft voice as he watched Imagin walk over to hand Laurel her tea. “Have you had your breakfast as yet?” Caleb asked her.

“Um...no I have not. I wished to be here early in case I was needed,” Imagin answered shyly, still looking nervous.

“Well my mother has asked about you. I think it would be a good idea if you went and had breakfast with the family this morning. They should be in the dining room now, so go and meet with them, tell them that I sent you,” Caleb said pointedly, as he looked at her intently.

“Alright. When I have finished is there anything you wish for me to do today?” Imagin asked, hoping Caleb would not dismiss her early.

“Yes as a matter of fact you can. I have some boring and mundane tasks I must attend to in a few hours. I would like you to keep Laurel company while I am gone. You can go home after I have returned, unless of course my mother has something for you to do,” Caleb replied, still speaking calmly, and without pretension. 

“Very well. I shall return a bit later then,” Imagin smiled at Laurel, and giving Caleb a quick curtsy before she left.

Laurel smiled at Caleb looking up from her tea, after taking a sip replied, “I am very proud of you. You were a perfect gentleman, you did not tease her one bit.”

“Yes, I can be quite charming when the need arises,” he smiled at her enticingly, as she giggled at him. 

There was a loud single knock on the door, when it opened and Aiden walked in with a broad smile, walking over to where Laurel and Caleb sat.

“Do you often walk in without waiting to be invited?” Caleb asked, smirking at him.

“No, I do not. I knew you were in here. I wanted to see how our Princess was this morning, and to ask if Imagin was actually helpful or not,” Aiden said as he leaned over, and gave Laurel a kiss on the cheek. “I must say Laurel your black eye does give you a rather rugged and hardy appearance, does it not Caleb?” Aiden asked winking at Laurel, who just laughed at him.

Caleb was not amused and just scowled. 

“I prefer to see her not looking so rugged,” Caleb said, with some annoyance.

“Yes love, he prefers you to look sweet and pretty all the time,” Aiden smirked at Caleb, though his comment was directed at Laurel.

“And why is that such a horrible thing? She is sweet and pretty a majority of the time anyway, even with a black eye,” Caleb said smiling at Laurel, as he squeezed her hand. 

Laurel simply sighed, smiling back at him and rolled her eyes.

“Because it is not possible to expect someone to always look that way. I was just discussing that very thing with Ione this morning. She said you were pathetic by the way,” Aiden said with a voice full of sarcasm, bringing over the other chair and sitting down next to Laurel.

“I really do not care what Ione thinks. Tell her if she becomes too opinionated, I will have no issues assigning her to storehouse security,” Caleb replied dryly.

“You can tell her yourself when she gets here. She should arrive at any time now,” Aiden said laughing.

“How would you be assigning your cousin to storehouse security?” Laurel asked.

“Ione is a Sentinel dearest. One of the best archers we have. She is also incredible at hand to hand combat,” Caleb answered, with undisguised pride.

“She is on her way here to meet you Laurel. She was on Patrol during the Festival, and just returned the day of your incident. She was however at Leland’s trial. You ah....made quite the impression. She cannot wait to meet you,” Aiden said, with a gleam in his eye.

“Oh. So your cousin is a female Sentinel. That is interesting,” Laurel said disconcertingly.

Aiden smirked and looked at her curiously, wondering why she seemed uncomfortable. Caleb smiled at her knowingly, holding her hand again, as he leaned closer to her.

“She is nothing like Morene was, Laurel. For the most part, none of them are. Ione is very sweet and has a wonderful, loving personality. Though she can take a punch better than most men I know,” Caleb said, as he and Aiden laughed at his last remark.

Laurel looked at him with wide surprised eyes. “You punched her?” she asked incredulously.

“No love. Aiden did,” Caleb answered. 

Both of them laughing again at Laurel’s shocked expression.

“It is no wonder she thinks we are barbarians,” Caleb said, looking over at Aiden, who was still laughing. “Aiden was Ione’s partner during combat training dearest. She is taller than most of the women, and stronger than all of them. She had to spar with someone closer to her abilities. Aiden is the closest thing to a female we have,” Caleb said smirking.

“Yes, you are quite amusing, you hilarious bastard,” Aiden said crossly. “As your very funny betrothed was saying, we were training together and I accidentally did not hold back as much as is normally done, and I ended up punching her a bit too hard. I dropped my guard, to apologize and she gave me this,” he said leaning in closer to Laurel pointing to his bottom lip, revealing a scar, she had not noticed before.

Laurel reached over touching his lip, looking at him sympathetically.

“She ended up punching you in the mouth?” Laurel asked, with a sober expression.

“No. She did this with her head. She is like a damn goat. I have actually seen her break noses that way,” Aiden answered smiling, at Laurel’s wide eyed countenance.

“Do not look so alarmed dearest. She will love you. You will not find a truer friend,” Caleb said, laughing lightly.

There was a knock on the door and Caleb stood up to answer it, allowing in two servants with the breakfast Caleb had ordered for them. Cahir walked in behind them, smiling at Caleb as he entered. Aiden stood up to move the small table to where Laurel was still sitting in the overstuffed chair.

“How is her Highness this morning?” Cahir asked in a concerned low tone, glancing over to Laurel.

“She seems to be doing much better this morning,” Caleb replied quietly.

Cahir walked over and smiled at Laurel, as he leaned down and gave her a light kiss on the cheek.

“Good morning my dear. I must say Aiden was right. You do look rugged with a black eye,” Cahir said, as Aiden laughed, while Caleb frowned once again.

“Thank you very much Sir,” Laurel smiled at him wryly.

The servants then placed the sumptuous meal on the table, having to tightly arrange the many plates from the tray. Laurel was completely overwhelmed by not only the amount of food, but that everything that was in front of her was something she truly enjoyed. Caleb had selected all of her favourites, she looked up at him smiling, her eyes filled with emotion, as he walked back over to her smiling warmly. He leaned over and gently kissed her forehead, before sitting back down. Aiden was smiling at them as he also sat back down. Caleb looked over at him, frowning.

“What do you think you are doing?” he asked Aiden grumpily, causing Laurel to laugh at them both.

“I am about to have breakfast. What does it look like? Cahir will you be joining us?” Aiden asked smiling roguishly at Caleb, as he began to sample some of the abundant fare.

“As amazing as this looks, I promised my dear Eavan I would breakfast with her this morning, as I only returned three days ago from Patrol duty. In light of recent events, I have not yet seen her. I wanted to see how Laurel was faring first,” Cahir said smiling at her charmingly, his handsome features more accentuated when he smiled.

“I am feeling more myself today,” Laurel replied, as she took a bite of food.

“Well that is good to hear. I shall bid you all good day now, as Eavan is waiting for me. She has had her mother prepare quite the meal for me, so I do not want to keep her waiting. I am sure I will see you all again in the next day or two. I am happy you are feeling better Laurel,” Cahir said warmly, as he turned and began to leave the room.

“Thank you for coming to see me Cahir,” Laurel replied with a smile, as he smiled back and closed the door behind him.

Caleb and Laurel’s attention then turned to Aiden, who was heartily enjoying his meal, as Caleb smirked at him.

“I am sure there is a perfectly acceptable meal in the dining room, waiting for you. I sent Imagin there by the way,” Caleb answered, smiling knowingly at mentioning Imagin.

“Better that I have breakfast with the both of you this morning. She will not want me in there,” he looked up, smirking at Caleb.

“I had a feeling you met up with her this morning. She acted as if she had gotten in trouble,” Caleb replied smiling slyly.

“Owain punished her for going behind your back by the way. I handled her as well.” Aiden said, as he continued to eat with relish.

“What do you mean by handle her? What happened this morning? She was quite emotional when she came to my room earlier,” Laurel asked quietly.

“Well I am glad she did not tell you. I told her not to. Look at that Caleb, Imagin is finally starting to do as she is told,” Aiden said, with a broad grin.

“Hmm, yes for now she is. I give it a week or two. I am surprised about Owain though. Good for him. He needed to start asserting himself more in that house,” Caleb answered dryly.

“I took her in the study and threatened to give her a spanking, and told her she had best start behaving herself, or not only would I actually carry out my threat, she would also not have the privilege of being your attendant. We have plenty of young female cousins who would be more than happy to replace her. They are also better behaved,” Aiden told Laurel. 

“Well do not give them that much credit. Most of the little ninnies are still spoiled brats. Do you remember last season, after you all had once again invaded my room, Violet and Rose?” Caleb asked Aiden smirking.

Aiden just started laughing, “Yes I do. You were livid,” Aiden answered, still laughing, and shaking his head.

“Who are Violet and Rose?” Laurel asked, happily to once again hear stories, of their large and extended family.

“More cousins. They are sisters, only one season apart. Violet is fourteen and Rose is fifteen seasons. They argue with each other constantly. They refused to stop their mindless prattle, while everyone was trying to sleep. I told them to be quiet or I would throw them out,” Caleb related, smiling wickedly as he spoke.

“No. You were not that polite. He told them to, quite callously, to shut up or he would throw them both out on their little arses. Well they did not listen, so he picks them up, one under each arm, and puts them down very roughly in the corridor, then shuts the door on them. They immediately start knocking on the door, crying, and begging for Caleb to let them back in,” Aiden stated laughing hardily. 

“Oh Caleb, that was so mean of you,” Laurel said, again laughing delightedly.

“I let them back in a few moments. I obviously made my point because they both fell asleep quite soon after,” Caleb responded, giving Laurel a charming smile.

“You will probably be here for the Family gathering this season Laurel. It should prove interesting when we all invade Caleb’s room this time,” Aiden looked at Caleb with a devious grin.

Laurel put her hand to her mouth, blushing furiously, as she laughed silently, looking over at Caleb. Caleb looked at Aiden with an angry scowl.

“If there is so much as a knock on my door this season, heads will be rolling down the stairs,” Caleb answered, in a low and dangerous tone.

“Oh do not be such a whinger. It is tradition,” Aiden continued teasingly.

“I say it is time for a new tradition. Let them all invade your room,” Caleb replied grinning sardonically.

“No. No my room is my sanctuary. No one goes in my room unless invited,” Aiden said, with a droll smile.

No sooner had Aiden finished speaking, then there was yet another knock on the door.

“That would be Ione,” Aiden said smiling as he got up to answer the door.

He walked over and opening the door, Laurel was immediately captivated with the sound of Ione’s voice as she greeted Aiden exuberantly. Aiden laughed heartily as he led her in the room. Laurel was completely taken by surprise at Ione’s appearance. She was truly the loveliest woman Laurel had ever seen. She was as tall as Aiden, with the same beautiful soulful blue eyes. Her dark wavy hair, long and unadorned, parted to one side, falling below her waist. Slender, but very muscular, as could be seen in the short sleeves of her form fitting dark grey dress. Her smile was dazzling and Laurel felt herself overwhelmed by her presence.

“Oh, you are having breakfast. How lovely, I am starved,” Ione said cheerfully, as she walked over giving Caleb a kiss on the cheek in greeting.

“And of course, you are Laurel. I am so very happy to finally meet you,” she said in the same exuberant manner, also going over to kiss Laurel on the cheek.

Laurel glanced quickly over at Caleb, who gave her a wink as he was smiling broadly.

“I am very happy to meet you as well Ione. I have heard so much about you,” Laurel said, sounding a bit shyer than she wanted to.

“I am sure you have dear. Oh, Aiden be a love and bring me over a chair so I may sit next to Laurel,” Ione requested, smiling at him sweetly.

“Just take my seat and I will bring one over for myself,” he said smirking at her, as he walked back over to the table with a chair.

“Oh thank you dear,” Ione said, moving her seat closer to Laurel’s.

She then looked at Laurel intently for a moment, which in turn caused Laurel to blush and give Ione an amused grin.

“I take it all back Caleb, she is absolutely adorable,” Ione said smiling at Laurel, and reaching over to gently squeeze her hand.

“What do you take back dear?” Caleb asked her, his deep rich voice filled with affection, happy his cousin was already taken with his beloved.

“What I said to Aiden this morning, about you being pathetic,” Ione said, as she began to take a bite of the food in front of her. “I told Aiden you were being pathetic because he mentioned how you were so distraught over Laurel having a black eye, and I said that you cannot expect her to be pretty all of the time. Oh! This is so delicious, what is it?” Ione asked absently, as she picked up and ate another morsel.

“It is roasted pumpkin covered with candied walnuts,” Laurel answered, completely enchanted by Caleb and Aiden’s very animated cousin.

“Oh it is wonderful! I have never had this before. Will you be serving this at the wedding feast?” Ione asked guilelessly, looking at over Laurel and then Caleb, as she took another bite.

Aiden shook his head and laughed, as Laurel giggled and blushed again.

“We have not gotten that far as to discuss any menu items yet Ione,” Caleb answered smiling at her.

“Well you should, it is delicious. May I have another?” she asked, with another smile.

“Oh by all means help yourself,” Laurel answered still giggling.

“As I was saying, about your dear Caleb being so pathetic. I was not able to get a very good look at you at the trial dear, you are after all so very tiny. But now that I see you close up, I can completely understand his distress. You are quite lovely, and it must have broken his heart to see you bruised the way you are. A word of friendly advice. I have had more than my fair share of bruises, and they all go away in time. I also have some lovely rosehip oil that I will bring to you. Apply that to the bruises every day and they will be gone in no time,” Ione said smiling at Laurel, with genuine affection.

“Laurel is a doe med, Ione. She is well aware of the medicinal benefits of rosehip oil,” Caleb reminded her smiling.

“Oh yes, that is right. Please excuse me my dear Laurel. I had forgotten. I must sound horribly pretentious,” Ione said looking at Laurel, with a concerned expression.

“No, not at all. I appreciate your concern. In fact I would welcome the oil, as I did not bring any with me,” Laurel said smiling brightly.

“Wonderful! I shall bring it by later today. As you can tell by my attire, I am off duty, and shall be for the remainder of your stay most likely. That way we can get to know each other better. She is so very sweet Caleb. Is it not wonderful that we shall have a healer in the family?” Ione asked, in a delighted voice.

“Yes it is,” Caleb answered, taking Laurel’s hand and kissing it again. “In fact Aiden and I were just mentioning to Laurel that at this season’s Family gathering, she will be welcomed as the newest family member,” Caleb said warmly, smiling at Laurel. 

“Well one of the newest dear. Cinnie will have had her baby by then,” Ione stated, matter-of-factly, taking another bite of food. 

Both Aiden and Caleb looked at Ione and then at each other in a surprised expression. Aiden then began laughing shaking his head, as Caleb frowned.

“By the Maker! I had completely forgotten that. How many does this make?” Caleb asked, with wry amusement.

“Five I believe,” Ione stated in a very nonchalant manner, as she continued her meal.

Caleb rolled his eyes and shook his head in disbelief. He looked over noticing Laurel’s curious and amused expression. 

“Cinnie is yet another cousin dearest, on our mother’s side. Once she became married, it just seems to be her mission now, to have a child every season,” Caleb said wryly.

“Yes dear, but you should remember her mission is the reason she married in the first place,” Ione replied smiling drolly.

All four of them laughed at her comment. Laurel was blushing and wiping her eyes from laughing so heartily. Caleb looked over at her, pleased she was enjoying herself and Ione’s company. She had suffered so much in the last season, he looked forward to making it up to her. 

His family would love her, she would never feel alone again, he thought to himself.

“I will have to take my leave soon. I have yet to talk with my mother and sister. I will be back a bit later though. We could spend the whole afternoon together, Laurel, if you would like,” Ione offered cheerfully. 
“I would like that very much,” Laurel replied, smiling at Ione happily.

“Very good. I shall tell you all of Caleb’s secrets,” Ione said smiling enticingly, her beautiful eyes dancing as she spoke.

“I would be concerned if I actually had any,” Caleb grinned wryly.

“Oh you have a few. She shall know all about you by the days end. So what shall we do this afternoon Laurel? It is a lovely day today,” Ione asked engagingly.

Before Laurel could answer, Caleb spoke up, “She is not going anywhere. She is in no condition to be roaming about. She is certainly not leaving the Lodge without me,” Caleb said rather gruffly.

Aiden looked over at Laurel, smirking and shaking his head, while Laurel just gave a sad smile. Ione however looked at Caleb in complete surprise, a small frown on her beautiful face.

“Oh really Caleb, just continue to talk, like Laurel is not sitting with us. I can see now why everyone is saying you have been keeping her like some little bird in a gilded cage,” Ione chided him.

“Who says that?” Caleb asked defensively. 

“Everyone!” Aiden and Ione answered in unison.

Laurel laughed out loud at their response, as she reached over lightly gripping Caleb’s arm. Caleb scowled at both his brother and cousin. Sighing he then looked lovingly over at Laurel.

“Forgive me dearest. What would you like to do today?” Caleb asked her, smiling affectionately.

“I was hoping to perhaps go outside and get a bit of fresh air. I cannot walk too far as yet, but just to get out of my room, would be nice,” Laurel explained, smiling back at Caleb.

“You see Caleb the poor dear just needs a bit of air. She will be perfectly safe with me and you know it. Just go and attend to your unpleasant task and we shall be fine,” Ione said, not realizing Caleb had not told Laurel what he and Aiden were doing.

“Really? Unpleasant? I thought you were just attending to boring and mundane duties this afternoon?” Laurel asked a coy expression on her face, as she looked over at Caleb.

Ione, looking a bit embarrassed, rolled her eyes upward as she took another bite of food. Caleb smiled at Laurel resignedly taking her hand in his.

“It is something I would rather not talk about mo ghra. It is nothing for you to be concerned with, I truly just wish for you to have a quiet relaxing day. So let us please speak no more about it,” Caleb said to her softly but with a serious edge to his voice, his eyes intense, as he was holding back emotion.

Laurel could see he was trying to be calm, and that this was something that was making him tense. She smiled at him sympathetically and squeezed his hand.

“Very well Sire. I shall simply concentrate on enjoying Ione’s pleasant company,” Laurel said smiling sweetly at him.

Caleb smiled at her as he stood up, bent down and gave her a soft lingering kiss on the lips. Aiden smirked at their affectionate moment, as Ione was clearly delighted in seeing Caleb’s obvious warm and loving feelings for Laurel.

“She calls him Sire?” Ione whispered in their language, to Aiden smiling happily.

“As a term of affection or when she is being sarcastic,” Aiden whispered, smiling back at her.

“I suppose we should be on our way Aiden,” Caleb spoke up suddenly, with a serious expression. “Ione, please do not tire my poor beloved out too much today. She will be far too polite to tell you otherwise,” Caleb said sternly, but still smiling at Laurel.

Laurel just rolled her eyes and pouted prettily at him.

“You have nothing to worry about dear. Laurel and I will have a lovely afternoon together,” Ione said, giving him another dazzling smile.

Caleb and Aiden left moments later, leaving Laurel and Ione alone to talk together privately.

“I find it utterly adorable how he dotes on you that way. I have never seen this side of him before. Believe me when I say that the three of us were quite inseparable most of our lives. It is like he has become a different person. I do not mean that in a bad way,” Ione said smiling cheerfully, her eyes shining with emotion.

“I will be honest and say that I too have found myself changed in a more positive way, since being with him. We became quite close after my injury from the Dragon’s Tooth last season at this time. He told me then his feelings for me had changed,” Laurel related to Ione, her face blushing at her honesty and being able to share with someone her feelings for Caleb.

“I knew something had happened. We were all told of Owain’s experience, and how you helped him through it. I was surprised that I saw very little of Caleb during the time of your recovery. I wanted to come and see you then, but Caleb said he did not wish to share you with the rest of the family just yet. We all found that very curious. My Aunt Alana told us all ‘to just let them be, so they may sort out their feelings.’ So we all reluctantly did. It was when Caleb returned from your father’s wedding that we knew he had lost his heart to you,” Ione said smiling at Laurel knowingly. 

“How did you know then?” Laurel asked curiously, heart fluttering at the thought of Caleb not being able to hide his feelings about her, from his family.

“He was not able to go even one day without mentioning you to either Aiden or myself. And when he did, he would always smile or have this faraway look in his eyes. It is something he has never done before. Also winter was very hard for him this past season, he was always talking about the Planting Festival, when you would return and hoped you would enjoy it. Of course we told everyone about it. Some of the family would mention your name just to see his reaction, my stepfather would do this quite a bit as he is often in Caleb’s company. I found it touching but as you well know, Aiden teased him mercilessly,” Ione said smiling 

“Who is your stepfather that Caleb would see him so often?” Laurel asked.

“That is right you do not know of the whole family arrangement do you?” Ione asked her, with dancing eyes. “My stepfather is Tolemais.”

“Caleb’s second in command?” Laurel asked with wide eyed surprise.

“Yes!” Ione said laughing, at Laurel’s surprise. “He is as loving a father as anyone would wish for. He is very good to my mother, her name is Myra by the way. As you can imagine Tolemais had               been very encouraging in my decision to become a Sentinel,” Ione spoke, with respect in her voice.

“Caleb had mentioned to me that female Sentinels had not always been in service to the Kingdom,” Laurel mentioned, hoping Ione would further discuss it.

“No they were not! Our grandfather had very limited ideas of women and what they should and should not be encouraged to do. Sadly my father and Uncle Shamus had those same ideas. My father would have never allowed me to be a Sentinel. I loved him but I sadly admit he was often cross and sullen. He was sometimes very unkind to my mother. They were not very close. After he was killed in battle, Tolemais came quite often to the house to visit with us. He was with our father when he died. Well, one thing led to another and he and mother married several years after. When my Uncle Fergus became King, he instituted the idea of female Sentinels, when Caleb and Cahir began their training. He felt it was wrong to limit ones abilities and gifts to serve, based on the fact of ones gender. I knew I had always wanted to be a Sentinel, especially with all the time I spent with Caleb and Aiden. Tolemais was thrilled and encouraged me in every way. I will always be grateful to him for this, and how much he has made my mother happy. She loves him very much. So much so she gave him two sons,” Ione said, with a twinkle in her beautiful eyes.

“You have two brothers?” Laurel asked, delighted to hear more about the family.

“Yes, they are adorable monsters. They are always getting into mischief with their antics. I think they have annoyed everyone but Tolemais. He finds everything they do to be very amusing, and always comforts them after they have been in trouble. Rory is nine seasons, and Rowan has just entered his sixth. They have wild red hair just like their father did, so I am told, as I do not remember Tolemais with hair, only the beard. They keep the house quite busy. During our Family gathering every year, Caleb and Aiden have to threaten them they had better not find them in their rooms. They sneak upstairs and get into things, hide in Caleb’s and Aiden’s rooms, rummaging through their personal things. They sneak sweets before it is time to eat them. Last season they were both hiding in Caleb’s wardrobe eating cake. I think because his room is the first in the corridor is why they end up there. Needless to say, he was not happy. Caleb carried them down stairs, holding them like sacks of flour, their faces covered in icing. ‘Do keep your little beasts under control Tolemais’, Caleb tells him in a very grumpy voice, as you can imagine. It was quite hilarious,” Ione said, with a laugh.  

“Caleb was just telling me how everyone invades his room after midnight or so. He told me how he finds everyone to be obnoxious, but I really do not think he cares all that much. His eyes are smiling when he speaks of it,” Laurel said thoughtfully.

“Trust me if he did not wish us to be in there he would simply lock his doors. He never does, and he has the servants bring in blankets and pillows for everyone. He also knows at that point everyone is far too silly and exhausted to calm down, so Aiden and I just bring everyone into his room. It does not take Caleb very long to get everyone settled down. His bed is, I am sure you are well aware of how ridiculously enormous his bed is and how many people could actually fit in it,” Ione then paused, when she saw Laurel smile shyly and blush at her remark.

“Oh! I am so sorry dear. I should not have assumed anything. I just thought....well the way that he is with you,” Ione paused again, not sure of what to say.

“Oh, I have slept in it. But only for the reason he would not let me stay in my own room for the past three days. Please go on with your story, I have only just recently discovered how large your family is, and I love it when Caleb relates all these family accounts to me,” Laurel said in a warm voice.   

“Well as I was saying, everyone is just silly and completely overexcited at this point, they start jumping on his bed. Caleb will only allow this for a few moments and then orders everyone to settle down, or he will start banging heads together. He tells the girls to sleep in his bed, and the boys have to lie on the floor. No one, sits in his large leather chair that is where he always ends up. Our cousin Addis, he is so funny, he is the jester in the family. He is now in his sixteenth season, always will sit in Caleb’s chair, smirking refusing to get out of it. Caleb will grab him by the scruff of his neck and throw him on the floor. I am sure it must hurt, because Caleb is not gentle when he does this, but it makes everyone laugh and poor Addis just lies on the floor moaning and laughing as well. A short time, after everyone is asleep. It is the same every season,” Ione said laughing shaking her head. “The only one he does not have to scold is my sister. She is sweet and quiet and the first thing she does is go and lie down on his bed and try to get the younger girls to go with her. Caleb and Aiden adore her, she can do no wrong in their eyes,” Ione said warmly.

“What is your sister’s name? Is she too a Sentinel?” Laurel asked enchanted with hearing more about this large and dynamic family.

“Her name is Kerrie, she is the same age as you, and no she is not a Sentinel. She is however a very gifted artist. Her paintings and drawings are all over Heathwin, in fact she has an entire room of her work in the Gallery. She is nothing like me at all. As I said she is very quiet, she is perfectly content to be in that noisy group I was telling you of, and just smile and watch everyone. She is the gentlest soul I have ever known. They only thing we have in common is our hair color and we are both quite tall. She has Caleb’s piercing eyes, but her temperament is utterly sweet and calm. The poor dear could never be a Sentinel,” Ione replied as she spoke warmly of her sister.

“Where is this Gallery you speak of? I have never heard of it. Caleb has never told me of it,” Laurel mentioned curiously.

“Well that is no surprise. I will bring you there this afternoon upon my return. Are you well enough to ride? It is a very short distance on horseback. It will only be a few moments,” Ione asked her with smiling eyes.

“Yes, I am sure I can handle a short ride,” Laurel answered, excited to be going on an excursion, after being made to stay in bed for more than two days.

“Wonderful! Then that is how we shall spend our afternoon,” Ione said enthusiastically. 

Ione then stood up and kissed Laurel on the cheek goodbye, when suddenly there was a soft knock on the door.

“Come in,” Laurel said quietly.

Imagin then entered the room smiling, her smile becoming more animated when she saw her cousin Ione in the room.

“Well hello Imagin dear. Keeping out of trouble are we?” Ione asked as she warmly gave the girl a hug.

“I am trying to,” Imagin replied with a bit of melancholy in her voice.

“Judging by your tone and expression you are not having a good try of it. Really dear, how many times must you receive a sound thrashing from Caleb or Cahir before you realize, whatever it is you are attempting to get away with is simply not worth it?” Ione asked with a sad smile.

“No, no. It was Owain and Aiden who were mad at me. I really do not wish to discuss it, I was told not to,” Imagin answered, with a pout.

“Very well dear, do try and behave yourself. I can assure you neither brother will be in a very good mood when they return later this afternoon, so try not to annoy anyone,” Ione said putting her hand on Imagin’s shoulder.

“Ione what is it that they are doing that will have them so upset?” Laurel asked slightly concerned.

“I am afraid I cannot give you any details Laurel. If Caleb did not wish to tell you, and I do, well I am sure you can imagine how he would be upset with me. It is something I do not care to deal with. He will give me that grumpy irritated look for days, and I will have to endure his bad mood, which will make it unpleasant and difficult for me to visit with you. I am sorry I brought it up again,” Ione answered with a small smile. “I must take my leave now. My mother and sister are expecting me. I shall see you again soon Laurel. Take care Imagin,” she said warmly as she made her way out of the room. 

“Did you enjoy your breakfast this morning Laurel? Aunt Alana told me that Caleb had all your favourite things made for you,” Imagin asked as she walked over to the table glancing at what was left.

“Yes I did. It was a lovely surprise. I also enjoyed meeting with your cousin Ione. I feel she and I will become good friends,” Laurel said smiling brightly.

“I have no doubt you will. Is she not wonderful? Everyone loves her,” Imagin replied laughing.

“Yes she is. I look forward to her return this afternoon,” Laurel said happily.

“Well that is good to hear that she will be returning this afternoon. I wished to ask you if you would not mind if I left a bit earlier today. I know Caleb wanted me to stay until his return, but if Ione is going to be with you, then I suppose it will not be a problem. Unless of course you want me to stay,” Imagin mentioned with a bit of concern, as she had no intensions of upsetting Caleb.

“Imagin you may do whatever you wish. I am not going to be upset either way,” Laurel spoke reassuringly.

“Oh good! Aunt Alana has asked me to accompany her to Welstone earlier this afternoon. She wishes to buy you a present, and since I am aware of your wardrobe, she asked for my assistance. I really should not say anymore, it is supposed to be a surprise,” Imagin giggled excitedly.

“That sounds very exciting for you, but I really do not feel it necessary for her Highness to buy me a present,” Laurel replied laughing at Imagin’s enthusiasm.

“Aunt Alana loves to buy gifts for others, and you hold her favor quite highly. She will be doing this often, I assure you,” Imagin said with a giggle.

“I must ask you Imagin. I am aware that your mother and Queen Alana are first cousins. Why is it that you call her Aunt and King Fergus Uncle?” Laurel asked, with a bemused smile.

“Well actually, she is really my first cousin once removed, as we do not share grandparents. Plus as I am so much younger, Aunt Alana has always insisted Owain and I call her aunt,” Imagin explained with a giggle.

Laurel and Imagin then spent the rest of the morning in pleasant conversation, before Phineas arrived to check on Laurel.

“Good day your Highness. It is so nice to see you out of bed, and looking well rested. Did you enjoy your breakfast this morning?  Prince Caleb was most excited about arranging this surprise for you,” Phineas asked her smiling warmly at her.

“I had a lovely breakfast. Though I do not think Caleb expected as many guests as we had. Aiden and Ione ended up joining us. I will be visiting with Ione again later this afternoon. She is taking me to the Gallery,” Laurel answered brightly.

“I am sure you will enjoy the Gallery my Lady. I am surprised however that Prince Caleb would even consider you venturing out that far today,” Phineas said with a knowing grin.

“Well, he does not know we are going there,” Laurel said with a mischievous giggle, which in turn made Imagin giggle as well.

“If you do not mind my Lady, there is something I need to attend to today. Seeing you will be pleasantly occupied I wish to be able to take care of this matter,” Phineas mentioned.

“Of course Phineas. As I was just telling Imagin, do whatever you wish today. I am just happy to be able to leave the room. Poor Caleb was so distraught over everything that happened, he would not even let me get out of bed. I know the poor dear meant well, but it was a bit frustrating,” Laurel said with a sad smile. 

“Yes, I was not able to convince him to allow you to be in your own room. He was becoming quite irritated with me, and I simply stopped trying. He can be most stubborn at times when it concerns you,” Phineas replied with a smirk. “I am afraid he will become even more so after today. He has had an official announcement sent throughout the Kingdom today of your betrothal. He wished everyone to know before your return to Gwenlais. I find it quite amusing your father may even hear of it before you return home to tell him yourself,” Phineas stated with a sly grin.

“Would that not be deliciously ironic?” Laurel asked laughing happily at the thought. 

“Indeed it would,” Phineas replied smiling at Laurel warmly. “Before I take my leave, I am also here to inform you, Imagin, that Queen Alana wishes you to be ready to depart with her in an hour. So please be sure there is nothing else Princess Laurel requires before you take your leave of her,” Phineas said to Imagin with kind authority.

“I will Master Phineas,” Imagin said smiling at Laurel.

“I will take my leave of you, your Highness. I bid you good day,” Phineas said with a satisfied smile, knowing Laurel was in good hands.

Soon after Phineas left, two servants entered the room to clear away the morning meal. Laurel made it a point to tell them how much she enjoyed the meal and to let the cooks know how much she appreciated the effort that went in preparing it. The servants were quite happy and very pleased with Laurel's gracious demeanor. They left all smiles, telling her they would inform the cooks of her approval and appreciation.

“I have never seen the staff so happy to clear dishes,” Imagin said with a laugh.

“One thing I have learned to appreciate since becoming a doe med, is all good work deserves to be recognized. No matter how humble the task may be. Believe me Imagin I have done some very humble tasks. That is why all the attention I have received since coming to Heathwin, has been wonderful, but at times a bit overwhelming. Your family, especially my dear Caleb, have been spoiling me terribly. I will not know how to act when I return home,” Laurel said smiling warmly at Imagin, her eyes luminous with emotion.

Imagin was so moved by Laurel’s admission she hugged her affectionately.

“You should probably get ready to meet with Queen Alana, I would not want you to keep her waiting,” Laurel said as she released her embrace.

“Very well Laurel. Have a lovely day with Ione,” Imagin said quietly, still a bit emotional from Laurel’s words.

Laurel relaxed for a time before Ione returned as exuberant as she had been that morning.

“I have gone to the stables to have the horses ready for us. Are you sure you feel well enough to ride? I do not want you to rush yourself,” Ione asked with some concern.

“I am sure. I have been feeling quite restless. I am still a bit sore, but that is to be expected. I am not used to lying about and doing nothing. I have been looking forward to this all morning,” Laurel replied to Ione reassuringly, as she walked up to her.

Ione did notice that Laurel walked very carefully and deliberately as if she were trying not to jar herself too much as she moved. She did admire Laurel’s determination to not let her injuries prevent her from doing what she wished.

“Well, let us be on our way,” Ione said enthusiastically with another dazzling smile. They made their way carefully down the main stairway and went out the large entrance, the sentries at the main entrance acknowledging their presence by wishing them a good day. The two Princesses returning the greeting, smiling charmingly. The stables were only up a small hill and took just a few moments to reach them. The stables were a replica of the Great Lodge only smaller, with the second level being an immense hayloft. 

Hay was a precious commodity and was delivered twice a year from Gwenlais.  The ceilings were high and vaulted, allowing light and ventilation. The Westerners loved and revered horses, and the construction of the royal stables showed this. The floors were clean and bright, each stall was spacious and well bedded.  The stable hands and groomers would often brag how they could easily live in the stables as it was so clean and comfortable. They found their horses ready for them, in the large front area. Laurel was impressed and happy with how well her mare had been cared for. Her coat was groomed daily, and she was often walked about or ridden gently to keep her conditioned. Caleb insisted she be given her own personal groomer, so as to have the same consistent care and for the groomer to become familiar with Laurel’s horse. 

“How lovely you look Aghna. They treat you very well here,” Laurel murmured softly to her mare, gently stroking her head. 

The sweet horse nickering back to her mistress. Ione smiled at this exchange. She was impressed with Laurel’s attachment to her mare, as those that lived in Gwenlais were not known for their horsemanship. Caleb had told Ione several times that Laurel was a better than average rider, as the standards for equestrian knowledge and abilities in Heathwin were quite high. Ione’s own horse was like Caleb’s, a very large and spirited stallion, though his coat was a rich wheat gold, with a flowing black mane and tail.

The ride to the Gallery was relaxed, and as Ione promised, was only a short distance on horseback. The gallery was placed in a wooded glen. The building was built to fit in with the natural surroundings. The outside walls were allowed to naturally weather, the front of the building had beautifully ornate doors, with the shapes of luxuriant trees carved into them. Laurel could not helped but be impressed with how beautiful Heathwin was. Though she did find Caleb and Aiden as well as others, a bit rough and course at times, she began to admire their love of beauty and art. 

Ione led her inside and was once again impressed with the spacious and simplistic beauty of the building. The first thing to greet them was a beautiful wooden sculpture of a horse rearing on its hind legs. It was carved out of an immense tree trunk, the horse seemingly emerging from the center of the tree. Laurel walked up to the sculpture, gingerly touching it, her eyes wide in admiration of its beauty. 

“Inspiring is it not?” Ione asked, watching Laurel’s expressions with amusement.

“It is breathtaking,” Laurel answered softly, still touching it carefully.

“My Aunt Glenda, she is the widow of Shamus, she was much younger than him. She is the daughter of Chieftain Argon. After her harsh treatment from Shamus it was no surprise she vowed to never marry another warrior, no one blamed her, not even King Fergus. After Shamus was killed, she married the artist who carved it, his name is Brecon. He also made the doors of the Gallery. In fact all the wood carvings were either made by him or are of his design. He made all the wardrobes in the Great Lodge. He is a very kind and quiet man, not like Shamus at all. Which is why I am sure Glenda married him,” Ione said thoughtfully. “Let us go into the room that was given for Kerrie to use for her work, I think you will be impressed,” Ione said with pride in her voice as she spoke of her sister.

As they walked through the Gallery, Laurel noticed other works of art displayed around them. There were many beautiful paintings, weavings, as well as pottery and ornate metal sculptures. Laurel was suddenly saddened at the idea that many people in Gwenlais thought the residents of Heathwin to be crude and without eloquence, her father being one of them. She vowed to herself that with her marriage to Caleb, she would change that opinion. They turned to a room on the left of the Gallery, the small and modest entrance, belying the expanse and beauty of the room as she entered it. The ceilings were higher than any room she had seen so far, with the exception of the Grand Hall. Windows were placed strategically above, to allow just the right amount of light into the immense room, to flatter and enhance the art around them. Laurel then noticed surrounding her were paintings, and drawings, of everything that lived in Heathwin, including its people. She was utterly entranced by the many different impressions that Ione’s sister had of her home. Some were vivid and bright, others were more subdued and tranquil. The drawings and sketches of people were done with love and sensitivity.  All were brilliant and mesmerizing. Suddenly her eyes were drawn to a sketch of a Rabkin. Its fierce eyes cold and penetrating, its claw like hands reaching out to grasp viciously at whatever was in front of it. Laurel looked over at Ione, with tearful and questioning eyes. Ione smiled at her sadly, walking over to grasp her hand.

“When we were children, we witnessed the aftermath of a raid on one of the villages. We were returning with our mother from Welstone. Kerrie saw one of the Rabkins turning to stare at us, before it disappeared into the forest.

She was tormented for weeks with nightmares, from seeing the bodies, the smell of blood, and the cold eyes of the Rabkin before it left. Mother told her to draw a picture to rid her heart and mind of the images. After she did, the nightmares stopped. She has been painting and drawing ever since,” Ione explained, in a soft sad voice.

“Ione, I am so sorry. So sorry for what all of you have suffered. No wonder Morene resented me so much. My life seems so sheltered and simple compared to what all of you have had to deal with,” Laurel said her voice trembling with emotion.

“Dear Laurel, please do not feel that way. It is not your fault we suffered hardships. Your life has not been without tragedy. Morene’s heart was cold and bitter. She resented anyone who was loving and kind hearted. She was horrible to Caleb and I hated her for it. She would brag about his prowess as a lover just to make us uncomfortable. Though she was not faithful to him my dear Laurel. I knew of her lovers, for I saw her with them at different times. I sparred with her once, and was overly, let us just say, enthusiastic, in my actions. She chose never to spar with me again. She was also a bit nicer to Caleb for a brief time,” Ione said with a wicked smile that reminded Laurel of Aiden. “Enough talk of sad things. I wish to show you the family gallery, it is sculptures of the likenesses of the children of all three Princes. I dare say you will enjoy it,” Ione said brightly.

Walking into yet another room, of the same design and ambiance as the last, Laurel let out a small gasp of surprise as she beheld the beautiful life size sculptures in the room. The first to be seen was a sculpture of a tall and slender young woman, her hair blowing behind her by a seemingly gently breeze. Holding in her long graceful hand a brush, as if painting on an unseen canvas. 

“This is my sister Kerrie and yes it is a perfect likeness,” Ione said smiling warmly at the statue.

“She is utterly beautiful Ione. I look forward to meeting her,” Laurel replied her eyes bright and happy.

“She looks forward to meeting you as well, it may be as soon as tomorrow. The entire family with the exceptions of my Aunt Glenda and Adele, all live within walking distance to the Great Lodge. Now that Caleb has officially announced your betrothal, do not be surprised to meet quite a few family members before your return to Gwenlais,” Ione mentioned with a grin. “Now, I know you recognize this dashing rouge,” Ione smiled drolly, as she brought Laurel over to the next likeness.

It was a remarkable life like statue of Aiden, standing with one leg on a rock holding his long bow in front of him. His smile was as charming on the likeness as in life. Laurel could not help but smile back at it. 

“He of course did not mind one bit posing for it,” Ione and Laurel both laughed at her comment.

Laurel then looked over and was drawn to the likeness of a beautiful, tall, young woman, her long hair cascading down her back, wearing a flowing gown that draped gracefully off her shoulders, showing just a hint of her full breast. Her smile was seductive and mysterious. Laurel looked at the beautiful statue for a moment longer and then looked over at Ione, who was wearing the same smile.

“Ione, it is so beautiful. Truly people who come to see it must be captivated by it,” Laurel spoke in a quiet voice, as she looked again at the lovely likeness.

“I feel the sculptor was a bit enamored with me. I think he embellished a bit,” Ione replied humbly.

“No, not at all. I believe he captured your beauty remarkably,” Laurel answered smiling warmly at her.

Ione lowered her eyes and lead Laurel over to another likeness of another young woman and a young man standing together. The young woman was holding what appeared to be a fire swallow in her hands. The young man held a book, with scrolls under his arm. They were both smiling sweetly, sharing the same charming facial expressions.

“This is my cousins Addis, who I mentioned earlier, and Bebhinn. They are twins. The children of Shamus and Glenda. Bebhinn holds a swallow, because she has a beautiful singing voice. She will more than likely sing at your wedding, as a gift. Addis holds a book and scrolls as it is his wish to be a Scribe. He also has a wonderful sense of humor, and loves to tease Caleb. Caleb rewards this by shoving him around roughly, though he loves Addis dearly, and would never let anyone hurt him. They are very close to their mother and are quite fond of their young half-sister and stepfather,” Ione said smiling fondly at the likenesses. “Now I will show you the pride and joy of the family gallery, though the subject of the next likeness will completely disagree,” Ione smiled knowingly as she led Laurel over to the far side of the room.

Laurel stood looking at the likeness standing in front of her, took her breath away, looking up at the face she loved and knew so well. She walked over to the statue and put her hands on the likeness lovingly tracing her fingers gently across its surface. She smiled adoringly up at the face, surprised to see the smile that so few see, on his likeness. Caleb’s statue stood in the center of the open space that was made for it. His likeness was atop of his beloved large roan stallion, as he looked forward into the unseen distance.

“Is it not a perfect likeness Laurel?” Ione asked smiling warmly at her.

“Yes it is. I remember the first time I saw that smile. I was seventeen seasons. I rode out with my horse to meet the Sentinels before they entered the gates. He smiled at me that same way as I approached. It was then that I knew I loved him, yet my heart was crushed as he had just married Morene,” Laurel spoke with a sad smile, still looking up at the statue. 

“Now it is all behind you, as a bittersweet memory. No one else holds the space in his heart that you do. Soon we will see your likeness here,” Ione replied holding Laurel’s hand.

“I cannot imagine that happening,” Laurel said laughing.

“Oh Laurel, I would not be surprised if Caleb had your likeness commissioned at any time now,” Ione said smiling at her charmingly.

“However did the sculptor capture Caleb’s smile? I cannot imagine him posing for this,” Laurel asked, smirking at Ione.

Ione began to laugh before she answered.

“You know your love very well. He hates the statue. He claims it looks nothing like him. He refused to pose for the sculptor, much to his mother’s frustration. The sculptor was then forced to follow him about the city for a bit before Caleb threatened to put his sketches in a very unpleasant place,” Ione and Laurel both laughed. “It took my sister to ask Caleb if she could sketch him, and of course he would not refuse her. That is how the sculptor was able to capture his smile,” Ione said smiling slyly.

“Thank you for showing me this beautiful Gallery Ione. And for sharing this exquisite likeness of Caleb. I wish I could take it back with me to Gwenlais.

We have already spoken of how we will miss each other dearly until he returns for the Harvest collection,” Laurel mentioned with a voice filled with melancholy. 

“Well you will most definitely have to meet my sister before your return,” Ione spoke with a secretive smile.

 

Phineas approached the comfortable home, a smile on his face. He got off his horse and walked up to the beautifully carved door.  He knocked several times, his heart pounding in his chest as he waited for an answer.  As the door opened, he smiled warmly at the one answering it.

“Oh my dear Phineas! How I have missed you,” the soft female voice greeted him.

He took his love in his arms and kissed her passionately.

“I have missed you my darling. Come, let me show you how I have longed for your sweet presence,” as he kissed her again.

They both walked into the house still in a passionate kiss, closing the door behind them.

 



  
 


 15: THE BANISHMENT 
When the King and his sons arrived with the squad of fifteen Sentinels at Leland’s home, they were surprised to find him waiting outside with his wife and sons and the guards that had been assigned to him. King Fergus had mercifully allowed Leland to spend his last night in Heathwin, at home with his family, while being under guard. Owain had requested to be one of those guards. The faces of all were solemn and the mood sad and quiet. 

“It is time to say goodbye Leland,” King Fergus said gravely.

Leland nodded his acknowledgement and embraced his wife and sons.

“You will remain in my heart forever my love,” Ealish said tearfully, as she held Leland close.

“Then you have forgiven me Ealish”? Leland asked her, tears of gratitude filling his eyes.

“Yes my darling, I have. You will leave with the peace in knowing you have our forgiveness,” Ealish spoke quietly, through her tears.

“No man could be more blessed with having a family such as this. I truly am so sorry I could not see it until now,” Leland said, weeping openly as he kissed his wife and sons.

“Ardal my son. You are now the man of the house. Take care of your mother and brother. Remember what I told you. Do not make the mistakes I have made. Do not hold ill will towards the King and Prince Caleb. Remember what the Princess did for us. Grow to be the man I could not be. Continue to make me as proud of you as I am right now,” Leland said to his oldest son, as he placed his hand on the boy’s tearful face.

“I will Father. I promise,” Ardal said bravely, through his tears.

Looking down into the face of his youngest son, Leland smiled warmly as he picked the boy up into his arms, holding him close.

“Listen to your mother, and respect your brother my sweet Beacam. Know that I shall always love you and think of you every day. I too am very proud of you. You both will be the proud legacy I leave behind,” Leland said, as he wept and kissed his son’s face tenderly.

“I love you too Father,” the young boy said sobbing pitifully.

Placing his son down gently he then again turned to his wife, placing a hand tenderly on the side of her face, as she bravely tried to smile at him.

“I release you from our marriage pledge my beloved. I beg of you to move forward, and find the happiness you so much deserve, but know that I have loved you deeply,” he said quietly, as he gently kissed her forehead.

“No, please my love. Do not ask this of me. I could never love again. I will remain forever yours, I will never give my heart to another,” Ealish spoke through her heart wrenching sobs.

Leland smiled and kissed her passionately one last time. He then embraced his family goodbye and gently pulled himself away from them as he mounted on to his horse. Ealish hugged her sons to her as she began to sob wretchedly, Owain came behind his aunt and held them in his arms to calm them, and his eyes also tear filled. Leland gave them one last tearful smile before he turned, and then did not look at them again. Caleb and Aiden looked at the family with sad and sympathetic faces, before they too turned and began to ride forward. Beacam broke free from his mother’s embrace and began to run down the path after his father.

“Father! Father! Come back! Do not leave us!” the child cried out sobbing.

Owain ran forward and catching up to the boy, pulled him up into his arms and carried him back to the house.

“No! No! No! Father!” the child cried out pitifully, his arms outstretched.

Leland did not turn around, but wept silently as the group continued to move forward. It took several hours for them to reach the northwestern borders of Heathwin. A few small villages were there, but not much else was known of the expansive territories in that region. The Kedesh merchants had told them of a small remote city that was a three day journey from there. Leland was given a sword and dagger, as well as a flint, a bedroll and food supplies to last for several days. King Fergus then handed Leland a small bag of money, to help him sustain himself, until he found a means to do so.

“Your family will be well cared for Leland. Ealish is still Alana’s kin and will continue to be treated as such. They will continue to live in their home, and remain in the comfort to which they are accustomed,” the King spoke in a soft, but serious voice.

“Thank you Sire. I do however worry for the future of my sons,” he said pointedly, looking over at Caleb.

Caleb looked over at him, his eyes intense, and his demeanor stern and serious. Leland returned his gaze unflinchingly.

“Your sons will not suffer for your transgressions. You have my word. I will look after them and see they are allowed the same opportunities as any child of Heathwin,” Caleb spoke with conviction.

Leland smiled sadly. “For what it is worth Prince Caleb, I consider your word to be of high value. I thank you for granting me that peace before I leave. For that peace I wish to give you a warning Sire,” Leland said quietly.

“Are you actually threatening me Leland?” Caleb asked in a dangerous tone.

Leland laughed lightly at his question. “No, Sire. I truly wish to warn you for the safety of Princess Laurel. I am most grateful for what she did for my family, for myself. Be aware that there are those in Gwenlais who are not loyal to her Highness. Some, who do indeed find the idea of your union to be a threat to their interests. Not all in Gwenlais are your friends,” Leland replied looking at Caleb intently. “Guard her well Sire.”

“Who is a threat to her? Who would want to harm her?” Caleb asked with urgency.

“As it would mean the life of my family, I cannot tell you. But you are an intelligent and resourceful man Prince Caleb. You will see at some point who you can and cannot trust. The only thing I can tell you, is that Master Phineas is your greatest ally from Gwenlais. Tell her father of my warning, but tell him only in the presence of Phineas. That is all I am able to say, and I pray I have not said too much,” Leland said gravely.

Caleb looked over at his father and brother then nodded in acknowledgement to Leland.

“I wish to say your Majesty, that I deeply regret my decision, and I hold no ill will towards you and your family or the Princess,” Leland spoke with quiet dignity.

“May you find peace at some point in your life Leland. Again worry no more for your family,” King Fergus said, with sad soft voice.

Leland then slightly bowed his head in respect and moved his horse forward. They watched his departure until they could no longer see him as he crested the hill and disappeared over the other side.

The King and Princes then turned their horses back towards Heathwin, the Squad following close behind them. Some time passed before anyone spoke.

“Do you take his warning to be true Father?” Caleb asked quietly with concern.

“It gave him no advantage to tell us this, if anything he felt it may have jeopardized the safety of his family. So yes, I do take his warning seriously.

King Garron will have to as well,” King Fergus said pointedly.

“I will double the security detail when we return Laurel to Gwenlais,” Aiden spoke up.

“I feel it would be best for Laurel to return to Heathwin, when we arrange for the Harvest supply mission. I think the wedding should take place shortly after. She should not stay there any longer than necessary,” King Fergus, suggested, looking at Caleb's expression, which gave away nothing. “That will not be an easy thing to convince her father of. The harvest dates can be a bit tricky to schedule, depending on the crops themselves. We will need a bit of time to see how things are going, in order to give Garron an exact date. I feel an envoy will need to be sent later to do this,” King Fergus said, still watching Caleb intently.

“I am not concerned with convincing her father of anything. He will just need to contend with whatever is decided,” Caleb said, with a caustic tone, Aiden and his father grinned knowingly at each other.  

King Fergus and his sons return to the Great Lodge was announced by a page, who entered wide eyed into the family sitting room. He seemed a bit flustered as he informed the Queen that they were making their way into the Grand Hall. Laurel looked over at the Queen and Ione who were smirking at each other, as Imagin just looked over at Laurel nervously. Within a few moments King Fergus and Caleb and Aiden walked into the sitting room.

“Alana my dear may I speak with you in the study for a moment please?” King Fergus asked his wife quietly.

“Of course mo chroi,” Queen Alana replied, as she rose to walk with him out of the room.

Aiden sat down next to Imagin on the small couch as Caleb sat down between Laurel and Ione, both brothers not speaking and looking very tired and sullen. Ione was the first to speak up to try to lessen the tension in the room.

“Laurel dear, why do you not show Caleb the beautiful scarf Aunt Alana bought for you in Welstone,” Ione spoke trying to be cheerful.

Laurel unfolded the scarf and draped it over her shoulders. Caleb looked at the scarf lightly touching the material.

“Does it not bring out her eyes?” Ione asked Caleb brightly.

“Yes it does,” Caleb answered softly, as he gently touched Laurel’s cheek.

“So what did you two do all afternoon?” Aiden asked smirking at Caleb’s demeanor.

“I took Laurel to see the Gallery. We had a lovely time did we not Laurel?” Ione asked enthusiastically.

“You took her all the way the Gallery? Did I not plainly say, not to tire her out? How is she supposed to recover properly if she is dragged about all over Heathwin?” Caleb asked angrily, again not giving Laurel a chance to speak.

Aiden and Laurel exchanged knowing glances, as Aiden shook his head, smirking mockingly at him. Ione however was not amused by Caleb’s mood, as she stood up and turned to face him, her face flush with her rising temper.

“Really Caleb! Continue to not allow the poor girl to speak for herself, and to treat her as if she were a helpless invalid! I do not know how she puts up with you!” Ione said, with an angry raised voice.

Seeing Caleb’s surprised face becoming angrier as he was starting to lose his temper, Laurel then spoke up quickly trying to calm both strong minded cousins.

“I had a lovely day today Caleb, really I feel fine. Ione was very sensitive to my feelings. She told me the most wonderful stories about your family, I feel as if I know them already,” Laurel said cheerfully, placing her hands on his chest.

“Thank you Laurel. In fact I have just had a wonderful idea. I am going to speak to Aunt Alana now, and bring up the marvelous idea of introducing Laurel to the family personally, before she returns to Gwenlais,” she said, her face with a prideful self-satisfied expression. 

As she turned to leave the room in a huff, both brothers beginning to protest her plan, all to no avail. Caleb leaned his head against the back of the couch and sighed deeply.

“I hope you are satisfied with yourself. She is now going in there to convince Mother that it would be a marvelous idea to have the entire family here,” Aiden said, in an exaggerated and angry manner.

Caleb rolled his eyes as he shook his head. Laurel looked at both of them with a sympathetic smile. Imagin looked about nervously as she stood up and announced she was now going home. She went over to give Laurel a hug and then said goodbye to both brothers who merely grunted their reply as Laurel smiled at her warmly as she walked out of the room. All three of them looked in the direction of the doorway with the sound of animated female voices entering.

“Caleb dear, I am so happy with your suggestion,” Queen Alana said, clearly delighted with something that she had been told. “I must say though you did surprise me, I never would have thought you would want to have the entire family meet Laurel before her departure,” Queen Alana said, smiling warmly at him.

Ione gave him a smug smile as she winked at Laurel.

“I admit I surprised myself as well Mother,” he smiled at both of them.

“Well come along Ione dear, we need to make lists, the family will be arriving in two days,” Queen Alana said happily her voice trailing off as she left the room for the study.

“Wonderful, they will all descend upon us like locust in two days. I hope you are happy,” Aiden said standing up he walked over to give Laurel a kiss on the cheek. “I am going to the Blue Dragon, be nice to her,” Aiden said to Caleb crossly, as he left the room.

“I really do not feel I need someone to tell me that,” Caleb called out to Aiden, as he left the room.

Laurel leaned over and gave Caleb a gentle kiss on his cheek, and lay her head against his chest. Caleb smiled tiredly but warmly at her, kissing the top of her head as he took her in his arms.  

“I am happy you had such a lovely afternoon mo ghra. I am sorry I came home in such a foul mood,” Caleb said in a soft tired voice.

“I know Caleb, I am sorry that whatever you had to do caused so much pain and tension for you all. Will you not share with me your pain? We are to be wed my dear Caleb, I wish to comfort you and share in your grief,” Laurel said sitting up to look at his face. “Please tell me what is troubling your heart,” speaking to him consolingly. 

Caleb smiled at her affectionately tracing the outline of her face with his finger.

“I do not wish to trouble you mo ghra, with the unpleasant things I must sometimes have to attend to. You have dealt with enough already,” Caleb tried reasoning with her.

Laurel looked at him sadly, her grey eyes soft and luminous with emotion, as she slowly shook her head.

“Caleb, you cannot shelter me from every unpleasant detail in life, especially in your life. I do not expect it and I do not wish it,” Laurel said, laying her hand against the side of his face.

Caleb looked into her eyes, silently thanking the Maker, he had been blessed to have someone so loving and guileless to soon be his wife.

“Very well my darling. I wish however not to speak of it until we are alone in my room. Will you be with me tonight Laurel? Will you stay with me in my room once more? I need to feel you with me,” Caleb asked with such vulnerability, it surprised her.

“Of course I will Caleb, when do you wish me to be there?” she asked with a soft voice filled with emotion.

“Now,” he whispered as he took her face in his hands and kissed her deeply.

“I will go and change into my nightgown and robe, and then I will join you,” she answered slightly breathless, trembling lightly as a result of his kiss.

“Come along then my love, I will walk you to your room, and then arrange for dinner to be brought to my quarters. I will say goodnight to everyone for us and then we should have a nice quiet evening to ourselves,” Caleb spoke softly as he stood up and taking her hand led her out of the sitting room. They continued to walk hand and hand quietly, not feeling the need to speak as they were happy just to be together. Once they reached Laurel’s room, Caleb took her in his arms again, and held her for a few moments tightly against him, resting his chin against her forehead. Laurel just smiled to herself, both surprised and a bit sad to see him so pained at heart, but happy that she was able to give him comfort with just her presence.

“I will see you in little while dearest, just come to my room when you are finished. I will be back there shortly after,” kissing her on the forehead he smiled as he turned back down the corridor looking weary.

Laurel walked into her room and began to undress slowly as she was still feeling a bit achy from her bruises. She selected a gown that was light weight, with a sheer matching robe, both in deep rich rose color. She trembled a bit, realizing this would be the second occasion she would be staying with him in the privacy of his room, but without the stress of her recent ordeal. She was prepared to tell him of her vow to remain chaste until they were wed, but hoped she would not have the need to, not yet.  After she finished changing she walked out into the corridor and into Caleb’s room. The door was shut but knowing he would most likely not be there yet, she walked in. She saw that his desk was covered in paper, and curiously walked up to it, looking at what was spread across the front of it. She was careful not to touch anything, as she did not wish for Caleb to think she was being intrusive and looking through things she should not. She again thought about it and walked away from his desk, not wanting her curiosity to get the better of her. Laurel then walked over to his wardrobe and opening it, began to lightly touch his shirts and tunics, noting almost immediately the familiar scent of cedar. She noticed one of the tunics he slept in and holding it, brought it up to her face, closing her eyes as she took in the scent. She could smell the scent of him in the shirt, as he obviously had worn it last night.  Smiling she was about to put it back in the wardrobe when she felt another presence in the room, looking up suddenly she saw Caleb watching her with an amused and curious expression. Laurel blushed brightly at being seen going through his clothes.

“I....um...I did not know you were there,” Laurel began to stammer embarrassedly, as she went to put the tunic back.

“It is alright love. Take it back out, I plan on wearing it tonight, and while you are there, why do you not grab the black britches as well, you know the ones,” he smirked at her, with a wry grin.

Still blushing and biting her bottom lip, she looked for and found the britches he requested and grabbing them hurriedly, closed the wardrobe and walked over to where Caleb was standing. Handing him his clothes, but keeping her eyes cast down as she was still feeling embarrassed. Caleb, laughed at her lightly, took the clothes from her and tossed then onto a nearby stool. He took her in his arms and gently kissed her forehead.

“There is no reason to feel embarrassed my darling, I have gone into your wardrobe many times when you were recovering, both with the Dragon’s Tooth and just the other day. There is no reason to feel shy with me. I am certainly not insulted by your curiosity, I find it quite charming,” Caleb said as he gently lifted her face and kissed her warmly on the lips. “You may come into my room whenever you wish, no need for an invitation,” kissing her again hoping to make her feel more at ease.

Laurel looked up at him smiling sweetly, as he softly stroked her hair, moving it gently behind her ears.

“Come and sit with me Laurel, tell me more of your day with Ione, I have no doubt she told you every detail of our family,” Caleb said with a sardonic grin, as he led her over to the deep chair at the foot of his bed.

Sitting down, Caleb then gently pulled her onto his lap as before, Laurel put her arms around his neck and shoulders. Caleb carefully caressed the back of her neck and shoulders, a look of tender concern on his face.

“How are you feeling this evening mo ghra? Be honest with me. Are you in pain? I still feel you did too much today,” he asked, in a soft voice.

“I do not feel any worse than I would, had I just stayed at the Lodge all day. I am covered in bruises Caleb, I am bound to be sore for a bit. I do however feel a little better each day. You have taken very good care of me, as always,” Laurel said to him reassuringly, as she softly kissed his cheek.

Caleb smiled at her shy affectionate gesture. It still amused him that though she was warm and receptive to his more demonstrative displays of affection, she was still shy and more reserved whenever she initiated any physical show of endearment. He knew that she was not being coy or teasing, she truly was shy and unaccustomed to open displays of affection, as her parents, though loving, were also reserved in how they treated her, and each other physically. 

“I love taking care of you my darling. You have given my life more meaning and purpose, since you have been with me. I look forward to waking up each morning, just to see you,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he kissed her again with a quiet and reserved passion, enjoying the tranquil mood he felt, as he held her. “Now, what did you think of the Gallery?” he asked her smiling warmly.

“I enjoyed it very much. I was quite impressed how many gifted artist you have here in Heathwin. Also how gifted your cousin Kerrie is. Her work was truly breathtaking,” Laurel answered her eyes bright and cheerful.

“Yes, she is quite remarkable. You will like Kerrie. She is very sweet and quiet, not really shy, she is actually quite friendly. I have always called her my little owl, as she can just sit and watch what is going on around her for some time, and be perfectly content doing so. Which is probably why she is such an amazing artist,” Caleb said with affection as he spoke of his young cousin.

“Ione mentioned you were close to her,” Laurel spoke with a smile.

“Yes, Aiden and I both are. We adore Ione as well, as you have already seen, but Kerrie is just very sweet, and vulnerable. Her father never appreciated that about her. We always felt the need to look after her,” Caleb paused thoughtfully for a moment. “I suppose the family introduction will not be as bad as all that, I was just being irritable, and so was Aiden, do not listen to his comparing them to locust. They will all love you, but I dare say, it may be a bit overwhelming, as they can be quite loud and demonstrative,” Caleb said looking a bit concerned.

“I look forward to it. I am beginning to enjoy loud and demonstrative,” Laurel said with a laugh.

Caleb laughed with her, beginning to feel more relaxed from his arduous day. He took her in his arms and held her closer to him, being careful not to hold her too tightly. After witnessing the pain and sorrow of Leland’s banishment he found himself reluctant to let Laurel out of his embrace.

Laurel could sense his sadness, as she put her arms around his neck, just a bit tighter.

“Please Caleb. Please tell me what is troubling you. I only which to ease your pain, as you have done for me, so many times,” Laurel whispered to him softly.

She pulled away gently to look into his eyes, as she smiled warmly at him. To her dismay, his eyes were filled with sorrow and pain as he looked at her.

She gently held his face in her hands, and very softly kissed his lips.

He smiled at her lovingly and taking her in his arms picked her up and gently carried her to his bed. Laying her down gently, he then lay down beside her, pulling her close to him as they lay facing each other. He kissed her face gently, lingering for a moment, his lips resting on her forehead.

He then proceeded to tell her what he and his brother and father had done all day. How they had to meet Leland at his home, had watched him say goodbye to his family, had seen the look of unspeakable sorrow on the faces of his wife and sons. Hearing the cries of the youngest son, as he watched his father leave for the last time. How when taken to the borders of Heathwin, Leland expressed regret, and had told Caleb and his father and brother he held no ill will towards them, or to Laurel. How Fergus had promised Leland, his family would be cared for. How Caleb himself had promised he would look after Leland’s sons. He did not tell her of Leland’s warning, that not all were loyal in Gwenlais. He did not wish to cause her anymore distress than she had already suffered. When he had finished telling her all that was in his heart, he was saddened at the fact she lay next to him quietly crying, tears streaming silently down her face.

“I am so sorry my love, this is why I did not wish to tell you,” Caleb said his voice breaking with emotion.

“No, Caleb. I am glad you told me, I needed to know this. I knew it was going to happen. I am just sorry for his family. Sorry that he regretted too late his choices,” Laurel spoke in a sad soft voice. “I am still happy you unburdened your heart to me. There is no reason to carry this pain yourself.

I love you, and I only wish to help you through things you must deal with, good or bad,” she smiled at him her lips trembling with emotion.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly as he gently kissed her lips. He then took her in his arms and held her close, as he allowed himself to be comforted by her nearness. They lay in each other’s arms for some time, not speaking, just holding each other, kissing each other tenderly from time to time. The room soon began to become darkened as evening approached further. Caleb stood up and lit the candelabra on his desk, moving the papers into a neat stack to the side. He then began to light a fire, as the evening was proving to be chilly, knowing Laurel was still not accustomed to it. Laurel quietly got out of bed and walked over to where he was, still tending to the fire. She gently began to stroke his hair, not speaking, allowing him to be with his thoughts.  When he was satisfied with the size of the fire he then stood up and smiled down at her lovingly, taking her in his arms and kissing her gently once again.

“I am going to take a quick bath, dinner should be here by the time I am done. After that we will have a relaxing quiet evening together, then you can finish telling me about your day. I am curious about the details Ione told you about the family,” he said smiling wryly at her.

“Yes, she did tell me quite a bit,” Laurel giggled as she spoke.

“I have no doubt,” Caleb smiled back at her, as he picked up his clothes and began to walk towards the bath. “Make yourself comfortable darling, feel free to go through my wardrobe again,” he said smiling roguishly at her, as he shut the door into the bath.

Laurel felt her face blush at his comment as she smirked. She looked about the room, now having the opportunity to take her time and admire the elegant style and furnishings of the room. The drapes which cascaded gracefully down the full length windows, where simply styled with no embellishment, colored a soft grey to match the stain painted on the walls.  There was only one piece of artwork in the room, a beautiful painting of a wooded glen with a river running through it. It no doubt was a work of Kerrie, as she recognized her tranquil tone. The furnishings were simple but elegantly built. The most lavish piece of furniture was the ornately carved wardrobe. His favourite piece was the large and deep leather chair at the foot of his bed. Laurel had to admit when she sat in it with him, she was indeed comfortable, as there was ample room. His bed, as Ione had mentioned, was quite oversized. When she lay in it with him a short time ago, she could not help but notice how much room there still was in the bed, with them both in it. She continued to look about and noticed a small wooden cabinet next to the main door. She walked over to it and opening it saw that it held books, what appeared to be ledgers, and his Tablut board and the box which held the game pieces. She smiled looking towards the bath door, and took out the board and pieces and walking over to the large desk began to set up the game. Caleb would be impressed, with how much she had improved in the game, with Phineas’ help. By the time she had the board arranged, Caleb walked out of the bath. When he noticed what she had done, he laughed affectionately at her, coming over to kiss her warmly on her lips.

“I am happy to see you have found my board. So have your skills improved since our last game?” Caleb asked smiling at her charmingly.

“You shall just have to play with me Sire to find out,” Laurel said smiling impishly at him.

He narrowed his eyes a bit as he sat across from her, smiling enticingly at her. Watching her make the first move on the board.

“It is your turn to guard the King this time Caleb,” she said playfully.

“You truly have no idea what you do to me, do you?’ Caleb asked her in an ardent deep voice, as he moved his piece to counter her move.

“What do you mean? Do you wish to capture the King instead?” Laurel asked him guilelessly.

Caleb began to laugh at her quietly, as he shook his head. 

“No my love this is just fine,” he said through his laughter. He stood up and reaching across the table kissed her passionately for a moment. 

He sat back down smiling at her warmly, as she looked at him with puzzled amusement, before returning her attention to the game. They played until a knock at the door, signaled dinner had arrived. Laurel carefully moved the board, as Caleb opened the door, allowing the servants to bring in their meal. They left smiling warmly at Laurel, whispering and laughing quietly as they left. Caleb had requested a simple meal of cheeses, freshly baked bread, fresh fruit, soft boiled quail eggs, and a smoked beef sausage, along with various pickled vegetables he knew Laurel was fond of. As well as a bottle of wine and her favourite cake, made for her in tiny crown shaped bites. They continued to play their game of Tablut, Caleb being impressed with Laurel’s growing skill of the game. She still had not won, but he found she was not as easy to defeat as earlier. She smiled sadly at the board with a soft sigh.

“What is it my love? Why do you look so melancholy?” Caleb asked in an amused tone.

“I just feel I shall never actually win at this,” she said, with the same sad smile.

“Of course you will dearest. Do not forget, I have been playing considerably longer than you,” Caleb said reaching over to caress her cheek. “You have improved greatly. You would not want me to let you win, would you?” he asked smirking.

“No! Of course not. That would be pointless, so do not ever do that,” Laurel said, smiling at him impishly.

Caleb smiled back at her, as he poured a glass of wine. Taking a sip he then offered Laurel a drink. She smiled shyly, taking the glass and drinking only a few sips, before handing the glass back to Caleb.  

“So when will I be able to convince you, that having a glass of wine is completely acceptable?” he asked, smiling warmly at her.

“Oh I am sure you will at some point in time,” Laurel answered, smirking a little embarrassedly.

“How would you like to begin our evening?” he asked in a soft whisper walking up to the back of her chair, and wrapping his arms around her shoulders.

“Perhaps I could tell you more of my visit to the Gallery?” Laurel asked him quietly.

“In spite of my concern earlier, that you were being dragged about too much, yes I would love to hear how you enjoyed the Gallery,” Caleb said to her warmly. “Come and sit with me in my chair, and then you will have my full attention,” Caleb said helping her to her feet and walking over to the chair. 

Caleb sat down and gently helped her to sit on his lap, as he gently caressed her back and shoulders. Laurel then began to relate to Caleb how moved she was by the beautiful artwork she had observed, the lovely horse carving made from the tree trunk, the works of the other artist, and especially the room that was dedicated to Kerrie’s work. She told him of how her heart was broken by Kerrie’s vivid sketch of a Rabkin, and the story behind her drawing. Caleb listened to her closely, delighted how much she had enjoyed being with Ione, and learning more about his family. Then when she began to relate how much she had enjoyed the room that held the sculptures, he looked at her wryly as she began to tease him about his likeness. 

“I told Ione that I wished I could take it back with me to Gwenlais,” she said smiling at him demurely.

“Yes, well I wish you could too,” Caleb smiled at her wryly.

“I do not know why you dislike it so much. It is a wonderful likeness, it took my breath away Caleb, I could not take my eyes off of it,” Laurel replied her eyes bright and luminous.

“I find it very ironic, that you gush about a likeness of me and yet you have me right here,” he said ardent voice, as he put a stray tendril of hair behind her ear.

Laurel smiled shyly, at his comment. 

“Yes I do,” she said warmly as she put her arms around his neck.

“Perhaps I can persuade you to find me as interesting as that statue, that I still feel looks nothing like me,” Caleb replied, speaking in a low ardent voice.

“Ione said you felt that way,” Laurel said with a giggle.

“For just a bit my love, let us not talk of statues, and very opinionated cousins,” Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as her took her gently in his arms and kissed her with a soft and quiet passion. “Are you in pain Laurel? I noticed when we walked over here, you were still walking very carefully,” Caleb asked with concern in his eyes.

“I am still a bit sore Caleb, as I said before it is to be expected,” Laurel smiled at him reassuringly  

“I would feel more at ease if you stayed at home for the next few days. I have cleared my schedule of all duties for the next week. Now that Mother is convinced you must meet all the family, that itself will be exhausting. So, stay home with me, and I will keep you quietly occupied until you must leave me and return to Gwenlais. There is actually one place I wish you to see before you leave, it is a hill top, a very short ride from here. It is very special, only this time of the season. I would like you to feel well enough however before I take you there. If you do not rest and limit your activities we may miss the opportunity,” Caleb spoke in a quiet, but authoritative tone.

“What is so special about the hill top?” Laurel asked her eyes bright with curiosity. 

Caleb smiled at her warmly. “Every Planting season the fire swallows return from the southern regions of Rienfield, and they literally for a short time, fill the sky with their return. It is truly a wonderful thing to behold, I would love to share that with you, before you depart,” Caleb answered his eyes intense, but as warm and loving as his voice.

“I would love to see that as well. I have heard stories of the swallows returning, but I have never experienced it. They do not return directly over Gwenlais,” Laurel replied her face glowing with excitement.

“Good. So you will agree to take it a bit easier then?” Caleb asked in the same soft voice, as he caressed her cheek.

Laurel smiled at him warmly, realizing he could not help being overly concerned with her welfare. Her attack by the Scimitar cat, and seeing Leland’s family’s heart wrenching reaction to his banishment, had left him distraught. 

“Yes Sire. I will concede to your wishes, I do not want to have you be distressed any longer over my condition. It pains me to see you so worried,” Laurel said softly, as she stroked the back of his head.

“Unfortunately dearest I will be worried until I know that you will be here with me forever, and will never have to depart from me again,” Caleb replied in an ardent whisper, as he kissed her lips once more.

His kisses became more passionate and intense, then earlier. As he was quite concerned about being too unrestrained in his affections for fear of hurting her. He heard her moan softly, which caused him to stop and look at her with concern.

“Did I hurt you?” Caleb asked worriedly.

“No, not at all. I was.....just caught up in the moment,” Laurel replied breathlessly.

Caleb smiled at her warmly, and then very slowly stood up, holding her in his arms. Walking over to the side of his bed, he placed her down gently, carefully adjusting the pillows behind her head. He sat down next to her and leaning down, his arms on either side of her, softly began to kiss her again, as she put her arms about his neck. He implored her with his mouth to allow him to kiss her deeper, as he tenderly explored her mouth, softly taking a nibble of her bottom lip as he ended his kiss. He pulled away for a moment to see her reaction, to this new experience. Her eyes wide and curious, but not frightened. 

Smiling at her he asked, “Was that alright? Would you like me to kiss you that way again?” he said, in a deep whisper.

Laurel paused for a moment, looking into his eyes, seeing only love and tenderness, as his eyes were calm and soft.

“Yes...I would,” she whispered back.

He smiled at her lovingly and resumed his ardent but affectionate attentions, moving slowly and gently, being careful not to startle her or to make her jump in surprise. After a few moments had passed and he noticed Laurel begin to tremble, he stopped by gently kissing her forehead, softly stroking her hair.

“I do not wish to overwhelm you my love. Especially in your present condition. We have plenty of time to express our love to each other, I do not want you to feel rushed and uncomfortable with my affections. Tonight, I only wish to feel you in my arms, I am in want of your presence, for I do find it soothing and calming,” Caleb said to her, again with a vulnerability, that surprised and moved her.

“I find your presence also comforts me Caleb. I wish to remain with you tonight as well,” Laurel replied softly.

“I am happy to hear you say that dearest. Let me help you get comfortable and then I will find something to read from the Library, as we settle in for the night. Is that agreeable with you?” he asked smiling, his eyes glowing with love for her. 

“Yes, Sire. It sounds most agreeable,” Laurel answered smiling at him, moving her fingers softly through his hair.

 “Is there anything I can get for you tonight my darling?” as he began to help her get under the covers.

“Perhaps something warm to drink, it feels a bit chilly tonight, does it not?” Laurel asked, smiling charmingly.

“Only to you pathetic farmers from across the river. We are used to a bit of chill in the early Planting season,” Caleb continuing to softly stroke her hair, smiling at her gently.

Laurel pouted at him, pretending insult, as Caleb laughed at her reaction.

“I will be back in a few moments,” he said warmly, as he kissed her once again on the forehead.

He turned and walked out the room, quietly shutting the door behind him. Laurel smiled to herself looking about the room, imagining being in Caleb’s room every night. Her heart and stomach fluttering at the thought of sharing his room and his bed. His passion and affection were sometimes intense, but he was never overbearing. Though he did tend to be a bit overprotective, smiling again at his reaction to hearing of her venture with Ione. She still felt saddened and troubled by what had happened while on the way to Welstone. Laurel found it difficult to believe that there were those who looked at her very existence as a threat to their own. As Caleb walked into the room he noticed Laurel having a sad and far away expression, as she looked out the window that was next to the bed. Caleb walked over quietly, as he placed the warm spiced tea on the side table, next to the bed. She looked up at him smiling as she reached for his hand, as he sat down next to her.

“Tell me why your lovely face looks so troubled dearest,” Caleb requested in a soft concerned voice.

“I am fine Caleb, I just feel a bit tired, that is all,” she smiled at him, squeezing his hand.

Caleb smiled at her knowingly, as he reached over and placed his hand on the side of her face.

“I remember earlier this evening that you were quite insistent about my not keeping things from you. Do you not think after all we have been through together, I cannot tell when something is upsetting you?” he asked her gently. 

Laurel looked into his piercing blue eyes, unable to look away from him, as her own eyes became moist with emotion.

“I am saddened how there are those who would find our union, a threat to them. How they would find my existence a threat to them. How can they not see how much good the uniting of our Kingdoms will be for everyone? The peace and security it will bring to our people. Cannot people see how much we love each other? We have not hidden our affections. Would that not make them feel more secure in our union?” Laurel asked, her voice beginning to shake with emotion. 

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as he leaned over to her and kissed her tenderly. He then took her in his arms, and gently caressed her back. 

“My sweet Laurel, not everyone has your kind and loving heart, so they cannot reason as you do. There are those who find change terrifying. They feel it is a threat to how they have known and expected life to be. If they feel it may take away some advantage they have real or imagined, then they will react as if being threatened, either with cruel words, as McCullan did, or with violence, as was the case with Leland. But I promise you this,” Caleb said, holding her away from him, so he was able to look into her eyes. “We will never let that stop our union from taking place. We will never let that stop us from loving each other. You are the most beautiful, important thing that has ever happened to me, and I will never let anyone take you from me,” Caleb replied with so much conviction and passion, Laurel felt herself tremble at his words. 

She smiled at him adoringly, as tears quietly streamed down her face.

Caleb gently wiped the tears from her face, and kissed her forehead softly.

“I was actually able to find your favourite tea, and now I am afraid it has become cold. Now I will have to go and get you another cup,” feigning annoyance, as he rolled his eyes.

“No, stay with me,” Laurel sniffed a few times, trying to sound more cheerful. “I will still drink the tea. I do not wish you to leave me again,” she said as she smiled at him demurely, reaching over to grip at his shirt sleeves.

“Your wish is my command your Highness. What else would you mandate for me to do for you tonight?” Caleb asked in a deep ardent voice.

Laurel began to giggle at the intenseness of his gaze and the enticing sound of his voice.

“I will leave that up to you Sire, as you have also had a very tiring day,” she replied smiling sweetly at him, her heart feeling much lighter by his words.

“Well, I feel that I have not kissed you nearly enough today. When you return to Gwenlais for a time, I will not be able to do so at all. Which will leave me feeling quite miserable, and I will just be generally difficult to get along with. So for the sake of my sanity, and for the good of Heathwin, I feel we should definitely kiss a bit more this evening,” Caleb said smiling seductively at her, as he leaned in closer to her.

“If it is after all for the good of Heathwin,” Laurel giggled shyly, allowing Caleb to gently place her against the pillows. He laughed quietly at her as he began to softly kiss her face and forehead. Moving her hair gently away from her face, he then slowly began to untie the laces of her nightgown. Laurel looked at him shyly, her eyes showing her bashfulness at his gesture. 

He smiled at her patiently. “It is alright dearest, I wish to kiss your neck, and your gown’s collar, prevents me from doing so. I will not take liberties that would make you uncomfortable. I know you are not ready to give yourself to me at this time, and I do not expect it. I will be very, very patient,” Caleb said, between kisses to her neck and face. “Just relax and let me show you how much I adore you, then I will read to you later. We will both sleep at our leisure, and I will have a wonderful breakfast brought for you in the morning. Does this meet with her Highness approval?” Caleb asked her, between soft kisses.

Laurel sighed with peace and contentment, as his affectionate attentions, were both soothing and pleasurable. She felt herself becoming more relaxed with each gentle kiss to her face and neck, as she placed her hands in his hair, gently gliding her fingers through it.

“Yes it does Sire,” she whispered, with half closed lids. 

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, and slowly drew closer to her, as he moved beside her, laying down next to her, covering them both. He turned her carefully on her side, so that they faced each other, continuing to kiss her lightly and holding her softly, so as not to hurt her still bruised back and shoulders. 
“I am going to kiss you now, very passionately, do not be startled, as I will only kiss you. Just move with me, like the dance at the festival,” Caleb spoke to her in a soft whisper, smiling gently, before closing his eyes and taking her mouth possessively with his own. 

He kissed her as he had told her with passion but not aggression. He moved slowly at first, to allow her time to move in rhythm with him. When they were both moving together as if dancing, he increased his passionate attentions, kissing her deeply, and gently exploring her mouth with his own, holding the side of her face tenderly in his hand. He then moved his hand slowly down the side of her body, resting it lightly on her hip. When he heard her moan softly, and felt her body tremble at his love, he began to slow his pace once again taking a nibble of her bottom lip, until he quietly stopped. He then held her close, but not too tightly, as to cause her discomfort. He opened his eyes and smiled at her lovingly, as he watched her trembling expression.

“I feel as if my breath were taken from me,” Laurel spoke in a breathless whisper, her eyes bright and shining.

“That is what love feels like my darling, or so I have been told. For I have never loved anyone until now,” he answered, in a soft deep whisper.

“But Caleb, you were married once, and ....well I have been told you had lovers,” Laurel mentioned, feeling a bit apprehensive for bringing it to the fore.

Caleb smiled at her guileless inquisitiveness. She did have the right as his betrothed to know of his past relationships. He was well aware of her complete innocence of any knowledge of this kind, as she had been well guarded and suitors, with the exception of Deaglan, kept away from her by her controlling father.

“Yes, my sweet. I was married as you know briefly, and yes I did have lovers. But there really was no more than three women in my life, and no I was not in love with them. Morene was an obligation I found myself forced into. The others... I was young and foolish, and they were simply a distraction. They moved on quickly when they knew I had no real interest, and I dare say, they were far happier in doing so. They both found men who would appreciate and love them. You are the only woman I have given my heart to. I am very grateful that you have given me yours, and it is the most precious thing that I have,” Caleb said to her, honestly and lovingly. 

He kissed her lips tenderly once more, and then held her close to him again.

Laurel smiled to herself, at peace and content with the knowledge that she was indeed Caleb’s only love.

 

“Mother! I am home!” Imagin called out as she entered her house, walking about the spacious entrance hall.

Phineas’ eyes flew open at the sound of her voice coming from downstairs.

“Phineas! Quickly you must not be seen!” Adele sat up from the bed, grasping the covers to her chest.

Phineas jumped out of bed quickly, as he grabbed his clothes frantically, hurriedly getting dressed, as Adele rushed about, finding something to quickly put on. Throwing open her wardrobe, she quickly donned her nightgown.

“Hurry, hurry my darling, she will be coming up the stairs at any moment,” Adele whispered desperately, as she helped him to get dressed.

When Phineas was sufficiently clothed he frantically looked about.

“Where should I go?” he whispered to Adele.

“Mother? Are you home?” Imagin’s voice sounding closer, as she made her way up the stairs.

“The balcony, the balcony,” Adele whispered in a frantic tone, as she opened the balcony doors to have Phineas step out.

As Phineas began to quickly step out, he turned once more to Adele. Smiling at her adoringly he took her in his arms, softly pushing her long hair from her face.

“You are so very lovely my darling. I will count the hours until I hold you in my arms again,” Phineas said, in an ardent whisper.

“Oh, my love,” Adele said, holding his face and kissing him passionately.

“Mother are you here?” Imagin’s voice could be heard just outside of the room.

Adele quickly pushed Phineas away from her, onto the balcony, shutting the doors and closing the drapes, just as Imagin walked into the room.

“Mother, why did you not answer me?” Imagin asked, her in a confused tone.

“I am so sorry darling,” Adele answered breathlessly, as she walked over to Imagin and began smoothing the girl’s hair. “Mummy has a bit of a headache dear.  I have been resting to try to rid myself of it,” she said, smiling nervously.

“Well that would answer why you are in your nightgown, but your bed is a complete mess, Mother.  It looks as though you have been fighting with something,” Imagin exclaimed, as she walked over and began to adjust the coverings. 

Adele’s eyes widened at her daughter’s description and began to nervously look around her room, her eyes resting on rumpled form of Phineas’ cape, next to the wardrobe.  She began to panic at the thought of Imagin discovering it.  She walked over to where Imagin was smoothing out the bedding and taking her by the arm turned her about quickly to face her.

“Imagin my dear, would you be a pet, and please fix me a cup of tea?  I do feel that will help me to feel better,” Adele said, quickly leading her confused daughter out the door.

“Of course Mother, but where are the servants?” Imagin asked, as she had noticed no one was about. 

“I dismissed them early dear, I did not wish for any noise, for the sake of my head,” Adele quickly replied, continuing to guide her out of the room.

“Did you know there was a strange horse in front of the house? Whose is it?” Imagin asked, confused as ever.  

“A gardener dear, to look at the apple trees. Do not worry yourself over it, he will be leaving soon,” Adele said raising her voice a bit, and looking towards the balcony.  “Just make some tea dear, then you can come and tell me all about your day,” Adele said distractedly, as she watched Imagin make her way down the stairs.

As Imagin was no longer in view, Adele quickly shut her door, grabbed the cape and threw open the drapes and the balcony doors. 

Phineas looked at her smiling as he held her in his arms quickly and began to kiss her passionately again. 

“She will be back soon, darling,” Adele spoke between frenetic kisses.

“I know, just a few more moments, it is all I ask,” Phineas replied, in the same manner. 

They held each other for a moment longer, when Adele tore herself away from his embrace, and backed slowly to the room’s entrance.

“I am sorry my love. I am not ready to have us be discovered as yet,” she said, in a tearful whisper.

“I know darling. Until then I shall dream of the day when we walk hand in hand for all to see,” he whispered, back to her.

Adele smiled at lovingly her eyes filled with tears of frustration.

“I love you. Thank you for the comfort you have given me,” she spoke barely above a whisper, as she softly closed the doors and pulled the drapes shut.

Phineas smiled at her affectionately his eyes too misting over as he bowed his head and sighed deeply. He then looked about him, and began to wonder how he would get down from the balcony.  He looked over the side and noticed the rose covered lattice against the wall. Putting on his cape he gingerly placed one foot on the lattice, testing to see if it would hold his weight. When he was somewhat confident that it would, he then placed his other foot on it as well.  Climbing slowly downward, trying to ignore the thorns from the roses pricking and scratching at him, he almost succeeded in making his way down to the ground. Unfortunately a weak board in the lattice and a rather large thorn hastened his descent and he landed with a heavy thud. He cursed silently as he stood up slowly, putting his hand to his lower back and limped to where he had left his horse.  He rode away smiling sadly, giving the house one final look of longing. Hoping the day he and Adele would declare their love to everyone, not be too far off. 

 

“Caleb...Caleb wake up,” Aiden whispered annoyingly.

Caleb opened his eyes to see Aiden at the foot of his bed looking groggy and disheveled. He was holding two large mugs of steaming chicory root tea. Caleb lifted his head and looked over at Laurel who was still sleeping soundly, curled up next to him.

“Caleb....” Aiden began again.

“Shh! You will wake her,” Caleb whispered sharply, as he carefully got out of bed and covered her gently.

He walked over to Aiden scowling, taking the mug Aiden handed him as they walked over and sat down at Caleb’s desk.

“I am utterly and miserably hung over,” Aiden said quietly, painfully taking a drink of his tea.

“And you felt the need to wake me up and tell me this?” Caleb asked, smirking at him. “Why did you not sleep in?” he asked shaking his head.

“There is this evil bird, outside of my window, that will not stop its wretched twittering. I have threatened to kill it numerous times, but it does not care. I went to the dining room, and all Mother will do is give me these horrible disapproving glares, you know the ones. I am in need of a sympathetic soul, so I am begging you to be sympathetic,” Aiden said sounding and looking pitiful, as he took another drink of tea.

“I arranged breakfast to be brought up to my room for Laurel and I, so relax for a bit and join us for breakfast. It should be here in an hour or so,” Caleb spoke quietly, as he smiled at his brother’s pitiful demeanor.

“Thank you,” Aiden replied as he rubbed his eyes with one hand, and then looked over at Laurel still sleeping peacefully in Caleb’s bed. “I must ask you Caleb. How are you able to have this lovely warm creature in your bed, and not feel compelled to rip her clothes off, and have your way with her?” Aiden asked him smirking.

“I cannot believe you just asked me that about Laurel,” Caleb answered, with a surprised scowl on his face.

“It is a very honest question, and she happens to be quite warm and lovely,” Aiden stated, smiling at him wryly.

Caleb looked over at Laurel, still sleeping and completely unaware of their conversation, he smiled adoringly at her, before answering his brother.

“She is very sensitive Aiden, and she is simply not yet ready,” he answered him in a soft voice, still looking at her.

“She actually said that to you?” Aiden asked, with an amused look. 

“No, not in so many words,” Caleb answered, looking at Aiden. “It is just her behavior. She is still quite shy in that way. I will not lie to you, and say the thought has never occurred to me. However, I cannot unlace the collar of her nightgown without her blushing, and looking at me as if I am about to devour her. So I have decided to be patient, and let her become more comfortable with me. In all honesty I feel she will not be ready until we are wed,” Caleb looked at him, smiling happily.

“That is the most disgustingly adorable thing I have ever heard,” Aiden said sighing deeply. “I feel I need to find a girl like that, Caleb. These others are just far too exhausting,” he said in a frustrated voice.

“What of Shannon, the girl from the Festival?” Caleb asked with a grin.

“Yes, Shannon. Shannon was only interested in a very expensive necklace that caught her eye in Welstone. She was nervous and would not stop giggling. When I let her know I was not ready to make a purchase of that ridiculous amount for her, she left my room quite quickly. I have not spoken to her since,” Aiden replied, with a droll grin.

“Well you are not going to find a girl like Laurel at the Blue Dragon,” Caleb said, smirking at him.

“I am well aware. I have to admit Laurel’s stepsister, Marina, has definitely caught my eye. She is absolutely enchanting, and I am quite touched with how she cares for her brother and sister,” Aiden smiled warmly, at the thought of Laurel’s beautiful stepsister.

“She is quite lovely I agree. I do hope you realize that if you did pursue an interest in her, that if you looked at her as a mere conquest, she would more than likely be quite devastated,” Caleb said to him pointedly.

“Do you really think I could be that callous?” Aiden asked him, with an injured tone.

“No, I do not. I simply want you to think things through seriously before you show any real interest in her. You must know, I am concerned how this would affect you as well,” Caleb replied seriously. 

“Caleb, I truly felt after I lost Corrin, I would never be able to love again. Now that I have seen how happy Laurel has made you....I too wish to feel that happiness once more. These conquests as you put them, have begun to feel, quite empty and meaningless. Someone like Marina, would be worth the possible heartbreak, should she choose not to accept me,” Aiden replied, with heartfelt conviction.

“Why would you feel that Marina would not accept you Aiden?” Caleb asked him warmly, as he smiled at his brother’s rare display of lack of confidence. 

“I am just afraid my reputation of late, may proceed me. She may find it less than desirable,” Aiden answered softly, his soulful eyes, looking sad and troubled.

“I do not feel that is something you will have to worry about in Marina’s case. She, like Laurel, lives a very sheltered and guarded life. She has not yet been introduced to the society of the noble class. Her mother is quite protective, but at the same time wishes her daughters to be married off well. Lady Ellos has never disapproved when you and Marina would take walks together, in fact she always had this sly smile on her face. It goes without saying how much Laurel adores you. She will have nothing but glowing things to say about you, as you can do no wrong in her eyes. In fact you get away with more than I do,” Caleb said smirking at him.

“Yes, that is true. Then again I do not seem to annoy her the way you do,” Aiden replied, his charming grin showing his return to his normal demeanor.

Caleb laughed lightly at his brother’s remark. They both turned and looked over as they heard Laurel stir in the bed. Laurel reached over, and not feeling Caleb in the bed next to her opened her eyes and looked sleepily about.

“Caleb,” she called out drowsily.

“I am over here dearest,” Caleb smiled, as he answered her warmly.

She sat up and looked over in the direction of his voice, smiling softly as she saw Caleb and Aiden sitting at the desk. She got out of bed and walked over slowly, as she still felt a bit achy and groggy. Caleb pushed out his chair, opening his arms, and pulling her on to his lap. She put her arms about his neck as he gently kissed her forehead. Aiden smiled at her, amused that she did not seem shy in her affections for Caleb in front of him.

“How are you feeling this morning mo ghra?” Caleb asked her, in a deep soft voice.

“In need of a mug of chicory root,” she smiled still looking sleepy, her hair slightly messy, as she attempted to move it out of her eyes.

“Well, you are fortunate that Aiden joined us this morning. He brought me some and I still have half of it left,” he replied, handing her the large mug.

She took the mug in her hands, closing her eyes and taking a deep drink. 

“Mmm, it has just the right amount of honey. How are you this morning Aiden? You still look tired. Did you not sleep well?” Laurel asked him smiling, but with a concerned tone in her voice.

“No, a bit of a rough night I am afraid,” Aiden answered, smiling at her warmly.

“I am sorry to hear that. I actually slept very well, the first time since... well in a few days,” Laurel smiled at Caleb, not wanting to mention the Scimitar’s attack.

Caleb smiled at her attempt to not upset him. She placed the mug on the desk, and slid off of Caleb’s lap and stood up.

“I am going to wash my face, and then I will be right back,” she smiled at Caleb sweetly, giving him a quick kiss on his lips before she turned and walked into the bath.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, as he watched her walk towards the bath, and close the door quietly behind her.

“You poor pathetic sop. What are you going to do, after we bring her back to Gwenlais?” Aiden asked him, with an amused but sympathetic expression.

“I do not know,” he said sighing deeply. “My plan is to attempt, after formally signing the Marriage Alliance, with Father’s signature on it as well, to keep her here. According to the laws of Heathwin, any Marriage Agreement signed by Father, along with the couple’s signature, we in every sense, are married,” Caleb said, with confidence.

“Well you are right about one thing, Father will certainly not approve. I do not blame you Caleb, but it may not be that simple for you and Laurel. At any rate, I will help you in any way I can. I am sure you can count on Cahir’s support as well. He and Eavan would have been married already if not for her meddlesome mother,” Aiden said smiling, at him sympathetically.

“Well if my plan does not work out as I hope it does, I promise you this, the wedding will take place shortly after the Harvest supplies arrive,” Caleb said, with absolute certainty.

Aiden laughed at the conviction in his voice. “Good, no one would be able to deal with you another winter without her. I cannot wait to see how her father will react to this. Do you intend on telling her how soon you plan for it to be?” he asked, still amused by his brother.

“I have mentioned that she should be here for the next family gathering. I feel that will be enough for now. I do not want to say too much until I can be certain I cannot keep her here. If I must bring her back, she will have enough of her own things to ready before she leaves Gwenlais for the last time. I have this feeling her father is not going to make it easy for either one of us,” Caleb said, giving Aiden a look of annoyance at mentioning King Garron.  

“Yes, he is already going to be outraged at what happened to her, with the Scimitar cat,” Aiden said smirking.

“Well I plan on telling him what Leland warned us about. He had no reason to lie, it was of no advantage to him to do so. I will also insist Garron makes sure she is always with an escort when she is not within the castle grounds. Believe me Aiden, should he complain too much, I will simply take her back with us, and he will have very little to say about it. Especially with the fact that we have both consented to the Marriage Alliance. He will have both our signatures on the formal agreement to verify that,” Caleb answered, with a self-satisfied smile.

“I truly look forward to observing this conversation between you and the stubborn pompous ass,” Aiden said laughing again.

Laurel came out of the bath just as the present conversation ended, she looked refreshed and more alert, her face freshly washed and her hair brushed, she had placed it in a long braid over her shoulder.

“Will you be joining us for breakfast Aiden?” Laurel asked, as Caleb placed another chair at the desk for her. 

“Yes I am love, my brother was kind enough to actually invite me this morning,” Aiden answered, smiling at her charmingly.

Breakfast was brought in shortly after, and the three of them enjoyed each other's company, talking about the upcoming family introduction. Aiden joking how their mother would have very specific details, involved with it, down to the type of table linens.

“I dare say the Hall will be almost as loud as it was during the Festival,” Aiden remarked with a laugh.

“Yes, sadly you are not exaggerating,” Caleb replied dryly.

Laurel just giggled at the thought of meeting the loud and boisterous family.

“Well I must take my leave for a bit, I wish to go and change to something other than a nightgown,” Laurel stood up, to leave for her room.

“Why do you not wait for Imagin to arrive?” Caleb asked, holding on to her hand.

“Today and tomorrow are the two days that Imagin stays at home to be with her mother. I am perfectly capable of choosing my own attire, Caleb,” Laurel smiled, at him as she rolled her eyes.

“I am well aware of your capabilities dearest. I was simple looking for an excuse to have you stay in my room a bit longer,” Caleb said, smirking at her.

“I shall dress and come right back,” she said smiling sweetly.

“Hmm. Very well, I suppose I can give you at least time to change then,” Caleb said sardonically, as he pulled her forward and kissed her briefly but intensely on her lips.

She blushed lightly at his affectionate gesture, as she had not anticipated it.

She sighed at him and rolled her eyes once again, and walked hurriedly out of the room. Caleb and Aiden both laughed at her shy embarrassed expression.

“Did I not tell you? The poor love blushes over nothing,” Caleb said, with a laugh.

“Well I am completely convinced, I need a girl who blushes as well,” Aiden said with a grin. “Perhaps I will ask Marina to accompany me on another walk when we return to Gwenlais,” Aiden said thoughtfully.

“I hope you do not expect to go alone with her, as you know the two little ones will be right behind. I feel the younger girl is quite enamored with you,” Caleb said, grinning wryly at him.

“Orrie? Yes I have noticed that as well. She can be quite a handful, she is constantly bossing both her brother and sister about. She is quite fresh at times also, but her mother lets her get away with everything. Quite similar to Imagin’s situation I think,” Aiden said, smirking at the likenesses.

“Yes, she also reminds me a bit of when Laurel was younger, she was quite fresh as well if you recall. The past visit to Gwenlais, Oriel and her brother were climbing all over the hay wagons. They would not listen to the men loading the wagons to get down and one of them actually came over to me and asked if I would go over and tell them to do so. Jamison, did as I asked right away, Oriel was a different story all together. She just pouted at me and said I was ruining their fun,” Caleb said smiling drolly.

“Does that remind you of anyone in particular?” Aiden asked laughing.

“It certainly does. In fact all I could picture was that particular person sitting on the top of that hay wagon pouting at me,” Caleb said dryly.

Just then Laurel walked into the room, as Caleb and Aiden both looked at her with sardonic grins on their faces. Laurel stopped for a moment, looking bemused.

“What? Have I missed something?” Laurel asked expectantly.

“We were just talking about Oriel,” Caleb answered her, grinning slyly.

“She can be such a little beast at times,” Laurel stated in an irked tone, as she walked over to where Caleb sat.

“Indeed, we were actually comparing the two of you,” Caleb said smiling wickedly, as Aiden laughed.

Laurel’s mouth was slightly gaped, as she made a little indignant gasp.

“I did not come back in here for this,” she said with a huff, and turned to walk out of the room.

Caleb and Aiden laughed at her reaction, as Caleb grabbed her arm, and began to drag her protesting form over to him.

“No! I will not stay here and be insulted by you two brutes, just so you can have your fun,” Laurel said with an irritated voice, still resisting Caleb’s attempts to pull her over to him. “No! Stop it. I am not sitting with you,” she said, trying to push Caleb’s hand off her arm.

This of course only made them laugh more, as Caleb taking his other hand and grabbing her by the waist, pulled her onto his lap in spite of her protest.

“You know we are just teasing you darling,” Caleb said, as he playfully kissed her cheek. “You have to admit your little tantrums are quite similar in nature,” he said, smiling at her roguishly.

“I do not have to admit anything,” Laurel spoke curtly, still not looking at him.

Caleb looked over at Aiden with sideways grin, “See?” he asked drolly.

Aiden laughed heartily at Laurel’s insulted expression.

“I thought you said you wanted me to ‘take it a bit easier', I think you just want me here to have someone to pick on,” she said, beginning to pout. 

“No, of course not. You just make it too easy for me to do so,” he said with the same grin.

“I see, so that fact that you are being an irritating ass is my fault?” Laurel asked, with a smug expression.

It was Aiden’s turn to laugh at Caleb’s surprised look.

“Excuse me! I am a what? What am I being?” Caleb asked, as he began to tickle Laurel’s ribs.  

Laurel began to squirm about and laugh with high pitched little shrieks, telling him to stop. When he did not after a few moments, she then yelled out a very foul insult in Kedesh, which brought them all to a stop in shock at her words. Laurel looked at Caleb wide eyed, her hand covering her mouth.

Caleb and Aiden looking at each other in surprised amusement. Aiden then began to laugh uncontrollably. 

“What did you just call me?” Caleb asked her, with narrowed eyes, but still grinning at her.

“Um....I do not remember,” Laurel said in a small voice, trying her best not to laugh.

Her response only made Aiden laugh more, as he leaned his head against his hand, he had resting on the desk.

“Would you like me to tell him?” Aiden asked her, through his laughter.

Laurel looked at him her eyes wide again, “No!” she said very quickly.

“I thought you did not remember,” Caleb spoke in a deep edgy tone.

“I....I do not. I just know that it was not very....polite,” Laurel replied biting her bottom lip, as she looked nervously about.

“No it was not polite, it was quite rude in fact,” Caleb looked at her, with an intense glare. “Where did you learn that bit of naughtiness from?” he asked still frowning at her, yet his eyes could not hide his amusement.

“One of my patients is a Kedesh merchant. He broke his leg when his group was attacked by raiders, and I was assigned to care for him. The only way I could do anything with him, was to convince him to teach me to speak a bit of Kedesh. So he did,” Laurel said, smiling sheepishly at Caleb.

“Yes, he taught you all the naughty bits. I will have to thank him later,” Caleb said to Laurel, still giving her a disapproving smirk.

“You would not stop, and I lost my patience, and that just came out,” she said smoothing her hair, as she still would not look at him.

“So when you lost your patience, the first thing you thought to call me, was an illegitimate flat eared goose lover?” Caleb asked, raising his eyebrows. 

This again causing Aiden to laugh hysterically. Laurel stifled a giggle.

“No. I said you were motherless not illegitimate,” Laurel said, and once again put her hand to her mouth, when she realized what she had done.

Aiden put his head on his arm he had resting on Caleb’s desk. Hitting the desk a few times with his hand, his laughter muffled by his face buried in his arm. Caleb grinned at her wickedly.

“You are very fortunate, you still do not feel well. I cannot believe your foul little mouth,” Caleb said, to her shaking his head. 

“Well you started it,” Laurel said in protest.

“Do not blame me for your cursing. Fine,” he said, taking her off his lap. “You can go, if I am bothering you that much,” he said, rather brusquely.

“Really? You want me to leave?” Laurel asked, in an injured tone, pouting slightly.

Aiden sat up looking concerned at the both of them, but still grinning in amusement.

“No. Of course not,” Caleb said softly, putting his hands on her waist and pulling her back on his lap once more. “I am sorry dearest, I took my teasing too far, and I made you lose your temper. I will think better of it next time. Though I will admit I have never been called a goose lover before,” Caleb smirked at her.

“A motherless goose lover,” Aiden reiterated, smiling broadly.

Yes, thank you for clarifying that. Now get out,” Caleb said rudely.

“Really? You want me to leave?” Aiden asked mockingly.

“Yes I do!” Caleb said with a laugh, as Laurel giggled.

“Thank you for breakfast by the way,” Aiden said with a smirk, as he left the room closing the door behind him.

“Now what can I do to make this up to you?” Caleb said in an enticing voice, as he kissed her forehead. “You look lovely this morning. Have I mentioned this dress is my favourite?” he asked her, as he kissed her neck.

She chose to wear the same soft grey dress, she had worn last season. 

“You have mentioned you liked it,” Laurel said softly, as he continued kissing her neck softly. “Caleb? May we go and sit in the garden? It looks as if it is a lovely morning,” she inquired.

“Of course my love. I will bring a book and I will read to you. I will need to run a quick errand later on, but spending the morning in the garden sounds like an enjoyable way to spend some time together,” Caleb said, smiling warmly at her. 

He gently lifted her off his lap and stood up to retrieve the book he had left on the side table. Walking over to the bed he then took a blanket off of it in order for them to sit on it in the back garden. Smiling sweetly at him Laurel then took his hand as they walked out of the room together to begin their day. When they reached the back garden, Caleb directed Laurel over to a sturdy wooden settee, and placed the blanket over the back to make it more comfortable for her. Sitting down together, his arm around her shoulders, Caleb then began to read from the book of poetry he had brought out. He read for some time and then feeling her leaning heavy into his side, placed the book down. He gently kissed her temple as they just sat quietly together, enjoying the sun’s warmth, and listening to the birds that had arrived back from their winter home.

 

Queen Alana stood from her bedroom window, smiling looking out on the tranquil scene below.

“Fergus dear, come here please. You must see this,” she requested in a soft voice, as King Fergus looked over with a warm smile from his desk.

He stood up and walked over to where the Queen was standing, and put his 

arms around her waist, as he smiled warmly, looking out the window.

“I have never seen Caleb so happy and calm. They look so lovely together, do they not?” Queen Alana asked, in a wistful voice.

“They do indeed mo chroi. You were right, they are a perfect match. They seem quite content with each other,” King Fergus replied, kissing the side of her face.

“They remind me a bit of us, when we were first in love. Just happy to be in each other’s presence,” Queen Alana mentioned softly, as she still smiled down at Caleb and Laurel.

“I am still quite content to be in your presence, mo ghra,” King Fergus said ardently as he kissed Queen Alana’s temple. “In fact I feel the need to be in your presence right now,” he continued, nibbling playfully on her ear.

The Queen laughed gleefully, as she reached up to touch the side of his face.

 

As the afternoon approached and Caleb had made sure that Laurel was back comfortably in her room, he then went to the stables and had both Lorcan and his now retired horse Daibhi readied for him.

“Come my old friend. I have one more job for you,” Caleb said, in a soft low voice, as Daibhi nickered back to him while Caleb gently caressed his face. 

After he got upon Lorcan he rode at a comfortable canter, as he led Daibhi down the wide path to Argon’s home village of Tipperary. To the home of Ealish, to begin his promise he made to look after Leland’s sons. The village was where most of Heathwin’s more affluent resided, and Heathwin’s fine apple orchards were. Both Adele and Ealish lived in the village, not far from each other. They had inherited their homes from their father and grandfather. As Caleb entered the courtyard of the spacious home, a tall older man with dark grey eyes, and a kind smile walked up to him. 

“Good afternoon Prince Caleb. It is very nice to see you at the house once again. May I inquire how her Highness is faring this fine afternoon,” the man said in a low soft voice.

“She is doing quite well today Edmond, thank you for asking. Is your Mistress and her sons here at this time?” Caleb asked as he dismounted.

“They are indeed Sire, I have already sent word to my Lady, as we saw you approach. She should be out here at any time,” Edmond replied, and within moments Ealish did indeed appear in the courtyard.

Her two sons followed her, but stayed behind a bit, walking with an older maid, who held their hands, and smiled down at them warmly.

“Good afternoon Prince Caleb. How may I help you?” Ealish asked smiling, but her voice could not hide her nervousness.

“Good afternoon, Ealish. Please, do not concern yourself with formalities,” Caleb spoke in a reassuring tone, as he smiled at her kindly. “I was actually hoping Ardal could be of some service to me,” Caleb explained, as he looked over at the young boy.

Ealish smiled at Caleb and then looked over at her son, holding out her hand to him, as he approached slowly, looking shy and apprehensive. Ardal stood in front of his mother as, Caleb took Daibhi’s reins and brought him over closer to where Ardal stood.

“I was told Ardal that you are quite fond of horses, yet you do not have one of your own. Is this true?” Caleb asked him, in a warm voice.

“Yes sir. We only have Mother’s mare,” Ardal answered, as he began to gently touch Daibhi’s velvet nose.

“Well my dear old friend Daibhi has just reached his twentieth season, and he still is not taking kindly to being retired. He becomes quite sad at staying in the pasture all day with nothing to do. So I was hoping you could look after him for me. Take him for a ride every day, brush him out, and be sure he keeps fit and busy. Would you be interested in doing this for me?” Caleb asked, smiling at the boy’s happy surprised expression.

“Yes sir I would. We have a very nice stable, and a fine pasture. Beacam and I could ride him together every day,” Ardal said with happy enthusiasm, as he began to stroke the horse’s neck.

Beacam walked over smiling and also began to pet the old stallion, his soft brown eyes blinking sleepily at the boys giving him attention. Ealish looked first at her sons and then Caleb, a smile on her face, as her eyes glistened with happy tears.

“Seeing as Daibhi is all ready to have someone ride him, I think you should ride him around the courtyard a bit Ardal. Let him get used to feeling you on his back,” Caleb suggested, as Ardal smiled excitedly and quickly obliged, by hopping quickly upon Daibhi.

Ardal then first walked him a bit and then cantered him around the courtyard. Ardal was very respectful of the old stallion, but still rode him with an air of confidence that kept the horse calm and relaxed, enjoying the attention he was given. Ardal finally rode Daibhi back over to where Caleb and his mother and brother stood, then dismounted effortlessly.

“Very good Ardal, I can see that Daibhi will be in good hands. I have another question for you. The Stable Master is looking for another stable hand to train. It is only for three days out of the week, and it only pays five silver pieces a day. The work is hard, but you will receive a hardy midday meal and be trained to ride by the expert riders, while you are there. You will be taught everything about the horses, and how the stable is run. Would you be interested?” Caleb asked him in a serious tone, but still smiling.

“Oh yes sir! I would like it very much. Mother may I?” Ardal asked, his face beaming.

“Of course my dear Ardal. My only concern is how would you get there? I do not wish you to ride alone so far as yet” Ealish said, as she looked over at Caleb.

“I have already spoken to Owain, in hopes Ardal would be interested. He already agreed to take Ardal to the Stables on his way to Guard duty and would also bring him home. His captain will arrange Owain’s schedule accordingly,” Caleb reassured her.

“Well, I guess it is all settled then,” Ealish said smiling brightly at Ardal, who embraced her warmly.

“Thank you Mother,” Ardal said with a broad smile. 

Then looking up at Caleb, stepped over to him and embraced him tightly. “Thank you Caleb,” Ardal said gratefully.

“You are most welcome Ardal,” Caleb spoke in a low voice, hugging the boy back. Then giving him a friendly pat on the back, pulled him a way enough to look at him. “Daibhi has not eaten yet. Why do you not show him his new home, and you and Beacam can give him a bit of hay and oats. He does like the occasional apple as well. He will want one every day, but do not let him talk you into it,” Caleb winked, as the boys smiled and led the old horse to the stable.

As Caleb and Ealish watched the boys happily walk Daibhi around the corner to the stable, she then reached over and held Caleb’s hands.

“Thank you Caleb. This is the first time the boys have smiled since…” Ealish could not finish as she became overwhelmed with emotion, and put her hand to her mouth.

Caleb smiled at her and embraced her comfortingly, feeling her body shake with her silent sobs.

“It is alright Ealish. We are here for you. I promised Leland I would look after the boys, and I will keep my word. Do not worry for their future,” Caleb spoke, in a low deep voice.

Ealish looked up at him with tear filled eyes, smiling as she tried to compose herself.

“I will not, not any longer. I shall be forever grateful to you, and dear Laurel. I look forward to getting to know her better,” Ealish said, with a trembling smile.

“I am sure you have been informed of the family dinner being held tomorrow evening, to introduce Laurel to everyone,” Caleb mentioned to her, with a wry grin.

“Oh yes. Alana sent word this morning. Please forgive me if I am unable to attend. I just feel it is too soon for me and…well I feel I may be too emotional,” Ealish spoke, in a small voice.

“Of course dear. Everyone will understand. It will give the boys a chance to enjoy getting to know Daibhi better,” Caleb spoke in a reassuring tone. “Well I need to get back now, so I can be home in time for dinner. You know how grumpy Aiden becomes if he has to wait too long,” Caleb smirked as he mounted upon Lorcan, and began to turn him around. 

“Take care Caleb. Do not be a stranger,” Ealish said as he departed.

“Tell Ardal I shall be back at least once a month, to check on how well my old friend is doing under his care,” Caleb said with a smile, before turning to leave.

Ealish smiled back, and watched him leave until she could no longer see him as he made his way around the bend. 

Perhaps life will become easier to deal with she thought to herself, smiling to for the first time, since that tragic day. 

 



  
 


 16: THE RETURN TO GWENLAIS 
Laurel had just finished getting dressed when there was knock on her door.

“Come in,” Laurel answered the knock, as Caleb walked in smiling at her. “I was expecting Imagin to be walking in. Has she not arrived yet?” Laurel asked, smiling back at him.

“I am so sorry to disappoint you dearest. No, she will not be arriving until the rest of the family all descends upon the Lodge,” Caleb replied with a smirk, as he held her waist and kissed her lips warmly. “How are you feeling this morning? I hope you realize my love that the entire family will be here. Everyone is insisting on coming. You have them all ridiculously curious about you since the trial. I am warning you now Laurel, you are going to become quite overwhelmed. They are all very loud and will all want to talk to you at once. If you think Imagin and Ione are outspoken and animated, well…you will soon see. I was successful in keeping them away from you at the Festival because there was so much activity and I told them to keep their distance until I explained how many of them there actually are. Tonight however I feel as if you will be fair game. So do not be surprised when I whisk you away from all of them, and yes I say when, because it most assuredly will happen,” Caleb spoke with such concern in his voice, and showing on his face, it caused Laurel to giggle at him. 

“I feel fine Caleb really. Do not worry,” she answered with a light laugh as she placed her hand on the side of his face. “I look forward to meeting everyone. After all of the stories you, Aiden, and Ione have told me, I am very excited to meet them all,” Laurel explained, still laughing at Caleb’s doubtful expression.

“Yes, you say that now, but you shall see for yourself that my concerns are not unfounded,” Caleb explained, brushing back her hair as he grinned knowingly, shaking his head.

 

The rest of the day went by quietly, as Caleb intentionally kept it that way for Laurel’s sake. The only one who seemed busy and preoccupied, besides the staff, was Queen Alana herself. She was in the Grand Hall and the kitchen frequently throughout the day, checking on how the preparations for the family’s arrival were progressing. Laurel stood watching on the balcony as the servants could be seen arranging tables and flowers. Queen Alana was just meeting with several minstrels who would be playing throughout the evening meal and festivities. Caleb walked up in back of Laurel wrapping his arms around her waist and leaning down, resting his chin on her shoulder.

“Your mother certainly seems very involved with all of the planning for tonight,” Laurel said with a giggle, as she turned her head slightly towards Caleb.

“Yes, this is nothing unusual, it is what she always does whenever there is any kind of family social event,” Caleb spoke with amused impatience. “By the Maker, really? I cannot believe she is going to have spark stones as well,” Caleb suddenly spoke up, as he noticed his mother enthusiastically talking with two tall and burly men, who appeared to be brothers, as they resembled each other quite closely, both having long black hair worn in a tight braid down their backs.

“What are spark stones and who is that she is speaking to?” Laurel asked with a wide eyed smile, at Caleb’s sudden reaction.

“They are alchemists, and they are also brothers. Their names are Balgaire, that is the taller bloke, and the other is Earc. They specialize in a very dangerous art called spark stones. It is only done in the early Planting season, and winter, while there is less risk of causing a fire. Spark stones are basically minerals and other ingredients that are combined together in such a way that they resemble a stone that would fit in your hand. They are then lit on fire, and after a few moments they explode into different colors that go shooting upward, and then rain down bright sparks. It can only be done in the courtyard as it is open and away from trees. The sparks only last for a few moments, but it can be quite brilliant.  It is normally only done to end the Festival or to herald in both the beginning, and the end of winter,” Caleb said with a deep sigh, shaking his head once again.

“But Caleb, I did not see them at the Festival,” Laurel mentioned, with a curious expression.

“Hmm. No, that was my fault dearest. I had you in my room at the time, and no longer felt like sharing you,” Caleb smiled at her roguishly, as he kissed her warmly.

“Well no matter, I shall see them tonight,” Laurel smiled back at him, as he leaned down to kiss her once again.

“Oh, you most certainly shall, as Mother will insist on it,” Caleb informed Laurel, as he smiled down at her lovingly.

 

A short time later Laurel emerged from her room, to find Caleb waiting for her in the corridor. Already the sounds of laughter and music and people talking all at once, could be heard from the Hall below. Caleb held out his hand to her with a knowing smile as he turned and looked towards the staircase, the sound of laughter suddenly booming its way upward, as an apparent comical outburst had ensued.

Laurel looked over at Caleb with wide eyes and raised eyebrows as she giggled nervously at the sound of all the joyful cavorting taking place in the Hall. Never was her own home filled with the sounds of such goings on, as most of her family’s social events were of a more subdued nature.

“Are you ready to go down now?” Caleb asked with a light laugh, as he watched her expressions with amusement.

“Oh yes, it sounds like everyone is having a glorious time,” Laurel said, as Caleb led her down the staircase. 

Aiden was the first to notice them, as he had been waiting by the foot of the stairs with Rian and Ione. Ione embraced her warmly as she began to introduce her to Rian.

“She knows me already, you cailin amaideach,” Rian chided Ione, with a smile.

“Well not as your betrothed, she does not, you twit,” Ione answered back, with an impertinent tone and smirk.

“Come dear Laurel, I shall introduce you to more of the family, let us leave these arrogant hooligans to entertain themselves,” Ione directed, as she took Laurel’s hand to lead her away.

“Now where do you think you are running off to with her? You are going to parade her around and everyone is going to completely inundate her, with their clamoring all at once for her attention,” Caleb spoke up, with irritated concern.

“I do not know how you put up with him dear. Once again, he is talking as if you cannot answer for yourself,” Ione said to Laurel, rolling her eyes, as she continued to lead Laurel away and ignore Caleb.

Laurel looked back at Caleb with a passive smile and a shrug of her shoulder, indicating she was merely following Ione’s direction.

“The poor girl is not going to make it through the entire evening, I know it,” Caleb expressed with a sad smile.  “She is still having dreams about the trial,” Caleb remarked, as he watched Ione begin to introduce Laurel to a large group of young female relatives.

“And how would you know about that?” Rian asked, with good humored cynicism. 

“Oh, she talks in her sleep,” Caleb responded casually, too preoccupied with watching Ione continue to lead Laurel about the Hall, to notice that Aiden and Rian were snickering at him.

 

“And here is our dear Laurel,” Queen Alana enthusiastically announced, as Ione led her over to where a group of relatives were waiting to meet her. “Dearest may I introduce you to my sister Annis and her daughter Cinnie, as well my cousin Adele and of course you already know our Imagin,” Queen Alana said, graciously introducing the relatives.

“I am so very happy to meet all of you. Caleb has only recently told me how large his family is,” Laurel replied, with cheerful animation.

“You were so moving in your testimony at the trial dear. I swear there was not a dry eye in the house. Oh, and the look on Caleb’s face when you walked in and voiced how you would speak for Leland. Well, I for one will never forget it,” Annis said with unabashed admiration, as the others all enthusiastically agreed with her.

Ione was the only one not to speak, as she held Laurel’s hand, noticing Laurel’s nervous smile, as she looked downward for a moment.

“Well look at that!” Caleb said, with obvious annoyance. “They have overwhelmed her already. Did I not say this would happen? Look at her face, she is all nervous looking, and shy about something that was said. I am going over there, I am not putting up with this nonsense all night,” Caleb muttered angrily, as he walked over to where Laurel and the other ladies stood.

Aiden and Rian just began to laugh quietly at Caleb’s demeanor, as Cahir walked up to them grinning and shaking his head.

“Going over to rescue her already I see. He really needs to let Laurel adjust, and get used to everyone’s noisy opinionated nature now, before she comes to live here. Laurel can cope with it, her boldness at the trial proved that,” Cahir looked over and smiled sardonically at Caleb approaching the group, coming to stand behind Laurel with his hands to her waist.

“If I did not know any better Cahir, I would say you actually admire our little Princess,” Aiden mentioned, with a surprised grin.

“Oh I do. Now make no mistake about it, I still feel she is a spoiled brat. I do however feel she is very brave, and admire her for her loyalty to Caleb.  Not to mention, I love how she has turned him into a pathetic sop,” Cahir said with a laugh, as Aiden and Rian heartily agreed with him.

 

“Caleb dear, please do not come over here making that face. We were simply telling Laurel how much we admired her moving statements at the trial,” Queen Alana patiently explained.

“I am sure you could find a topic that would be more enjoyable to talk about,” Caleb responded in a low deep voice, not bothering to hide his displeasure, placing his hands tighter around Laurel’s waist.

Caleb stood directly in back of Laurel, so he did not notice her awkward smile, and wide eyes as she looked at everyone’s uncomfortable expressions. 

“Well my dear cousin, seeing as you have announced your betrothal, have you set a date for the wedding? I do hope it will be after Clodagh and I have had our babies, so we can wear something less practical. Here she comes now with my girls,” Cinnie gestured, over to her sister-in-law, holding the hands of two little twin girls no older than four seasons.

Clodagh, was quite tall, taller than Cinnie, as she closely resembled Ione in stature, but shared Caleb’s smile and intense eyes. Her pregnancy was not as obvious as Cinnie’s. Cinnie was smaller framed and had a very childlike face and smile, looking much younger than her twenty three seasons. They both had long and luxurious, wavy hair that fell past their waist, Cinnie’s daughters shared that trait. Clodagh’s hair however was a magnificent shade of red, which made her blue eyes more vivid and stunning.

“I am so happy to meet you dear Laurel,” Clodagh said, as she leaned over and kissed Laurel on the cheek. “She is so adorable Caleb. Father is right, she will do our Clann proud,” Clodagh said very outspokenly, as she smiled knowingly at Caleb. “My father is Gavin, dear,” Clodagh answering Laurel’s unspoken question.

Laurel simply smiled shyly, not accustomed to all of the attention she was receiving.

“I am most happy to meet you as well Clodagh. I am quite overwhelmed by the graciousness of my dear Caleb’s family,” Laurel spoke with a light laugh, as she blushed.

“Oh my dear Laurel, I cannot wait for my mother to meet you. She will love the way you speak, you are such a lady,” Clodagh gushed.

Laurel blushed even brighter, as everyone laughed at her shy expression.

“Speaking of ladies,” Caleb spoke up to change the subject, noticing Laurel’s self-consciousness.  “Do I not get a hug from my two favourite girls?” Caleb leaned down as he stood next to Laurel, smiling charmingly at the two giggling little girls.

The little girls ran over to Caleb as he crouched down and took them in his arms. They placed their small arms around his neck, giggling even more as he squeezed them both for a moment, and then stood up, giving them both a wink.

“Laurel, may I introduce my two daughters, Heather and Lilly. Say hello to Laurel my darlings,” Cinnie spoke, with a proud smile.

“Good evening your Highness,” the little girls said in unison, as they both gave a sweet curtsy.

All the adults laughed in delight, Laurel placed her hands to her mouth, her shoulders shaking with her mirth. 

“They have been practicing all day,” Cinnie beamed, at her daughters.

“I am most happy to make your acquaintance my dear ladies,” Laurel said as she curtsied back to them, much to their happiness.

“Why do you have a bruise on your face Laurel? Did you fall down the staircase?” Lilly asked without guile.

“I fell down the staircase last month, and bruised my knee,” Heather informed her, pulling at her dress in an attempt to show Laurel her bruise. 

Everyone looked about awkwardly, as poor Cinnie looked at Laurel and Caleb in utter embarrassment. 

“I fell while walking in the forest. I am quite clumsy,” Laurel said, smiling at them both.

Everyone present laughed in relief at Laurel’s reply, Caleb leaned over and kissed her temple smiling at her knowingly, as he was expecting this reaction from her. 

“I think it is time now my dear Cinnie, for Heather and Lilly to return to your home with Daideo Gavin, so then our husbands may join us,” Clodagh mentioned, still laughing.

“Yes, I do believe that is a very good idea. Say goodnight my dears,” Cinnie instructed her daughters. 

She and Clodagh took them by the hands and escorted them towards their towering grandfather, who upon seeing them, picked then both up and began to kiss their little giggling faces profusely. Which then caused Laurel to laugh out loud.  

“The great pathetic sop,” Caleb said laughing as well, shaking his head.

“They are both so adorable. I find it interesting how both girls are so identical in appearance, I cannot tell them apart,” Laurel replied still laughing. 

“Lilly as you have noticed, is much more outspoken, not shy at all. Heather is quieter and just a bit smaller than Lilly,” Annis explained.  

“They are perfect little ladies,’ Laurel gushed, still watching them as Gavin walked towards the Hall entrance with them. 

“Cinnie does try very hard, the poor dear is quite busy with the twins and her two youngest, and now with the new baby on the way. Dear Clodagh is just as busy with her three, not to mention their enormous sheep farm,” Annis explained, as everyone smiled at Laurel’s surprised expression.

“We have very long winters dearest,” Caleb said suddenly, leaning down and kissing Laurel’s temple, his remark causing Laurel to blush and everyone else to laugh.

“Speaking of adorable children. I stopped by to see Ealish before coming here, and I wish to thank you again Caleb, for giving the boys your old stallion. They are most delighted with him. It was wonderful to see them brushing the horse together and Ardal riding the horse, with Beacam holding on to his brother’s waist. I do believe this will make them even closer,” Adele spoke up, her eyes filling with happy tears, as Queen Alana smiled at her and held her hand. 

“I am most pleased to hear that Adele, thank you for telling me,” Caleb replied, smiling at her warmly.

“They are so sweet Laurel, you will love the boys,” Imagin spoke endearingly, about her young cousins.

“I am sure if they are anything like you and Owain, I will adore them Imagin,” Laurel responded, in a caring voice.

“You will adore them my love, but they are nothing like Imagin. They are much better behaved,” Caleb smirked teasingly, as everyone laughed but Adele and Imagin, who just stuck her tongue out at Caleb in response. 

“You see,” Caleb countered back, followed by more laughter, this time including Adele herself. 

“Come with me Laurel, so I may introduce you to Kerrie and the rest of the girls,” Imagin pouted, as she took Laurel’s hand and led her away. 

“How is the dear girl doing Caleb?  She appears to be in good spirits,” Adele asked with concern, as she watched Imagin lead her over to the large group of young girls waiting to meet her.

“For the moment she is. I will tell you all, that she will undoubtedly become overwhelmed before the evening is over. And in light of ….certain events, it is to be expected,” Caleb replied with a more serious tone, as he watched the girls all hug Laurel in turn.

“The poor girl had a very quiet and often solitary childhood.  She is not accustomed to all of this attention. Caleb overwhelms her as it is” Queen Alana said with a droll smile, as Caleb just smirked at her.

A short time later the announcement that dinner would be served, had everyone taking their seats at the long broad tables. As was the custom, King Fergus lead the family in a prayer of thanks, after which the hearty meal began. The menu for dinner was the usual hearty fare that the residents of Heathwin were accustomed to, succulent roast beef and several roast gorks, as well as whole roasted chickens and an array of early vegetables.  Several platters of baked stuffed mushrooms and tiny pumpkins stuffed with candied walnuts, were served as they were Laurel’s favourites. Ione mentioned once again that the pumpkin needed to be served at Caleb and Laurel’s wedding feast. The meal came to a satisfied end, with the tables being cleared except the two that dessert and confections and drinks were to be served from, as well as a table left for playing various games. The music began once again, but Caleb had requested no dancing at this gathering, as he felt it would be too much for his “sweet girl” to deal with. Family members continued to meet Laurel, all bringing up the trial and her surprising appearance and begging for Leland’s life to be spared. Laurel smiled politely at everyone’s comments, some more opinionated than others, as Caleb became increasingly annoyed, before finally speaking up as his patience was now at an end.

“If no one has anything else interesting to say or ask the poor girl about, other than the trial, then I suggest you just smile and walk away. A congratulations on our betrothal would certainly be nice,” Caleb said sternly, as he placed his arm around Laurel’s shoulders.

Laurel just bit her bottom lip trying to repress an embarrassed giggle. Some of the relatives just laughed and congratulated them as Caleb asked, others were offended and made their way to talk to King Fergus about Caleb’s “unnecessary rudeness”.  Phineas was the first to walk up to Caleb and Laurel with a sly smile. Phineas had been quite preoccupied all evening with visiting Adele and Imagin, going outside occasionally to the courtyard to visit with Owain, as he had Sentry duty.

 “My congratulations to you both on your betrothal, as well as to congratulate you personally Prince Caleb, for successfully taking care of Princess Laurel’s emotional wellbeing, and putting insensitive people in their place. Here come your father and brothers now, no doubt to discuss that very thing with you. So I would like to ask you my Lady, would you care to join me for a drink of punch, while your intended has his conversation?” Phineas asked Laurel, with a knowing grin.  

“I would be delighted Phinny,” Laurel giggled, as she reached up to kiss Caleb lightly on the lips, before walking away with Phineas.

Caleb smiled at her sardonically as he watched her being led away by Phineas, his smile disappearing as his father, Aiden and Cahir walked up to him grinning broadly.

“So what is it, which you all find so amusing?” Caleb asked, in a grating tone.

“The fact that you have, pissed off half of the relatives, in this short amount of time is quite amusing,” Cahir laughed lightly.

“I am proud of you and hold you in awe at this moment. Well done old man,” Aiden replied mockingly, grinning at him broadly.

King Fergus walked up to him, with a sad smile, placing his hand on his shoulder.

“I am not apologizing to anyone Father. If they are all too stupid, to see that their questions and comments were upsetting her, that is not my problem,” Caleb spoke in the same grating tone, his comment causing Aiden and Cahir to laugh once again.

“I am not expecting you to apologize to anyone. In fact I told the offended parties, that you were simply taking care of Laurel and what did they expect you to do. That this evening was to celebrate you betrothal, and to discuss your upcoming nuptials, not the trial. And if they still felt insulted, after eating the food that was prepared for them, they could leave. You noticed no one has left, so just relax now, and enjoy the rest of your evening. Now where is our little Princess? I need to give her a kiss and congratulate her, on being promised to an overbearing, protective brute such as yourself,” King Fergus joked, as he grabbed Caleb’s head roughly and kissed his forehead. “Congratulations, and relax, this supposed to be a party,” he said with a grin, as he hit Caleb roughly on the arm.

“Thank you Father,” Caleb replied grinning back, as he watched his father smile and walk over to Phineas and Laurel.

“So, do you still intend to go on with your plan?” Cahir asked Caleb, after King Fergus was out of hearing range.

“Absolutely. I have no reason to change my mind,” Caleb answered, still looking over at his father.

“Cahir and I did as you requested Caleb. We went to see Marcus, as soon as we were certain he was the Scribe assigned to write up the Marriage Alliance. We told him what you intended and as you thought, he did agree with you and allowed us to see the official written agreement. As much as he loves and respects Father, he too feels it is your right to protect Laurel in whatever way you feel is necessary. He did ask however that we not reveal to Father he is aware of your plan. You do understand Caleb, if you intend on still going ahead with your plan, you will lose a significant amount of control over how things are dealt with, concerning Gwenlais?” Aiden asked him, in a very serious tone. 

Caleb looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.

“It does not matter. All that matters is Laurel’s safety. You both know as well as I, that her father will never take the threats to her life seriously. Tramaine will make sure of that, and I suspect he is the one we were warned about, though we cannot prove it yet. But when I can, I will cut his head off myself. As far as how much control I may lose, that can be remedied simply enough. We need only hold back our protection for a short time as was done once before, and Garron will beg us to negotiate any terms we like. Did Marcus give you the new Marriage Agreement that I requested?” Caleb asked his voice becoming more intense. 

“Yes, it is just the standard form. I put it in the small cabinet in your room. When do you intend to carry this all out?” Aiden asked with a wry grin. 

Cahir smiled at both of them, finding Caleb’s bold plan, so unlike his friend’s normal dedication to following the King’s directives.

“Tomorrow, the day I take her to see the return of the fire swallows. Late that night, after everyone has gone to sleep,” Caleb answered, with a thoughtful grin.

“So, tomorrow, after you actually sign the first agreement? That shall prove interesting. I have another question, you may not have considered. What if Laurel does not wish to go along with your plan to keep her here?” Aiden asked, a small smile on his lips.

“I feel I will be able to convince her easily enough. She will be tired, and if she has too much of a tantrum about it, I always manage to get her out of them without too much trouble. I will just make her see that it really is for the best. Her safety is more important to me than any amount of influence I will suddenly have in Gwenlais, which I will more than likely have at some point regardless. It is Father that may prove the most aggravating challenge,” Caleb said thoughtfully, looking over at his father and Laurel once again.

“I agree. If you need us to be there Caleb to help you convince him, for the moral support at least, we will be,” Cahir replied, hitting Caleb lightly on the arm.

“I still feel your Princess is going to be your biggest challenge, Caleb. Her influence at the trial was…impressive, to say the least. Just do not be surprised or take her sense of conviction for granted. It is obvious she adores you, that does not mean she will agree with you,” Aiden remarked, with a serious tone as before.

“Why are you suddenly being so opposed about this? I thought you were behind me completely in my thinking and concern with this matter,” Caleb mentioned looking at Aiden in frustration, and a hint of disbelief.

“I am behind you Caleb. I just want you to fully think about what you may be asking Laurel to concede to. What you may find yourself having to do, to convince her that this is for the best. Remember who she is. She was raised by an Ollam, and is training to become one. They are not taught to think of their own advantages, so she may very well not go along with this Caleb. I simply do not wish to see either one of you hurt and regretting your actions or decisions. I still will help you in whatever way you need me to,” Aiden explained, putting his hand on Caleb’s shoulder for a moment.

“Thank you for your insight Aiden, I do appreciate it. Nonetheless, I will be going through with my decision,” Caleb replied back, giving him a slight smile.

“And I will support it. Here comes your Princess, take Father’s advice and relax and enjoy the rest of the evening,” Aiden said, hitting Caleb on the arm.

“Are you feeling a bit less grumpy now Sire?” Laurel asked, smiling sweetly at Caleb, who smiled back lovingly as he caressed her still bruised cheek.

“No, he is still being a foul mood pain in the arse,” Aiden replied jokingly, as Cahir laughed and Caleb grinned at him. “How are you feeling tonight love? Sick of all the relatives yet? If you are not, you should be. I am about to join Cahir with Rian and Owain at the house Father just gave to Cahir and have a pint, if the two alchemists do not get here soon,” Aiden said, as he looked over at the Hall entrance.

“I am having a lovely time. I almost do not wish to go home,” Laurel sighed drowsily, as she wrapped her arms around Caleb’s waist, leaning her head into his side.

Caleb wrapped his arms around her shoulders and smiled reticently at Aiden and Cahir, who just grinned back. At that moment, Balgaire and Earc, walked into the Hall, and approached the King and Queen, smiling broadly as they spoke.

Owain suddenly appeared unbuttoning his Sentry jacket, with a warm smile. 

“Well I see I did not miss the spark stone display. Aunt Alana has informed me she also has a nice big plate waiting for me in the kitchen. Are we still going to Cahir’s house for ale and Tablut tonight?” Owain asked excitedly.

“Of course my good fellow, seeing as how you have been working tirelessly all week. You deserve to get a bit sozzled tonight,” Aiden replied, hitting him on the back as Cahir and Rian chuckled at his happy demeanor. 

“Oh, before I go off to fetch my dinner,” Owain remarked with a broad smile, as he walked over to Caleb and Laurel. “Congratulations my dear Laurel,” he said brightly, kissing her on the cheek, and handing her a red and yellow bloom.

“Thank you Owain. It is lovely,” Laurel replied smiling sweetly at him, as she embraced him for a moment.

“It is an early blooming crocus, only out during this time of the season,” he said smiling as he then turned his attention to Caleb with a sly grin. “Congratulations old man,” Owain said shaking Caleb’s hand, and hitting his arm, then handing him a short but heavy stick.

“Thank you Owain. What is this for?” Caleb looked at him, with a sardonic grin.

“I was told you were quite annoyed with the relatives, thought you might want to smack a few heads with it,” Owain replied, as everyone laughed at his reasoning.

“You are actually one of the first to congratulate us, as everyone was too busy asking Laurel asinine questions. As tempting as the use of your gift would be I am afraid I will have to decline,” Caleb expressed, with obvious irritation. 

“That does not surprise me one bit. You know all the busy bodies we are related to,” Owain mentioned with a sly grin.

“If I could have everyone’s attention please,” King Fergus’ deep rich voice, all at once, resonating through the Hall. “I have just been informed that the spark stones are ready for our attention, so if we could all make our way into the courtyard soon, but first,” King Fergus stopped speaking for a moment, to pick up a glass of cider. “I wish for everyone to please come to the refreshment tables here and select a glass of cider, as I would like to propose a toast,” King Fergus continued smiling knowingly, at Caleb and Laurel. 

The sound of overall approval met by a spattering of laughter, and warm glances turned in the direction of Caleb and Laurel. Everyone then made their way to the refreshment tables. Aiden walked over to get a glass for Caleb and Laurel to share, as all eyes turned back to King Fergus.

“I wish to remind everyone the purpose for our gathering, is to welcome our dear Laurel to the family she will soon be joining, as she and Caleb are now officially betrothed. So here is my toast for the happy couple,” he said with his glass held high. 

“Here is to the wings of love,

may they never molt a feather.

Until her little shoes and your big boots,

lie under the bed together,”

King Fergus said joyfully, as everyone laughed and many resounded with hearty cheers. Laurel laughed gleefully as Caleb looked down at her adoringly, leaning down and kissing her forehead. 

Soon everyone made their way out into the courtyard as the alchemist brothers readied the spark stones, to begin their dazzling display. Everyone stood at a safe distance as the two brothers began to light the seemingly plain looking, dull grey orbs of various sizes. The orbs began to glow with the heat increasing in them. Soon loud hissing could be heard, and then suddenly, each orb burst open. Sending out bright sparks which then showered down brilliant colored tiny lights, disappearing before they hit the ground. Leaving the air with a spicy warm scent. Everyone laughed and cheered as this display went on for about a half of one hour. The King went over to thank the alchemists personally, for their always entertaining display of their skills. 

“So what did you think of your first experience of spark stones?” Caleb asked Laurel warmly, as he held her closer to him in the courtyard.

“It was wonderful Caleb. I have never seen anything so amazing as this,” Laurel exclaimed in a happy, but trembling voice.

“Are you alright mo stor? You are trembling,” Caleb asked with concern, as he held his hand against her face.

“I am fine Caleb, perhaps just a bit overwhelmed. So much has happened tonight. Meeting all of your family, and Father formally announcing our betrothal. I so loved his toast. Was it not touching and amusing?” Laurel asked, with a quivering smile.

“Yes it was. Come dearest, let us go someplace quiet and private,” Caleb suggested, as he led her back through the Hall. 

Caleb led Laurel back outside to the terrace where they were briefly after the Festival. They walked over to the wooden settee that was covered in plush cushions underneath an elaborate wooden trellis where ivy and lace moss hung from, giving the trellis the illusion of being a small room. Sitting down, Caleb took Laurel in his arms and held her close as he tenderly kissed her face. Laurel smiled at him sweetly sighing and leaning into his side.

“I love to sit out here Caleb, it so lovely and peaceful,” Laurel said, in a soft whispery voice.

“I do as well, mo chailin milis. Especially now that you are here with me,” Caleb replied back in a low deep voice, which caressed Laurel’s ear.

“Your mother informed me today, that tomorrow we sign the Marriage Alliance agreement. I am looking forward to it very much. Do you not find it exciting?” Laurel asked her voice soft, but still showing her eagerness.

“I cannot say that I find it exciting, but I am happy that you feel that way,” Caleb answered, with a light laugh.

“Really, you do not? I do not see why. Caleb, it marks the beginning of our new life together. Our relationship will take on a much more deeper and serious meaning,” Laurel stated, looking at Caleb slightly confused, as to his lack of enthusiasm.

“I already feel that way about our relationship, mo stor. The signing of the Marriage Alliance will not change the feelings I already have for you,” Caleb stated honestly, as he drew his finger slowly down her cheek.

“Well of course Caleb, I too feel as you do. I simply meant, that in the eyes of others, our relationship will be taken more seriously,” Laurel spoke in a soft voice, lightly running her fingers against his chest.

“Hmm. I really do not care what others think,” Caleb said teasingly, as he began to kiss Laurel’s neck.

Laurel rolled her eyes and smirked at his demeanor, as she sighed with resignation. 

“You are being most disagreeable Sire,” Laurel replied with a slight pout, as Caleb looked at her with a gleam in his eyes.

“So, why do you not come up with me to my room? Then I will show you just how agreeable I can be,” Caleb spoke enticingly, as he resumed his affectionate attentions.

“Do you really feel we should? Should we not say goodnight first?” Laurel asked with mild concern.

“No,” Caleb chuckled. “The silly ninnies will find a reason to keep you longer. Did you not just say, you were a bit overwhelmed?” Caleb asked, with a wry grin.

“Um…well yes. I just do not wish to be rude,” Laurel replied smiling back coyly.

“Come along mo stor. You will need some rest if we are to go and see what I have planned for you in the morning. We will need to leave just before dawn,” Caleb spoke, laughing once again, as he helped her to her feet and led her to the back garden.

“Where are we going Caleb?” Laurel asked in hurried voice as she had to quicken her pace to keep up with his long strides. 

“The entrance that leads to the private rooms. The one we used during the Festival,” Caleb answered, smiling at her with amusement. “That way we can go to my room without too much notice and just call it a night. Perhaps I could read Bram or Athract to you tonight. Would you like that?” Caleb asked, as he opened the door to the secret entrance.

“I would indeed, but I shall have to go to my room first, in order to retrieve my nightgown,” Laurel mentioned, as they walked up the narrow staircase.

“I have already taken care of that dearest. I placed one of your nightgowns in the bath for you,” Caleb replied with a knowing smile, charmed by her surprised expression. 

“You have thought of everything have you not?” Laurel giggled, as they reached the top of the staircase, and Caleb quietly opened the door into the hallway.

“Of course my love, always,” Caleb replied with a charming smile, as led her to his room.

 

The hour just before dawn was chilly, and a heavy mist enveloped the city of Heathwin, giving it a mystical appearance as Caleb led Laurel by the hand to the stables. She still wore her nightgown and robe under her full hooded cape, as Caleb told her they would just return to bed, after he had shown her this “special event” he was so eager to have her see. Caleb had already informed the stable hands the night before, to have Lorcan ready for their early morning excursion. Caleb placed Laurel on the large stallion then effortlessly got upon him in back of Laurel, placing his arm around her waist then cantering out of the stables and on the main roadway. Caleb also wore a heavy cape with a hood, as it was quite long he wrapped it around Laurel, as she sat in front of him. They stayed on the road for a short time, when Caleb rather suddenly, directed Lorcan to take a sharp left and walk straight into the forest. A few times Laurel placed her hands up to help move away a low hanging small branch, then to her surprise they came to a clearing, with a hill just in front of them. Caleb then directed Lorcan up the hill, as the first rays of bright sun could be seen warming the tops of the mountains. After they came to stop on the top of the hill, Caleb dismounted and helped Laurel down, holding her in his arms.

“Look towards the east Laurel, you will see the swallows at any moment,” Caleb said in a hushed voice, looking upward.

Laurel followed his gaze, filled with anticipation at a sight few ever witnessed. Then suddenly in the distance, there appeared to be a small black cloud moving towards them, very quickly. Then as the shape in the sky moved closer Laurel could just barely make out the sound of a sharp shrill whistle. Soon the cloud was even closer, she could then see the fluttering of myriads of wings, all moving in the same frenetic rhythm.  It was almost upon them, Laurel’s eyes widening in wonderment of this brilliant spectacle unfolding in front of her eyes. As the sun rose higher and the swallows appeared directly overhead, the swallows’ wings seemed to instantly burst into flame as soon as the light touched them. Their iridescent colored wings reflected the sun’s brilliant light back, and filled the sky with the illusion of the birds flying with their wings aflame, thus giving them their name. Caleb’s description of them seemingly filling the sky for a moment was indeed accurate. Laurel laughed in pure delight and awe, as she gripped onto Caleb cape, looking up at the fantastical display. Caleb looked down at her adoringly, moved by her childlike joy at what she was seeing for the first time. After a few moments had passed and the sky grew peaceful and quiet once again, Laurel looked up at Caleb, slightly breathless, her eyes filled with happy tears.

“That was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen Caleb. Thank you for sharing this with me. I shall never forget it,” she declared in a shaking but happy voice.

“Neither shall I my love,” Caleb replied in an ardent deep voice, as he held her closer, then leaning down kissed her passionately.

Laurel murmured in surprise at Caleb holding her even tighter in his embrace, almost crushing her into him, as she placed her arms around his neck. His kiss became more urgent and demanding. He implored her mouth with his, to allow him to kiss her more deeply and hungrily, to her own surprise she complied with his ardent wishes. Laurel felt her body tremble, as she become filled with a warmth and elation she had never experienced. Her mind unable to think of nothing else, but the sensations Caleb’s passionate kiss and possessive embrace was causing her to feel. When the kiss ended, they looked at each other for a timeless moment, both breathless at what their shared joy had given to each other. Caleb then smiled warmly as he noticed Laurel was still trembling in his arms. 

“Come mo stor. I shall take you home to get warm,” Caleb whispered in deep soft voice. 

 

When Laurel opened her eyes she could hear dishes being moved about, and the smell of food drifting over to her. She turned over on her back still blinking sleepily, moving her hand slowly next to her, and not feeling Caleb lying there. They had come back to his room and Laurel had drifted off shortly after getting back under the warm coverings, feeling safe and peaceful in Caleb’s warm embrace.  A moment later she looked over the foot of the immense bed, and saw that Caleb was standing at his desk, arranging dishes near the two chairs they would sit in. He then looked over at Laurel smiling warmly, as he walked back over to the bed, getting back in beside her and taking her once again in his arms.

“Maidin mhaith, mo stor,” Caleb said lovingly, as he kissed her forehead.

“Good morning Caleb,” Laurel answered back drowsily.

“Say it in old speak dearest,” Caleb requested, with a droll grin.

“Um….mighty wah,” Laurel replied back hesitantly. 

Caleb put his head down next to her, leaning his forehead into the pillow trying to muffle his laughter. Laurel pouted at him, lightly hitting his shoulder.

“Do not laugh at me. How do you expect me to speak your language in an instant? Especially after I have just woken up,” Laurel said in an injured tone, attempting to turn away.

“No, no, come here. Now listen to how I say it,” Caleb responded, trying to stop his laughter, as he held her to him. “Maidin mhaith. Join the words together when you say it,” Caleb instructed, with a patient smile. 

“Ma…maidin m…haith,” Laurel said again slowly.

“Maidin mhaith. Say it once more,” Caleb whispered, with an affectionate smile and tone.

“Maidin mhaith,” Laurel repeated this time, without hesitation.

“Perfect,” Caleb said as he kissed her lips tenderly. “I will have you fluent in old speak in no time. Did you enjoy our adventure this morning?” Caleb asked her, with a charming smile.

“Oh yes, Caleb. It was lovely. I truly did not anticipate it to be that wonderful and inspiring. For a moment I was quite overcome,” Laurel answered, her eyes dancing with happiness.

“Yes, I was quite overcome for a moment myself,” Caleb replied with a mordant grin, and intense look in his eyes, which caused Laurel to giggle and blush brightly. 

“I too was overcome by…other things as well,” she giggled again, shyly lowering her eyes for a moment.

“You are so adorable mo chailin. Tell me, did you mean what you said last night, about wishing you did not have to leave?” Caleb asked her suddenly, his voice filled with emotion and a vulnerability Laurel had not heard him use before.

It took her completely off guard, and caused Laurel to pause for a moment, as he looked at her intently.

“Yes Caleb, I did. But I know that will not be possible. Father would never approve of my staying here, for too long without us being married.  I have not completed my Ollam training, or prepared for my leaving the House of Healing as yet. I have not even packed all of my things Caleb. It would not be possible for me to stay at this time, no matter how badly I may wish to,” Laurel explained, holding her hand against the side of Caleb’s face.

Laurel’s uneasiness with Caleb’s questioning was not relieved by the enigmatic smile on his face. 

“Let us have breakfast dearest. We will need to meet with my parents and Phineas and the Scribe soon, to sign the Marriage Alliance,” Caleb said calmly, as he helped her out of bed and over to his desk.

The rest of the morning went by at a relaxed pace as Laurel took a long warm bath and dressed in a pale blue dress with a boned bodice and sheer sleeves, it was an airy and flowy dress that made Laurel feel feminine and confident when she wore it. She was looking forward to going over the Marriage Alliance Agreement, with King Fergus and the Scribe Marcus, whom Caleb described as an old family friend.

Phineas had told her shortly after she had finished dressing, that there would be arrangements to which her father would undoubtedly have issues with, but that he would have no choice but to agree with them. She was curious and excited to see what these new arrangements would be. She had sat in on the last Harvest meeting with her father and Caleb, as well as one of the harvest master’s. She found it useless and petty for Caleb to be forced to almost argue with her father during these negotiations, prompting her to speak up during the meeting. She knew her father was not pleased, but after seeing what Caleb had to deal with herself, she did not care that it irritated her father. She decided to meet Caleb in his room, instead of having him come to fetch her. He was both surprised and amused to open his door and find her waiting on the other side, smiling at him impishly. 

“Well hello darling. Anxious to get to the meeting are you?” he asked with a light laugh. “Mmm, you smell and look far too lovely, to waste this all on a silly meeting with my father and a Scribe. Come in here for a moment,” Caleb grinned wickedly, as he took her by the waist and pulled her into his room abruptly, causing Laurel to let out a surprised little shriek, as he shut the door. 

A few moments later, Aiden walked around the corridor, from the balcony, looking over and seeing Laurel’s door was open and she was not in there. He then turned when he heard a shrieking feminine laugh, coming from behind Caleb’s closed door. Aiden shook his head and smirked as he walked over and knocked loudly on it. The laughter stopped suddenly, then began again with renewed and louder exuberance.  Aiden smiled broadly and then knocked loudly again.

“Caleb! Stop tormenting the Princess and come to the study. I was sent to bring you both there. Father is becoming most impatient and very unpleasant to be around,” Aiden said through the door, only to be met with Laurel saying repeatedly to stop, in a shrill giggle. “I am coming in so be prepared to stop your nonsense,” Aiden warned, before he walked into Caleb’s room.   

When he walked in, he was met with Caleb holding Laurel down on the bed, and tickling her side. Her head pushed back against the pillows laughing hysterically as she kicked her feet furiously. Caleb looked up at him smiling very smugly. 

“Really? You have been making everyone wait this entire time, while you keep her in here just to torture her?” Aiden asked with a wry smirk, as Laurel was finally able to take a breath and stop her frantic laughing.

“I was not torturing her the entire time, we were just having a very intense conversation, which then turned into me torturing her,” Caleb answered dryly, with the same smug smile.

“I…I need to have a drink. My…my throat is quite parched,” Laurel said in a breathless weak voice, as she sat up in the bed.

“You dog! The poor girl cannot even speak. Come here love, I shall escort you to the bath, so the brute will not grab you again,” Aiden said in mock annoyance, as he took Laurel’s hand and helped her off the bed and to the adjacent bath.

Laurel looked over giggling once again at Caleb, as she walked into the bath and closed the door. Aiden then looked over at Caleb with a knowing smile as Caleb walked over to his wooden cabinet and pulled out the standard Marriage Agreement. 

“I will not let her leave Aiden. I plan on telling Father this now,” he said, in a low hushed tone.

“I strongly advise against it at this time Caleb. Go along with the arrangement now, if only for Laurel’s sake. She does not need to see you fight with Father, or Phineas. Approach him again after she has gone to bed. You will make your point with him, you know this. He really cannot force you, if you can convince Laurel, he will have no choice but to go along with it. Do not put her through anymore anxiety then need be,” Aiden replied with a low voice, putting a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. 

“Yes, I suppose you are right. Just be prepared to meet us at the stables after everyone has gone to bed,” he continued in the same low tone, as they both turned and looked as Laurel walked out of the bath.

“I will inform everyone you are on your way then,” Aiden spoke up with a grin, as he hit Caleb on the arm and left the room.

“So my love are you ready to finally get this over with?” Caleb asked, with a gregarious smile, as Laurel walked out of the bath.

“I have been ready for some time now Sire. You are the one who insisted on delaying things,” Laurel spoke, in a mocking tone.

“Well I do not know what you were expecting of me showing up at my door looking like that,” Caleb replied, pretending to be defensive as he gestured at her.

Laurel just rolled her eyes as Caleb led her out of the room and to the study. 

As everyone sat down to discuss the formal Marriage Alliance agreement, Laurel was quite pleased to see how all the decisions for how much and how often supplies to Heathwin, would no longer be decided by King Garron or the harvest masters. It would be completely up to Caleb and Laurel upon their marriage, deciding together how things would be distributed, and even what would be grown each season. The marriage would take place in Heathwin as the marriage laws of Heathwin required that Laurel would need to meet with the four Chieftains, prior to the wedding. She would also need to live in Heathwin at least a fortnight beforehand in order for her to be fully acclimated to her new home. She would return to Gwenlais within a few weeks to live the remaining time before the marriage, to finish whatever personal things she needed to attend to before the final departure. It would be up to Caleb to decide upon the wedding date and Laurel’s final parting from Gwenlais. King Garron would receive a handsome dowry in exchange for Laurel’s hand being given to Caleb. The Bride price would include a beautiful gem encrusted pewter shield, which had been in the royal family for over one hundred seasons, as well as a small chest filled with precious stones and jewels collected from all over the realm of Rienfield. Laurel was in full agreement with all that was presented to her and readily signed the Marriage Alliance.  She then looked over at Caleb smiling with bright eyes as she handed him the quill to sign the agreement as well. Caleb hesitated for only a breath’s moment, but it was not missed by his father, who looked at him intently. King Fergus was the last to sign the agreement, lastly putting his seal on it by pressing his ring into a softened drop of wax, then it was signed and dated by the Scribe.  The Scribe Marcus smiled and warmly congratulated the couple, before shaking both Caleb’s and King Fergus’ hands, giving Caleb a warm smile once again before leaving with the signed agreement. Queen Alana then walked over and hugged both Caleb and Laurel, then began to enthusiastically talk about wedding customs and how lovely things would be arranged for the future nuptials, as she led Laurel out of the study.  The rest of the day went by fairly quietly and uneventfully, as the family enjoyed a sumptuous meal the Queen had specially prepared in celebration of the day’s event. After dinner they all retired to the sitting room, with the exception of Phineas, stating he had some personal business to attend to, which caused Caleb and Aiden to smirk at each other. Talk was again resumed to discussing the wedding, King Fergus looking over at Caleb, who for the most part remained quiet, and smiling at Laurel’s excitement. After yawning a few times, Laurel announced she would be retiring earlier than usual, as she was quiet tired from the last several days. After saying goodnight to everyone, Caleb escorted her to her room.

“Goodnight mo stor. Rest well my love,” Caleb said in a soft deep voice, as he took Laurel in his arms and kissed her passionately for a moment.

“Goodnight my Prince. I shall see you in the morning,” Laurel whispered breathlessly.

Caleb only smiled back adoringly, as he caressed Laurel’s cheek and kissed her forehead one last time, before she turned and walked into her room.

 

A quiet knock on the door, caused King Fergus and Queen Alana to look up in surprise, as they were finishing their cups of tea and the Tablut game, in their room. 

“Come in,” King Fergus answered with slight trepidation, from such a late night visit.

When Caleb walked into the room, King Fergus gave him a knowing irritated grin, as Queen Alana looked at both of them with concern.

“What is it dear? Is Laurel alright?” the Queen asked in a worried tone, glancing over at her husband for a moment.

“She is sleeping for the time being Mother. I am here to discuss her however,” Caleb said in a determined voice, as he placed the piece of paper down in front of both of them.

“Now why am I not surprised to see this?” King Garron asked in a disapproving tone, grinning at him sardonically.  

“I suppose you should not be. I wish for you to sign this Marriage Agreement Father.  I do not want Laurel to return to Gwenlais. My concerns for her safety are not without merit and you know this,” Caleb replied in a voice filled with conviction, his gaze piercing and intense.

“Do you really expect me to go along with this? This is ridiculous and arrogant. How could you be so foolish and selfish, after what the Marriage Alliance will give to you, will give to Heathwin,” King Garron asked with a low stern voice, his eyes glaring with his rising anger.

“Fine, I shall accept I may be foolish and arrogant, but selfish?  Really Father, you would dare call me selfish? After all I have done for Heathwin? Done for you? When have I ever gone against your directive? Was it selfish to hold my grandfather in my arms as a boy, just so he knew he had my forgiveness before he died?  Was it selfish to marry Morene just to stop the Clanns from feuding? Was it selfish Father, to beg the Rabkin Elder for her body, so that she could be buried beside her mother and brothers?” he asked in a low, angry, and pain filled voice as he leaned down on the table looking closer into his father’s eyes. “Did you know she died carrying another man’s child?” Caleb asked, his eyes filling with angry tears.

Queen Alana gasped quietly, as she put her hand to her mouth, tears streaming down her face. While King Fergus closed his eyes for a moment, then looked at Caleb with a sad and remorseful expression.

“Is it selfish of me Father, to be so in love with Laurel that I cannot bear to have her leave me? I know her father will not take the threats to her life seriously. His arrogance and pride in his Kingdom of farmers will not allow him to see things as they truly are. Sign the agreement Father. I do not fear what Garron thinks or of his reaction. We will take what is ours if we have to, if he forces us to regress to the days of Grandfather’s rule,” Caleb spoke with quiet anger and conviction, as he pushed the paper closer to his father.

“Garron be damned, Fergus! Sign the agreement. We will deal with the outcome after,” Queen Alana said, in a tearful and heartbroken voice.

King Fergus closed his eyes once again, and let out a heavy sigh, before looking up at Caleb.

“When will you be on carrying out your plan?” King Fergus asked, in a defeated tone.

“Later tonight, after Laurel has slept for a time,” Caleb answered. 

“I will sign it Caleb, and yes we will indeed deal with Garron however we must. All that I ask of you, is that you not force Laurel to do anything she does not wish to. Do not force her into your bed, if she does not wish for your marriage to take place in this manner,” King Fergus implored, with a soft calm voice.

“I will not ravish her if that is what you are implying. I will not have to. She will go along with this, when she hears my concerns, if I must strongly persuade her…then I will,” Caleb replied, as he pushed the quill and ink well over to his father.

King Fergus sighed again deeply and then reaching over took the quill, hesitantly and signed the agreement, as Queen Alana placed a trembling hand on her husband’s shoulder. Caleb smiled sadly, as he took the Marriage Agreement from off of the table.

“Thank you Father. I promise you both, I will not hurt my sweet girl, I will only do what I must to ensure her safety,” Caleb replied in a low satisfied voice, then turned and walked quietly out of the room. 

“You did the right thing Fergus,” Queen Alana spoke in a soft reassuring voice, as she tenderly stroked the back of his head.

“For Caleb yes, for Laurel and Heathwin, I am not so sure mo ghra,” King Fergus replied, with a somber smile.

 

Caleb walked back into his room, to find Cahir and Aiden waiting, sitting at his desk conversing quietly together. Caleb walked over and placed the signed agreement, down for them to see, as he smiled with relief and satisfaction.

“I had no doubt you would be able to convince Father. I still feel it is Laurel who you will have to convince, old man. You saw as well as I, how her face lit up when she realized all the authority, you would be given. She was genuinely happy for you to have it. She may very likely not wish for you to give that up,” Aiden explained with a knowing grin, as Cahir picked up the agreement to read it.

“I am not concerned with that. I am sure I will be able to convince Laurel to see this is the best way to deal with this issue,” Caleb said with confidence.

“I hope for your sake this is true. Well Aiden, let us go and speak to Marcus once again, maybe we will have time to have a pint with him. We shall meet you at the stables later Caleb,” Cahir announced as he and Aiden stood up to leave the room, giving him one more mordant grin as they left.

Caleb walked over to his leather chair, and sighed heavily as he sat down, stretching his legs out in front him. 

Now I shall let Laurel rest a bit longer, he thought to himself, as he smiled thinking of her not returning to Gwenlais

 

“Laurel. Mo stor, wake up,” Caleb whispered urgently as he kissed her face.

Laurel opened her eyes, blinking drowsily until she realized that Caleb was sitting on the side of her bed, softly stroking her hair, smiling at her warmly. The only light in the room was from the lit fireplace, which was still burning brightly.

“What is it Caleb? Is something wrong?” she asked in a sleepy, but concerned tone, as she sat up in the bed.

“Nothing is wrong my love. Or it certainly will not be after tonight. I need for you to get up and come to the table and sign the Marriage Agreement that Father has just signed and given to me this evening,” Caleb explained in an anxious low voice, as he moved the covers from off of her.

Taking her hand he led her out of the bed to the table, where they had eaten several times. Guiding her over, she wore a very bemused expression, as he carefully unfolded the new Marriage Agreement. Dipping the quill in the ink well Caleb then signed it himself, and then handed the quill to Laurel.

“But…but Caleb, did we not already sign the Marriage Alliance tonight? Why must we again, and in the middle of the night? Can it not wait until morning?” Laurel asked in tired confusion, beginning to become more concerned with Caleb’s confusing behavior.

“No. No it cannot dearest. I will explain it all in a moment. Please, just sign the Agreement and then we will be on our way. I shall get your cape for you,” Caleb answered, as he began to walk to her wardrobe to find her cape.

Laurel looked at him now becoming alarmed and then looked closer at the paper in front of her. It was a much simpler form, merely stating that both parties agreed to be considered man and wife on the date that Caleb had written in, which was the current date, and it was indeed signed by the King. Laurel looked over at Caleb, who was at this time looking through her wardrobe. The realization, of what this all meant, finally coming to her. He was desperate to keep her in Heathwin, even if it meant a strained relationship with her father, and the harvest masters of Gwenlais.

“Will this not make the Marriage Alliance agreement we signed, void of any precedence?” Laurel asked in a small voice, her face not hiding her apprehension.

“Do not concern yourself with that dearest. This is the only agreement that matters now,” Caleb answered with an impatient tone, as he walked over to her holding her cape.  “Now sign it, as I have a Scribe waiting for us. Once it is signed we are married in the eyes of the laws, when I give it to the Scribe it will be officially recorded. We do not have to meet and say vows in front of the Scribe, if you do not wish, that is only a ceremony. We can say our vows here, in private,” Caleb’s voice softened, as he reached over and caressed her cheek.

Laurel looked back down at the Marriage Agreement that lay in front of her, then back up at Caleb with soft sad eyes, as she placed the quill down on the table. Caleb looked at her with both frustration and anger, as Laurel could see his temper flashing in his intense blue eyes.

“I cannot do this Caleb. It will take away all the power I have given you, by us marrying according to the Alliance agreements. You will no longer have to negotiate with Father, or the harvest masters, with what you need or want. It will be our decision, your decision, and no others,” Laurel said in a voice just above a whisper, her eyes pleading with him to listen to her.

“I do not care about that Laurel,” Caleb replied in an angry low voice, throwing her cape on a chair. “My only concern at this time is for your safety. We will worry about negotiating supply demands later. If your father becomes too unreasonable, we will simply withhold protection and shut down the garrison, as was done before, then we will see how reasonable he will become. The pathetic farmers cannot defend themselves and he knowns it,” Caleb growled, in his growing agitation.

“Do you not hear yourself Caleb? What I said at the trial, did it mean nothing to you? I will not sign this Caleb. I will not let you throw away your chance to finally have control over Heathwin’s needs. The control you deserve, will be given to you in way that will garner Gwenlais’ respect, not fear and contempt. I will not let my Father or anyone else say you took me in marriage by force. I could not bear to have him think that way of you. It could very well cause a fight between our two Kingdoms Caleb. Do you really wish to fight my people, to fight Deaglan?” Laurel entreated him with an impassioned voice, her eyes glistening with unfallen tears.

Caleb moved closer to Laurel, placing his hands at her waist and pulling her against him, leaning down closer to her, his breath brushing against her lashes.

“It will not come to that Laurel, and I do not care what your father thinks of me. We are all barbarians in his eyes are we not? Fine, then I shall prove to him, just how barbaric I can be. Let them fear me, I do not need their respect, they will then think twice before defying our demands. I will not let you go mo stor. You are mine now, and I will not let any more harm come to you. I cannot protect you if you are in Gwenlais. Now sign the Agreement before I lose my patience,” Caleb spoke in a deep intense voice, that sent shivers through Laurel, the voice he used when trying to control his anger.

“I have never had harm come to me in Gwenlais, Caleb. Only here has my life been threatened. It will only be for a few months, will it not? Surely a few months cannot cause any harm,” Laurel again, tried reasoning with him.

“My poor sweet naïve Laurel. I was not going to tell you this, but you leave me no choice. Leland warned us that not all were loyal to you in Gwenlais. He could not reveal who these were, for fear of his family being harmed. They were bold enough to try and hurt you with me here, what do you think will happen if I am not with you? No mo ghra, you are not going back,” Caleb replied with an officious tone, filled with conviction.

“Please forgive me Sire, but I find it difficult to believe the words of the man who tried to kill me. I find it difficult to believe my own people would wish to end my life,” Laurel answered back in a trembling voice, not hiding her growing frustration.

“And I understand your doubts my darling, as it is not in your nature to be cautious and mistrusting of those around you. Nonetheless, you will not be going back to Gwenlais, Laurel. We will work out the negotiations with your father, it will be up to him how difficult it becomes,” Caleb informed her his voice softer but no less intense, as he caressed her cheek once again, brushing away a stray tear.

“I will not sign the new agreement Caleb,” Laurel replied, her words shaking with emotion.

Caleb smiled at her sadly, realizing now, this would be her response.

“Yes, you will mo stor. After I make love to you, you will sign it, and then we will be in every sense, in the eyes of the laws, man and wife,” Caleb said softly, as he leaned down and began kissing her face and neck.

“Ma….make love to me?” Laurel asked in a trembling voice, her eyes wide in surprise with his words.

“Yes dearest. You will not resist me, you know this,” Caleb whispered back, then kissed her passionately as he took her in his arms, and brought her over to the bed. 

Taking off his long black coat, Caleb then climbed into the bed, holding Laurel close to him, as he again kissed her passionately. Even though she was trembling with emotion she did not offer any resistance to his ardent attention.

“You know that I love you dearest. I only wish to take care of you and keep you safe,” Caleb spoke in a low voice, as he held her face in his hands.

“I know this Caleb. It is just…I did not wish it to be this way. My father will be very angry. It will make things very difficult for both of us. He will be most belligerent,” Laurel whispered, her voice still shaking with emotion.

“Do not worry for that mo stor. I will take care of everything. You will not face your father’s anger. I will not allow him to speak to you unless he agrees to be reasonable.  I will still give your father the dowry my love, and more if he expects it. Relax my darling. Let me show you how much I love you. Do not be afraid. I will not rush you, or be aggressive with you. We have all night, here now, does this not feel pleasant?” Caleb asked, as he slowly reached under her nightgown, touching her through her undergarment.

Laurel’s breath caught for a moment as she did not expect him to do this. Even though she was surprised and a bit startled, she could not help but respond to Caleb’s amorous attentions, as he was not impatient or harsh in his manner. On the contrary, he was loving, understanding and gentle, in how he touched her for the first time.  Caleb smiled down at her as he tenderly kissed her face, continuing to touch her gently.

“You see, mo chailin milis, can you see how wonderful it will be? I cannot let you leave my darling. I need to be able to protect you. It is only if you are my wife, can you stay here with me. I can feel you trembling under my hand. I know that you want me as much as I want you. Give yourself to me my sweet Laurel, do not resist me,” Caleb entreated in a deep soft whisper, as he moved his hand underneath her clothing. 

Laurel’s breath caught again as she felt Caleb touch her more intimately than he had ever done. Her mind overwhelmed, by both the pleasure his attentions were causing, and the apprehension she felt realizing the outcome their impromptu marriage would cause in both Kingdoms. Tears streamed down her face as he continued to kiss her cheeks and touch her more ardently, with each passing moment.

“Shh. Do not cry my love, I will not hurt you. There is nothing to be afraid of dearest,” he whispered to her, in the same deep low voice.

“I am not afraid Caleb. It does indeed feel pleasurable,” Laurel replied, in a trembling whisper, as she glided her hands through his hair.

“Then why do you weep Laurel? I am taking you as my wife mo ghra. This is our wedding night mo chroi. After we share our love and sign the new agreement we shall be together…always,” Caleb stated in an ardent voice, as his passion for her, was becoming more intense.

“I love you so much my Prince. But it saddens my heart greatly, that my father and my people, will only look at you as forcing me to marry you. That is why I weep. I will not resist you my dear Caleb. I will give myself to you, I just did not wish for our wedding night to be this way. I am only afraid of what this could cause between our people,” Laurel whispered back tearfully, kissing his face tenderly.

“Please mo chroi, do not cry. I do not care what they think of me dearest. I only care that you will be safe, that we will be together. We can still have a wonderful wedding feast my love. I will have Mother’s seamstress make a beautiful gown for you. It will still be a glorious day. If your father is too stubborn to attend, that will be his doing and his loss,” Caleb said, trying to be reassuring and comforting.

“It is not….it is not that Caleb. I….I care what they think of you. My mother wished for us to be together. My…my father did not. This will…will only make his insolence worse. He will look at you as a monster and accuse you of a horrible act. He will never believe me, that I gave myself to you, to claim me as your wife. Please Caleb, please will you not reconsider? I cannot stand the thought of him looking at you that way,” Laurel entreated once more, between her soft sobs, as she kissed him back softly. “Please my Prince, let us follow the Alliance agreement, let us wait just a bit longer,” she said in a shaking whisper, as she softly kissed his face several times, feeling her tearstained cheeks against his own. 

Caleb sighed deeply, in frustration and despair at Laurel’s crestfallen demeanor.  

“Oh mo stor, my sweet darling you ask too much of me. You are breaking my heart,” Caleb whispered back, his voice choking with emotion.

He slowly pulled his hand away from her, and then carefully and gently lowered her nightgown. Kissing her on the forehead he then moved out of the bed, covering her, turned and picked up his coat. Laurel sat up in confusion, wondering what he was doing.

“Where are you going?” Laurel asked, in bewilderment.

Caleb’s back was to her when he stopped walking, and looking over at the table picked up the new Marriage Agreement. He crumpled it up roughly in his hands and tossed it into the fire as he walked to the door. Caleb opened the door and looked at her for a moment before answering, his eyes piercing but forlorn. 

“There is something I must attend to. Lie down and rest mo stor. I will be back in a while,” he responded, though his voice was low and calm, his body and eyes revealed that he was angry and irritated, he walked out of the room closing the door softly.

Laurel lay back against the pillows crying quietly. Then with sudden resolve she got out of bed, putting on her robe and slippers. She opened the door slowly and cautiously, as she looked out. Not seeing Caleb in the corridor Laurel walked quickly and noiselessly, as she peered over the balcony, watching Caleb walk purposefully out the main entrance of the Hall.

 

Caleb made his way into the stables stomping in angrily, as Aiden and Cahir, looked up from where they were sitting at a small table playing Tablut. 

Aiden looked past him and grinned wryly.

“I believe you have forgotten something Caleb,” Aiden spoke up, in a mocking tone.

“No, I have not forgotten anything. I am afraid the plans have been changed,” Caleb answered, in a weary and irate voice. 

“What is wrong? Why would Laurel not agree to your plans? What could she find to her advantage by going back to Gwenlais?” Cahir asked irritably. 

“It is her father, is it not?” Aiden asked, sounding more like a statement than a question.

“Yes, the mac olc de soith!” Caleb answered, cursing loudly and lividly. “I told her I did not care what he thought of me. Or how difficult he might become. That I would handle him and whatever issues his anger caused, even if that meant forgoing our protection for a time, then see how quickly his tune would change,” Caleb explained, his jaw clenching after he spoke.

“What did she say to that?” Aiden asked, with a knowing smile.

“Oh, she just became pitiful and started crying and telling me she would not resist, but it was not how she really wanted things to be. That it would just make all our lives more difficult and harder to deal with. That she could not bear the thought of her father thinking and telling everyone I forced her to marry me at this time. Again I told her it did not matter what her father thought, but she would not be convinced and just became more pathetic,” Caleb explained in a sad low voice, raking his hand through his hair.

“Could you not just have insisted?” Cahir asked him, with a perplexed voice.

Caleb looked over at him with a look of complete irritation, as Cahir and Aiden looked back at him with surprised grins at his expression.

“I wish to ask you both something. Have you ever tried making love to a woman who is just a sobbing, crying, tearful mess?” Caleb asked, in a mocking angry voice.

Cahir and Aiden looked at each other grinning sardonically.

“I cannot say that I have,” Cahir countered sarcastically.

“That usually happens as I am leaving,” Aiden replied mordantly.

“Well, it is extremely distracting, and not at all amorous and desirable.  So I got up, and threw the new agreement into the fire and came down here. Of all nights for her to not be her stubborn, quick tempered little self. It would have been so much easier if she just would have said no, and had a full blown tantrum. Then I would have just spanked her, and dragged her over and made her sign it. She would have cried for only a few moments, called me a brute and few filthy Kedesh insults, but then it would be done and over with.  But no, she had to be sweet, reasonable, and intelligent. She made far too much sense, which of course made me even angrier,” Caleb retorted, in a defeated tone.

“You do realize, if it would have taken place that way, you really would have been forcing her?” Aiden asked with a laugh. “But take heart old man. You did not resort to being a barbaric brute, and your little Princess loves you enough that she actually cares what people think about you. It is rather touching I think,” Aiden said, as he hit Caleb’s arm in a playful manner.

“Yes, I suppose it is. Though I am not giving in completely. I have a few things she will have no choice but to agree to. Which now brings me to asking you Cahir, for a favor,” Caleb mentioned, looking at him intently.

“Of course old man, anything,” Cahir answered, with sympathetic smile. 

 

A short while later Caleb made his way back up the stairs walking to his room. Opening the door, to his surprise he found Laurel, curled up in his large leather chair. She looked over at him with a shy smile, as he walked into the room and shut the door behind him.

“And who would this lost little waif be, sitting in my chair?” Caleb asked, in low deep voice, grinning at her sardonically.

“I did not like the way things were between us when you left. So I thought I would wait for you in here. I assumed you would come to your room first,” she answered sitting up a bit more placing her feet on the floor.

“Really? Are you sure you wish to be here after what almost happened earlier?” Caleb asked her with the same grin, as he took off his coat and walked over to his wardrobe. 

“Yes Caleb. I trust you now more than ever,” Laurel answered him, in a slightly injured tone, pouting at his disposition.

“And why would that be dearest?” Caleb asked her, as he very casually began to undress in front of his wardrobe, stripping down to his knee length britches he wore underneath his clothing. 

Laurel looked away in surprise and embarrassment as she had never seen him this way and had not expected it. She swallowed hard for a moment to control her bashfulness and unease, realizing he was doing this to make her uncomfortable, in punishment for not going along with his plans. Biting her bottom lip for a moment to stop her lips from trembling she then looked up at him with an air of defiance. 

“I trust you, because you conceded to my wishes,” Laurel replied answering as bravely as she could, knowing there was still a hint of a tremor in her voice.

Caleb smiled at her sardonically as he walked over to the chair, and held his hand out to her. Laurel took his hand as he helped her to her feet, Caleb then sat down and pulled her on to his lap abruptly, causing her to catch her breath for a second. She looked at him shyly, but was determined not to show her awkwardness, as she put her arms about his neck. 

“So my sweet girl. There are a few things we need to discuss tonight, seeing as how you decided to invite yourself into my room,” Caleb spoke up, in a domineering manner.

“Caleb I….” Laurel began but was cut off, by Caleb placing a finger to her lips.

“You will just listen to what I have to say first,” he replied, slowly brushing his finger against her lips, before lowering his hand. “First of all you must know the only reason I conceded to your wishes is I did indeed consider tonight would be our wedding night. I did not want our first night as a married couple to be filled with tears and regret. You were not the only one who did not wish for us to married in this manner. My father was also not agreeable to it, and felt you should not be forced into doing something you did not agree with. However, in the future know this mo stor, that just because you cry and become emotional does not mean I will bow to your every whim,” Caleb stated sternly.

“Caleb I do not…” Laurel began once again.

“I am not finished,” Caleb replied curtly, to which Laurel looked away for a moment, startled and self-conscious. “You will be staying here for an extra fortnight, I am not asking your father for permission, this is just how it will be. Cahir is going on his last garrison assignment to Gwenlais at that time. He will be assigned as your escort. You are not to leave the castle grounds without him, at any time, for any reason. Is that understood?” Caleb asked her, with the same stern expression.

“Yes Caleb,” Laurel answered, in a quiet voice.

“You will listen to Cahir and do exactly as he tells you and you will not argue with him. While you are here, you will stay in my room each night as well. The only reason I will not make love to you, is I will not have the chance be taken that you will be carrying my child while you are in Gwenlais. I will not make you any more vulnerable than you already will be. And furthermore, the only laws that I follow are the laws of Heathwin. As my betrothed you are my responsibility, and you are only to answer to me, not your father, not Phineas. Are we clear with that as well?” Caleb asked her again, with the same tone.

Ye….yes Caleb,” Laurel replied, no longer able to control her trembling voice or lips, as her eyes looked stormy and dejected. 

Caleb then smiled at her seeing she was becoming emotional. He gently placed his hand against her face and kissed her very slowly on her lips, until he felt her body begin to relax against him.

“I am sorry if I upset you tonight Caleb. It was not my intent to do so. Please do not be angry with me. I truly feel following the original agreement is the right thing to do,” Laurel expressed with complete sincerity, her eyes still sad and imploring.

“I know my love. But you must understand I do not agree with you. I had no intention of letting you return to Gwenlais after the Scimitar attack. I only went along with it, to wait until you were stronger, to bring up what I had planned all along. Perhaps I should have brought it up sooner. Though I doubt that would have changed your mind,” Caleb surmised, smiling at her perceptively.

“No it most likely would not have,” Laurel said returning his smile, feeling more at ease. “So, you are not angry with me any longer?” she asked shyly.

Caleb smiled at her not answering immediately, thinking about her question for a moment longer.

“Yes, I am still angry. I shall however come to terms with it soon enough. Let us go to bed and not dwell on it any more tonight,” Caleb replied, as he held her closer, and standing up walked over to the bed.

As they both lay down under the warm covers, Caleb held Laurel in his arms and began kissing her passionately, as he began to caress her as he had done earlier.

“I will not place my hand underneath your bloomers as I did before Laurel. It will be far too difficult for me to resist you if I do. I will be giving you just a taste of what we could have shared tonight. Trust me mo stor, the months we are apart you will indeed miss me. I mean to show you what love will be like Laurel, for the time that you are here with me,” Caleb spoke in an ardent deep voice, before kissing her again. 

As Caleb continued with his passionate attentions, Laurel felt herself becoming overwhelmed by his boldness and familiarity. She could no longer control her trembling, becoming breathless with each kiss and caress as Caleb held her closer, and feeling his body against her in a way she had not experienced before. Her hands gripping on to the back of his neck, trying to control the feeling of becoming overawed by him. Caleb suddenly stopped his attentions, and looked at her his face showing his concern, as he wiped her cheeks with his thumbs holding her face in his hands. 

“I am sorry my love. Please…please do not cry. I did not mean to frighten you. Shh. Come here now, and I will just hold you. It is alright,” Caleb spoke in a warm and loving voice, as he took Laurel in his arms, her head resting against his chest.

Laurel had become so daunted by Caleb’s passion and physical intensity, she did not realize she was crying freely.

“Forgive me dearest. Yes, I was angry with you. I am not any longer. I cannot bear to see you this way. I promise you, I will never overwhelm you in this manner again. I love you mo stor. I never want you to feel frightened of me. For a moment I had truly forgotten how innocent you are. I am not accustomed to that. Shh, it is alright, you will have nothing to be concerned about again I promise you,” Caleb said, his voice filled with remorse.

“I…I am fine now Caleb. It is true I was just overwhelmed by all of it,” Laurel responded, trying her best to sound calm.

“You will not have to be worried when you come to bed at night. I will be careful in how I show my affections for you. It is my hope that you will indeed miss me, but I shall miss you just as badly, if not more,” Caleb admitted, as he kissed her forehead and gently caressed her back.

“I shall miss you very much Sire. I am very happy to be staying with you another fortnight,” Laurel answered back, in a soft drowsy voice.

“I am most glad to hear you say that mo ghra. Just rest now dearest. We shall sleep in tomorrow and spend the whole day just relaxing and reading poetry, perhaps a game or two of Tablut. Does this sound agreeable to you?” Caleb suggested as he kissed her forehead again.

“Yes it does. I love you very much Caleb. I am truly sorry if I upset you,” Laurel said as she snuggled closer into his chest, her voice becoming choked with emotion.

“Do not give it another thought my love. You did not upset me anymore than I upset you. It will all work out soon. As you said it will only be a few months. I will send word as soon as I can say exactly when the date of the wedding will be. I cannot assure you, that you will be in Gwenlais for the Harvest Festival. You may very well not be there,” Caleb told her in a soft low voice, as he could feel her falling asleep.

“It is alright. I have been to hundreds of them,” Laurel murmured, in a sleepy far away voice.

“Really? Hundreds you say? I thought they only happened once a season,” Caleb remarked, with a chuckle.

He was answered by her softly snoring into his chest, as he laughed lightly and kissed her again. 

 

Caleb opened his eyes to hear Laurel whimpering in her sleep and turning over, curling up into the covers. The drapes had not been drawn last night, so the large room was filled with the sun’s early light. He reached over and pulled her softly into his embrace, nuzzling her hair, smelling the faint fragrance of lavender. His thoughts went back to Laurel’s reaction to his plan of marrying now and forgoing the original Marriage Alliance agreement. She had completely surprised him, as he expected her to agree with his plan to keep her in Heathwin. Caleb smiled to himself at her passionate stance, to not wish for him to forgo what the Alliance agreement would give to him. He softly kissed the back of her head, again feeling regret for his anger and frustration, and treating her too intensely. Laurel whimpered again and turned over in her sleep facing him, as she blinked her eyes drowsily, trying to focus. Caleb smiled at her lovingly as she smiled back at him, reaching over and caressing her cheek with his bent finger. 

“Maidin mhaith mo stor,” he said softly, his accent more pronounced when he was relaxed.

“Good morning. Is it time to get up?” Laurel asked in a small tired voice, blinking sleepily.

“No, not as yet. It is still early. Go back to sleep dearest,” Caleb replied with a warm smile, and then kissed her forehead.

Laurel smiled back and then snuggled in closer to Caleb, leaning her head into his chest. Within a few moments she was sleeping once again. Caleb held her closer, resting his lips against her forehead, as he gently caressed her back, thinking of when she would return to Gwenlais. He felt a bit more comforted knowing that Cahir would be her escort while he was away. Dismissing any more negative thoughts, from his mind, he carefully got out of bed, and walking over to his wardrobe put on a loose black tunic with matching britches. After covering Laurel, he made his way to the family dining room, knowing his family and Phineas would already be there. He could hear the lively conversations which were ensuing, then stopping abruptly, when he walked into the room and sat at his usual place. Caleb looked up at everyone with a mocking grin, as they all looked at him expectantly.

“Well, Caleb. None of us expected to see you bright and early this morning,” King Fergus spoke up with an amused smile.

“I certainly did not old man. Did your Princess find you too irritating to be with last night?” Cahir asked, as Aiden laughed lightly at his question.

“Shockingly no. I found her waiting for me when I returned. She is still sleeping. My poor sweet girl is exhausted, from me waking her and making all those demands in the middle of the night,” Caleb replied, with a rueful smile.

“Demands? What demands? Prince Caleb, why would you be making demands of her Highness in the middle of the night?” Phineas asked, looking over with alarm. 

“Just let her rest as much as possible dear. Did your plan go as you had hoped? The two annoying hooligans here, refuse to tell your father and I how it all transpired,” Queen Alana stated, giving both Aiden and Cahir a disapproving glare.

“What plans? What demands? Really, I insist someone explain to me what is going on!” Phineas demanded, sounding on the verge of hysterics.

“Here allow me Caleb, feel free to jump in when you wish,” Aiden spoke up with a roguish grin, then proceeded to explain to Phineas, all that Caleb had hoped to accomplish. 

After Aiden had finished his retelling of the events, Phineas, simply exhaled deeply, with raised eyebrows, not saying anything, as Queen Alana gave Caleb a sad and sympathetic smile, while King Fergus looked over at him with a wide grin, as he began to enjoy his breakfast.

“Really Father? Do you think you could look any more smug and satisfied with how things turned out?” Caleb asked with a growl, as he took a long drink of tea. 

“No Caleb it is not that. I just find it most delightful and, well comforting to know what a sweet, practical, and intelligent young lady, our little Princess is. Not to mention the fact that what others think of you is of great concern to her. I find that rather touching,” King Fergus replied, smiling broader than ever.

“Yes I said the same thing last night,” Aiden replied with a smile, as Cahir just laughed lightly eating his breakfast.

“I must tell you Prince Caleb her Highness was not exaggerating when she mentioned how livid King Garron would be. He will receive a copy of the Marriage Alliance any day now, and will no doubt need time to process all that has been expected of him to concede to. Your marriage to Princess Laurel, giving you both full control over how goods and supplies will be distributed, plus informing him that it would also be the beginning of the two Kingdoms merging, will be much for him to contemplate. If you were to suddenly tell him, his daughter would not be returning home that you have already married her, because he is incapable of taking care of her….well I shudder to think at the accusations that would be thrown your way.  He would very likely choose to look for another ally for protection, as several unscrupulous types have already offered this, and Tramaine no doubt would encourage it. It would more than likely end with you having to take Gwenlais back with force, of which I have no doubt you would succeed, but it would certainly have disastrous effects. Not to mention the bitterness and bloodshed that would also ensue. I hope you appreciate her Highness’ feelings as to why she would not wish to go along with your plan. For what it is worth Sire, I do not blame you for wanting her to stay close to you, after what you have both just been through. Leland’s warning has left me most unsettled as well,” Phineas exclaimed, in a worried tone.

“I do appreciate it Phineas. Not at first of course, I was actually quite angry in the beginning, as she was making far too much sense and being too levelheaded for my liking. It would have been far easier if she would have just said no, and had one of her little tantrums. But alas, she had to be sad and sobbing, and asking me to please be reasonable. At that point I knew it was not going to happen,” Caleb grinned knowingly, then taking a bite of toast.

“Well good for her Caleb. You are marrying a most exceptional young woman,” King Fergus spoke up, with a cheerful tone. 

“Yes I am. I am also keeping her here an extra fortnight. I have assigned the Captain of our largest Patrol to be her escort, while in Gwenlais,” Caleb announced as he smiled sardonically at Cahir, which caused the King and Queen to look at each other in surprised amusement.

“Yes, well, have fun with that challenging assignment Cahir,” Aiden said with a light laugh, as Phineas looked over and smiled in an enigmatic way. 

“Now what is that supposed to mean?” Cahir asked, looking at the three men with a slight frown.

“My sweet girl can be a bit spirited at times Cahir, she does not like being told what to do. You may want to be careful how you…word your requests,” Caleb answered him, with a wry grin.

“Word my requests? Hmm, we shall see about that my friend. No disrespect, but I shall not put up with her tantrums that you find so amusing. Your little Princess will be in for a rude awakening if she thinks she will be telling me what to do. I do not find her rudeness entertaining as you do, I am by no means as patient as Deaglan, and I am certainly not Phineas,” Cahir replied with a sly grin, as he took a bite of bacon.

“Excuse me, and what is all that supposed to mean?” Phineas asked, in a defensive and insulted tone.

“If Caleb can convince her to behave herself, then she will not have to find out,” Cahir answered with the same grin, looking over at Phineas. 

“Oh I am sure she will be fine. She will be quite busy with her duties at the House of Healing, and hopefully packing, to get into too much trouble. I am now going back to lie down for a bit, and hold my betrothed in my arms, and just try to enjoy the day with her. We shall see you all at dinner if not before. Mother would you be so kind as to have Lucas arrange for a late breakfast brought up to my room?” Caleb requested, as he got up to leave the room.

“Of course dear. Have a lovely morning together. I shall have Lucas arrange a bath for Laurel as well,” Queen Alana said, with a warm smile.

“Thank you Mother. Yes, I am sure she would like that,” Caleb smiled at her, as he headed back to his room.   

 

“What do you mean the falcon returned but the message was not opened?!” Tramaine bellowed, to the Master Falconer.

“I have no idea what could have happened Master Tramaine. It has also been brought to my attention that messengers from Heathwin arrived yesterday,” the Master Falconer in a nervous voice.

“I am well aware of the messengers, you fool! They returned with a copy of the Marriage Alliance. Which can only mean, that the plan has once again failed. They would not be sending a Marriage Alliance for the barbarian to marry a dead Princess now would they?” Tramaine questioned, in a loud and mocking voice.

“We will have to send word to our associate in the east, Master Tramaine,” the Falconer replied in a calm and calculating tone, allowing Tramaine to let all of this sink in.

“Yes, yes I know. But we shall wait a few days, so that I can think of a sufficient reply,” Tramaine spoke nervously, as beads of sweat appeared on his brow.

“Allow me to do this for you Master Tramaine, as I am more familiar with our associate’s temperament,” the Falconer offered, again in a calm voice.

“Yes….yes very good Falconer. You do that, while I try to make sense of all that has transpired,” Tramaine said wearily as he slumped in his chair at his desk.

“I shall see to it right away,” the Master Falconer spoke with a smile as he turned to leave the room, his smile quickly turning to a look of contempt as he walked out into the corridor.

 

After arriving back in Gwenlais, King Garron made the request to speak with King Fergus and Caleb almost immediately.  The King and his sons as well as Phineas and Laurel all joined his in his study.  Tramaine was quite indignant for not being invited to join the meeting, especially after insisting a number of times. It was only after King Garron became quite irritated did Tramaine finally concede and go off broodingly to his room. King Fergus then began to explain calmly and patiently to King Garron all that had occurred during Laurel’s stay in Heathwin. He was completely aghast and then furious at what happened and then not being informed when it had happened.

“How could you all think that it was perfectly acceptable to keep me in the dark about all of this?” King Garron asked in a loud and angry voice.  

“Because everyone knew how you would react Father, exactly how you are acting now. Tell me, if you were there and found out who it was that did this, would you have demanded his execution?” Laurel asked him in a knowing tone.

“Well of course I would have! How could you not expect me to?” he replied in complete irritation. 

“That is why I did not wish you to know until after the trial took place. All anyone would have remembered both here and in Heathwin, is that the King of Gwenlais demanded a prominent citizen of Heathwin, be executed for his crime offering no clemency. How do you expect us to trust and respect each other Father if we do not offer the branch of mercy first?” Laurel asked him in a voice filled with confidence, as Caleb smiled at her warmly and Phineas beamed with pride.

“I do not care about offering any kind of mercy to this person! Yes I would have demanded his execution, you cannot tell me your betrothed did not,” King Garron continued to yell in anger. 

“As a matter of fact I did Garron,” Caleb replied in a calm low voice.

“Well for the love of the Maker, why did you not carry it out?” King Garron demanded.  

“Because my future wife asked for clemency for him. She also reasoned why it would benefit both of our Kingdoms. She made a most compelling argument as to why it should be done, impressing all the members of the Tribunal,” Caleb explained, reaching over and holding Laurel’s hand smiling at her with pride.

“May I say King Garron, that her Highness gave a most impassioned speech, which left the Council Chambers shaking with the cheers of all who were in attendance. All of Gwenlais was made proud that day Sire. We were not referred to as pathetic farmers that day,” Phineas said with unhidden admiration for Laurel.

“But Laurel, how could you let him go free for his crimes? Help me to understand,” King Garron asked in a weary voice. 

“Because I am the Princess of Gwenlais Father. When I am in Heathwin, I am Gwenlais, and I represent our people, and more importantly you. I will soon be the Princess of Heathwin. And as I explained to the Tribunal, I did not wish to begin my period of influence, with having a man’s blood between me and my future subjects. He did not go unpunished Father, he was banished, he left behind a wife and two young sons, and was told never to return or risk death. I did what I felt was in the best interest of both of our Kingdoms. I behaved like a future Queen is expected to act Father,” Laurel said in a voice filled with conviction.

King Garron could not help but smile at her with pride-filled eyes.  

“Well said my dear girl, well said. You have had an exhausting time and trip, why do you not go and rest. We can all handle this Marriage Alliance, business. Your dear Tulla and Marina are waiting for you upstairs,” King Garron told her with a warm smile.

Laurel smiled back as she stood up and walking over to him, embraced him warmly and then kissed his cheek. Laurel then kissed Caleb as well, then telling everyone she would see them at dinner, quietly left the room. The rest of the afternoon was spent discussing the Marriage Alliance agreements. As Phineas had mentioned King Garron was not all that pleased with losing control over how goods and supplies would be distributed, arguing that neither Caleb nor Laurel had the experience and handling such a daunting task.

“I have no doubt with your continued support Garron, they will both manage just fine. Your daughter has had the advantage of watching you do this her entire life,” King Fergus mentioned, again being the voice of calm and reason.

King Garron did find the bride price to be very generous and did mention that, saying the shield would be hung with pride above the mantel in the sitting room. Caleb and Aiden smirked at each other over that comment. However when the mention of Laurel’s life being threatened by an unknown accomplice in Gwenlais, King Garron immediately became resentful and defensive. Refusing to believe that anyone from Gwenlais would wish to harm Laurel.

“The people adore her. They love her as much if not more than dear Milna. I cannot believe anyone here could be a threat to her,” King Garron said clearly insulted.

“The people as a whole do love Laurel, Garron. But we are not speaking of all the people, only those who find what she represents, a threat. Which is why Cahir will be remaining until my return, to be Laurel’s escort whenever she is to leave the castle. He is at the Lodge now, he will be ready to begin his task immediately. It is most important you take this seriously Garron. You are also not to make this knowledge available to anyone outside of this room. Leland was quite adamant in this warning,” Caleb explained to King Garron, though he felt frustrated as he could see the doubt in the King’s eyes.

 

The meeting was concluded shortly before dinner, Lady Ellos arranging a very elaborate meal for everyone. An enormous prime rib roast took center stage, along with a vast array of seasonal fresh vegetables. She also had the baker prepare a large trifle with late season berries and freshly whipped cream. All enjoyed the meal to great satisfaction, then retired to the sitting room, to enjoy relaxing conversations. Laurel suggested, much to the children’s and Marina’s delight, for Caleb and Aiden to join them in the garden to help the children catch glow moths. Lady Ellos smiled knowingly at Laurel as they stood up and made their way outside. After a while of running around, until they were yawning where they stood, Marina suggested it was now time for Oriel and Jamison to go to bed. Aiden of course offered his assistance which Marina happily accepted, leaving Caleb and Laurel to enjoy time alone out in the garden.

“I was most impressed with you mo stor in how you responded to your father’s questions. He had no choice but to be reasonable,” Caleb said to her, as he softly began to kiss her face and neck. 

“As I said to you he can be most difficult at times. He sometimes just needs a bit more persuasion to see what is for the best,” Laurel replied then began to giggle as Caleb nibbled her ear and neck.

“Suppose I should walk you to your room mo stor. It is getting late and a bit chilly, I do not wish for you to catch a cold,” Caleb commented noticing Laurel began to tremble in the cool night air.

“Must you leave tomorrow Caleb? To travel all this way and only able to stay for not even a full day, seems such a waste,” Laurel asked as she glided her hands through his hair, kissing his face lightly, causing Caleb to smile at her gentle affections.

“I am afraid I must my mo ghra. I will need to take over one of Cahir’s Patrols and extend the range of another Patrol, to search for any slavers that may be about. I shall be back as soon as I can be,” Caleb mentioned as he stood up and taking Laurel’s hand, led her back into the lobby.  

 

Caleb walked with Laurel upstairs, then reaching her room stood in front of her door, caressing her cheek with his thumb as he placed his fingers at the back of her neck. Leaning down he kissed her passionately, he placed his other hand to her waist pulling her closer, as Laurel wrapped her arms around his waist. When Caleb finally released her from his kiss, both were looking into each other’s eyes intensely and slightly breathless.

“Caleb. Stay with me tonight. You do not have to leave. Your father and Aiden have already returned to the Lodge. Father will not know you are here. You are leaving early in the morning, and I so wished to see you before you left,” Laurel whispered, her eyes filling with tears.

“Mo stor, I cannot stay here tonight. It will be more difficult for me to leave in the morning if I am here with you. And if your father should see me leave your room in the morning, I do not wish for you to have to deal with our confrontation,” Caleb said softly, smiling at her trembling lips and tearful expression. “I have a better idea. Bring what you need for sleep, and your doe med tunic, I will escort you to the House of Healing myself in the morning, just before we leave. We will go back downstairs, and I will inform Phineas that I am taking you with me tonight, that way in the morning he can just tell your father you started your day a bit earlier. Just go out through the sun room and I will meet you at the stables,” Caleb suggested smiling lovingly, at her now happy demeanor.

“Alright. Come with me, I shall only be moment,” Laurel whispered excitedly, taking Caleb’s hand and bringing him into her room.

Caleb stood at the doorway, grinning in amusement as Laurel hurriedly walked to the wardrobe and pulling out a cloth bag, began putting clothes into it quickly, as she grabbed a heavy shawl and wrapped it around her shoulders then smiling brightly, blew out the candle on her table, taking Caleb’s hand once more, walked out of the room and shut the door. They walked down the stairs quickly and quietly, Laurel smiled as Caleb pulled her to him briefly giving her another kiss, then let go of her hand, watching her turn and walk through the sunroom. He made his way back into the sitting room, where Phineas was still talking quietly to King Garron. 

“I am leaving now. Goodnight Garron, I will see you in a few months, look for the envoy, as I will not take long to send him,” Caleb said very pointedly.

“Very good Caleb. Have a pleasant trip back to Heathwin, and concern yourself no longer,” King Garron replied smiling, but not able to hide his annoyance at Caleb’s insistence.

“Phineas, may I speak to you for a moment please?” Caleb asked him, with a meaningful look.

“Yes, of course Prince Caleb. Have a goodnight Sire, I shall see you in the morning,” Phineas mentioned to King Garron as he stood up, and followed Caleb out of the room.

After Caleb explained to Phineas what he and Laurel were doing that evening, Phineas sighed and shook his head.

“I do not agree with this Prince Caleb, but seeing as she was upset and had to deal with her father’s ill mood when we first arrived, I will do as requested. So do I have your assurance, I will not find that you have changed your mind, and carried her Highness off with you in the morning?” Phineas asked with genuine concern, keeping his voice low.

“Goodnight Phineas,” Caleb laughed lightly, hitting Phineas on the arm before turning and walking through the sunroom.

“Of course he does not answer me,” Phineas muttered to himself, shaking his head once again. 

Caleb entered the stables happy to see Laurel already seated on her mare and Lorcan ready as well. Caleb mounted upon Lorcan quickly, and then both made their way to the Lodge. They rode at a swift trot, as it was now dark and Caleb did not wish for Laurel to be out this late for too long. Both moons were half full, leaving the cloudless night sky well lit. As they reached the Lodge they both went to the stables, the stable hands giving Caleb a surprised smile, but said nothing as they readied the two horses for the evening. Caleb took Laurel’s hand and escorted her to the Lodge, as they walked in, all talking ceased for a moment when seeing Caleb walk in with Laurel. 

“Do not look so nervous Father, I shall be back in a moment to explain,” Caleb announced with a mordant grin, as he continued to lead Laurel through the large front room.

“Goodnight,” Laurel said quietly, smiling at King Fergus, Aiden, and Cahir, who were seated with the others at the large table. 

“Goodnight love,” Aiden replied with a laugh, as Cahir smiled in surprise, back at her.

“Goodnight my dear,” King Fergus called out, then turning to Aiden asked, “What is he doing?” in a nervous tone, which caused Cahir to laugh at him.

“I honestly have no idea,” Aiden answered, laughing as well.

Caleb led Laurel down the corridor then turning left, walking a few paces, opened a heavy door, and walked into the room. Caleb let go of Laurel’s hand and walking over to a table lit a large pillar candle. Laurel’s eyes soon adjusted to the light as the moons’ glow could also be seen through the windows. The large fireplace in the front of the room was inviting with its warm toned mantle.  Next to it stood a much smaller version of the dining hall table with two high backed but comfortable chairs.  An oversized wardrobe with beautifully hand carved doors stood against the opposite wall next to a double paned floor length windows.  They were adorned by heavy rich colored drapes which elegantly cascaded to the floor.  The crowning glory of the entire room was the enormous bed, with impressive elaborately ornate wooden pillars on either side. It was furnished very closely to Caleb’s room in Heathwin.  Caleb then smiled and walked over to Laurel, kissing her forehead tenderly.

“Change for bed my love. I shall be back in a moment. If I do not reassure Father I am not abducting you, he will be here knocking on the door at any moment,” Caleb explained, as she giggled at him. 

After leaving the room, Laurel changed quickly, and got into the bed, shivering as she was not accustomed to riding in the cool night air. Just as she was beginning to warm up, Caleb reentered the room, smiling at her lovingly as he walked over and kissed her softly.

“All done, my father can now sleep through the night,” Caleb said as he rolled his eyes and smirked, which caused Laurel to giggle at him. “I shall join you in a moment,” he whispered as he walked over to the wardrobe and opening the heavy doors stood behind them and changed his clothes.

He finished quickly, then walking over to the table blew out the candle and walked back over to the bed, joining Laurel under the covers, taking her in his arms.

“I am most happy we are spending my last night here in Gwenlais together mo stor,” Caleb said in a low deep voice, tucking Laurel’s hair behind her ear, as they lay facing each other.

“I am as well Caleb. I would not have gotten any sleep tonight,” Laurel replied, in soft whisper. 

“You still may not mo chailin milis,” Caleb told her with a wry grin, as he held her closer and then kissed her passionately. 

His kisses became more ardent and hungry, as he took Laurel’s mouth with his own, and pulling up her nightgown began to caress her hip and backside, as Laurel began to tremble and whimper slightly at his attentions.

“It is alright dearest. I will not make love to you yet. I know you are not ready. I am only going to make you feel adored and give you pleasure. To give you something warm and comforting to think of when you miss me. For I shall miss you terribly mo ghra. My heart, my soul, and my bed, will feel so empty without you,” Caleb whispered to her, as he kissed her again, caressing her through her clothing. “Tell me. Tell me mo stor, what my heart needs to hear,” Caleb entreated, in an ardent whisper.

“I love you my Prince. I shall miss you so much. Thank you for understanding why we must do this,” Laurel replied in a trembling voice.

“I do this because I love you mo stor that is the only reason,” Caleb rejoined, as he continued to caress her ardently but lovingly, smiling at her breath catching, at his passionate attentions. “Yes, my darling. Can you not feel how much your Prince adores you?” Caleb asked as he softly kissed her face, moving his lips down to her throat, and kissing her breast through her nightgown.

“Oh yes Caleb, I do,” Laurel answered with a breathless whisper, as she moved her hands to the back of his neck grasping his hair. “We…must stop now my Prince. It…it is too much. I…I will not be able to hold back. I cannot stop trembling,” Laurel said in response, to Caleb touching her through her clothing and kissing her tenderly.

“Are you sure you wish me to stop? You do not have to be afraid my love,” Caleb mentioned, trying to put her mind at ease, feeling her tremble more noticeably, kissing her face once again.

“No…I am sure Caleb. We should stop now,” Laurel explained, as she placed her hand over his, trying to catch her breath.

“Very well my darling, if that is what you wish. I will just hold you. There now mo stor. Shh, just relax,” Caleb said softly, as he kissed her face once again. 

Holding her in his arms and feeling her give one more trembling sigh, as she relaxed and placed her head against his chest, and her arm over his waist.

“Thank you Caleb. For everything,” Laurel spoke in a small drowsy voice.

“You are most welcome my love. Very soon my Laurel, we shall be together always,” Caleb whispered back, kissing her lips tenderly.

“Yes Caleb. Then I shall never leave you again,” Laurel answered smiling back sweetly, as she kissed his lips softly.

“Let us get some sleep now my love. It will be a long day for both of us,” Caleb lovingly directed, as he brushed her hair back, gently stroking it as he watched her fall asleep. 

He smiled at her sadly, his heart heavy with the thought of leaving her, but then comforted with the knowledge that Cahir would take his task of watching over Laurel very seriously. Caleb sighed a bit calmer, as he brought her closer to him, kissing her forehead and caressing her back, smiling at the soft sounds of contentment she made in her sleep. Finally allowing the warm peaceful feeling of holding her, overtake him, as he drifted off.

 

The next morning after a simple breakfast Caleb escorted Laurel to the House of Healing, then after a passionate kiss goodbye, got upon Lorcan and rode away, turning several times to say goodbye, until he was out of sight. Laurel wiped the tears that she found suddenly coming to her eyes and then walked into the House of Healing to begin her duties. Cahir arrived on schedule to bring her home, telling Laurel he would see her in the morning. 

 

This went on without issue for a fortnight until, Tramaine and King Garron began to complain saying that nothing would ever happen to Laurel in Gwenlais.

“I feel your betrothed is being too controlling and overly concerned Laurel. No doubt to appease his guilt for what happened to you in Heathwin,” King Garron said bitterly one evening during dinner. 

“Oh, Father really. It was not Caleb’s fault what happened to me in Heathwin,” Laurel retorted back defensively.

“That was a bit rude and harsh Garron. If all Laurel must do to appease Caleb’s concerns is to have an escort, than what is the harm?” Lady Ellos spoke up, trying to be supportive, as Laurel smiled at her gratefully.

“I just feel it is unnecessary to have Laurel feel insecure in her own Kingdom, among her own people,” King Garron argued.

He became very insistent over the next week, Laurel even left without Cahir twice to appease her father, of course this did not do much to appease Cahir, who had no issue with telling Laurel of his displeasure of her not being there in the morning when he arrived to escort her.

“Laurel I promised Caleb, I would look after you. You promised him, you would heed his warnings and instructions. Do not leave without me again,” Cahir warned her in a scolding tone when escorting her home, leaving her feel frustrated and embarrassed. 

 

  Cahir got off his horse in the courtyard, with a slight frown, as he was not looking forward to finding his charge, again not waiting for him. As he entered the spacious and wide lobby of the castle, looking around, he could not find Laurel, waiting as he had instructed. Several servants were milling about looking over at him anxiously, Cahir made eye contact with a short, nervous looking, older man, and called him over.

“You there! Come here please!” Cahir said, rather brusquely.

“Yes, Sire. What can I do for you?” the servant asked rather nervously, though still smiling.

“What is your name?” Cahir asked curtly.

“It is Milo, Sire. I am the head of the household staff, Sire,” Milo answered respectfully, being well aware of Cahir’s temperament.

“Princess Laurel. Where is she? She was supposed to meet me here in the lobby this morning,” Cahir replied, his frown more pronounced.

“Ah....I do believe her Highness has already left for the House of Healing, well over an hour ago Sire,” Milo informed him with trepidation. 

“Oh really? Again I see. Go and fetch Phineas. Now!” Cahir demanded, very abruptly. 

“Of course Sire, right away,” Milo said with a slight bow, as he walked away quickly, glad to no longer have to deal with the Sentinel.

Within a few moments Phineas arrived in the lobby, walking up to Cahir quickly.

“Good morning Cahir. What can I do for you this morning?” Phineas asked too pleasantly. 

“It seems her Highness has abandoned me yet again Phineas! I will no longer put up with her disrespect. I am a Captain of the Sentinels, not a sitter for bratty spoiled Princesses. I am only looking after her because of a promise to a dear friend, who also happens to be my Commander. Caleb may find her little bouts of temper and stubbornness amusing, I however do not. I find her to be a spoiled brat in need of a good spanking, and I intend to advise Caleb to do just that when he returns. It is only out of respect for Caleb and who Laurel is, that I will not do it myself. This is my last warning I intend to give her Phineas. If she leaves without me one more time, I will throw her over my shoulder and bring her home kicking and screaming. I do not give a wit about her dignity. I will carry out my threat at the House of Healing itself, it makes no difference to me. I am not concerned about Caleb being upset, as I feel I am doing exactly what he expected me to do,” Cahir said in frustration, as he turned to leave for the House of Healing.

“Cahir wait, please. Allow me to talk to her Highness first. She is not accustomed to this kind of...direct confrontation,” Phineas said, calmly hoping to reason with him and soothe his anger.

“Well she had better get used to it. She is going to be moving to Heathwin and marrying Caleb before the Harvest season is over. He will not put up too long with her attitude as it stands. Better she find out from me, before her spoiled brat Highness finds out from her beloved. I will be bringing her home this afternoon, if not sooner. I am warning you now, if she should get too snippy with me, you very well may be consoling her when she returns,” Cahir said gruffly, as he turned and left the lobby.

Phineas shook his head and rolled his eyes, “Sentinels,” he muttered to himself.

Cahir left quickly and leaping upon his horse, galloped down the hill making his way to the House of Healing in a short time. Dismounting he walked into the sun drenched immense hall, and approached the first attendant he saw. Asking for Laurel in the same brusque manner as he did at the castle, the attendant left hurriedly, looking for Laurel. Within a few moments Laurel appeared with the attendant, Laurel’s face looking flush and angry. The attendant stopped just short of reaching were Cahir stood, and left in another direction. Cahir stood in the middle of the spacious hall, looking very annoyed with his arms folded, his eyes stern and intense, as she walked up to him.

“Cahir, what are you doing here?” Laurel asked, in a hushed anxious voice.

 “You very well know what I am doing here, your Highness,” Cahir answered sternly, not bothering to lower his voice. “You once again left without me, after I specifically told you to not do so,” Cahir replied, his eyes flashing with his growing temper.

Laurel looked about self-consciously as their conversation was attracting attention.

“Please lower your voice Cahir. We are, after all, in the House of Healing,” Laurel whispered sharply, her face showing her frustration.

“Very well,” Cahir said, as he lowered his voice. “I will not put up with your nonsense any longer. I promised Caleb I would look after you, and I will not allow you to put yourself at risk while you are in my care. As I already told Phineas, if you leave without me once more, I will treat you like the spoiled little brat you are. I will pick you up and throw you over my shoulder, no matter where you are, and force you to come back to the castle,” Cahir stepped closer, leaning down and looking at her intently.

Laurel’s eyes widened at his warning, as she was struggling not to lose her temper.

“You are not serious,” she whispered again tensely.

“Would you care to see how serious I am, your Highness?” Cahir said in a low threatening tone, as he took a hold of her arm and moved her closer to him.

Laurel looked at him, her eyes still wide and becoming teary with her frustration and embarrassment.

“No....I shall ....I will not leave without you again. I need to go and attend to my duties. I will meet you here when I am finished,” Laurel said, in a shaky and frustrated voice.

“Very good. I shall make myself comfortable over in the seating area and wait for you,” Cahir informed her, with a smug smile.

“That is not possible. You do not need to be here,” Laurel whispered anxiously.

“I think after the last two times of leaving without me, I feel otherwise. So go about your duties and when you are finished, I shall meet you here,” he said smiling, as he turned and walked towards the seating area, sitting down and smiling back at her roguishly.

Laurel looked over at him, shaking with her anger, and then walked out of the hall down a corridor. Just as Laurel was resuming her duties in the apothecary she was approached by Aoife, Mistress Gavenia’s personal attendant. 

“Mistress Gavenia wishes to speak with you Laurel, in her private study. Come with me now please,” Aoife requested, with a kind smile.

They walked together not speaking, though Aoife would glance over and smile at Laurel from time to time. Aoife then opened the door to Mistress Gavenia’s study telling Laurel to go in as she was being expected. Laurel walked in to find the Head Mistress Ollam, sitting at her desk and smiling kindly at her.

“Please sit down Laurel,” Mistress Gavenia directed in a softy voice, gesturing to the chair in front of her desk.

Laurel smiled back awkwardly, and sat down as instructed.

“Am I to understand that your escort is here and in quite the irritated mood?” Mistress Gavenia asked, with a knowing grin.

“Yes Mistress. He can be most stubborn at times,” Laurel said sighing in frustration.

“Oh really? I do not feel my dear he is the only one who can be stubborn,” Mistress Gavenia replied laughing lightly at Laurel’s surprised expression. “Laurel my dear. Do you not remember your mother had an escort with her, once she became Queen, to and from the castle as well? She never went anywhere without one. And if she was requested to go out of the city, she had at the very least four Guards in her company,” Mistress Gavenia reminded her reaching over and taking her hand that Laurel had placed on the desk. 

“Yes Mistress I do. But…I am not Queen. My position and presence is not as important as Mother’s was,” Laurel answered in a small sad voice.

“I disagree with you my dear,” Mistress Gavenia said in more serious tone. “You are more important than you feel you are. You are betrothed to the heir to the throne of Heathwin. Once married, you will then become the Princess of Heathwin and the future Queen. You need to take your position more seriously Laurel. Prince Caleb came and spoke to me himself the day after you all arrived from Heathwin. He told me all that you experienced, all that you endured. I am most proud of you my dear, yet also a bit disappointed,” Mistress Gavenia said with a sad smile.

“What…what do you mean Mistress?” Laurel asked despairingly, with tears in her eyes.

“That you would not take Prince Caleb’s concerns seriously. You cannot please everyone my dear. I have no doubt your father was most upset and then insulted by being told you were in danger here in Gwenlais. You need to understand and appreciate your very vital role in all of this. You represent the beginning of a new era Laurel. Your marriage to Prince Caleb will bring about a uniting of two of the most powerful realms in Rienfield. There is no doubt there are those who do not welcome this change. I am sure it must be most overwhelming to try and please both your father and your betrothed. They are both annoying and most demanding, and you have my sympathy in that regard,” Mistress Gavenia rolled her eyes and gave Laurel an irritated looking smirk, which Laurel smiled at, amused at the older woman’s candor.

“But my dear, I feel at this time you need to contemplate on the importance of your position. So, for the rest of the week I would like you to remain at home, study and enjoy the wonderful book you were gifted with from Master Elphin, and reflect a bit on your future,” Mistress Gavenia concluded with a warm smile.

“I am being dismissed?” Laurel asked, in tearful disbelief.

“Not at all dear child. This is not a punishment Laurel. I truly feel you are simply a bit overwhelmed and need some time to reflect and prioritize things. Enjoy this time to do as I instructed, and do not worry pleasing everyone. Care for yourself my dear, and it will all become clear what you must do. Your life, is no longer your own Laurel. That was something your dear mother had a difficult time with accepting. She had much to teach you my dear, both from her triumphs and her mistakes. Now, I have no more council to give you. Go home and do as I have advised, and take your guard dog with you, his presence is causing a disturbance,” Mistress Gavenia said with a caring tone, as she stood and walked over to the large potted rosemary bush in her enjoyed pruning.

“Perhaps in a day or two…” Laurel stood up and began to ask. 

“The rest of the week Laurel,” Mistress Gavenia replied in a very decisive tone, not turning around to look at her, as Laurel crestfallenly walked out of the room. Laurel returned, to the lobby, standing in front of Cahir, with her eyes stormy and tearful once again.

“I hope you are happy with yourself Cahir. Because your presence is causing distress, I have been dismissed early because of you,” Laurel said, angrily no longer whispering.

“Well, let us waste no more time and leave shall we?” Cahir asked her, with a wry grin.

They walked quickly out of the House of Healing, and walked down the front terrace to Cahir’s waiting horse.

“Shall I have someone go and get your mare Laurel?” Cahir asked, as he looked about.

“Um...” Laurel trailed off, looking embarrassed once again.

“Laurel. Did you come down here early this morning, without even the security of riding on horseback?” Cahir asked her, with a disapproving frown. 

“It is not a far walk. It helps me to wake up a bit,” Laurel replied sheepishly.

Cahir glared at her, with slightly narrowed eyes, as he got upon his horse. He reached down and grabbing Laurel by her waist, picked her roughly up in front of him, then pulling her tightly against him turned the horse in the direction of the castle.

“You do not have to be so rough!” Laurel said, with an injured tone.

“Do not even think of sassing me back. It was bad enough you refused to listen to me, twice, I might add. To walk all the way down here, all alone in the early morning hours, without even having at least the safety of being on your horse, is unacceptable. I have every intention of telling Caleb of your reckless disregard for his instructions. You are well aware of how important it was for him, for you to have an escort. Have you forgotten so soon what you suffered in Heathwin?” Cahir asked, in a stern voice.

“Of course not! It is certainly not my intention to upset Caleb. He is just overly concerned and worries too much. I am not in Heathwin at this time, nothing has ever happened to me here at home,” Laurel said defensively.

“That my dear girl is where your, stubbornness and naivety, are going to get you into trouble once again. If they tried to harm you in Heathwin, they will try here as well. You need to take the warnings you were given seriously as well as your position. You are the future wife of the future King of Heathwin. Do you honestly think Leland is the only one who does not want your union to take place? You need to stop acting like such a brat, and behave accordingly. Believe me when I tell you, before Caleb takes you back to Heathwin, he needs to take you back to the stables for another little visit, and I am going to recommend he do so,” Cahir said, not hiding his anger at her. “Do you honestly think he is going to put up with your nonsense when you return with him? He only put up with Morene for a short time before he finally put her in her place. And even though Caleb adores you, he will only allow you to get away with so much as well. So I suggest you start doing what is expected of you,” Cahir concluded, with a scolding manner.  

Laurel did not reply back, as she was feeling frustrated and hurt, also angry for listening once again to her father and Tramaine’s ill-advised words. For the last week, she felt she was only being scolded and told that everything she was doing or thinking was wrong. Mistress Gavenia was correct in her assumptions she was trying to please everyone, and it was an impossible task. Silent tears of frustration fell down her cheeks, as she simply looked ahead as they rode the rest of the way home, not speaking. Finally reaching the courtyard, Cahir dismounted, then reached up to help Laurel off his horse. He noticed her tears as she began to walk away, he gently took her arm.

“I shall be here in the morning to meet you your Highness,” he spoke in a much kinder tone, seeing she was upset.

“That will not be necessary. Mistress Gavenia has told me my services will not be required until the beginning of next week. She recommended I stay home and study, as well as think about the seriousness of my position as the betrothed of the Prince of Heathwin. Just as you said as well,” Laurel said, her eyes still tearful and her lips trembling, trying to compose herself.

“I see. Well, if for any reason, you need to go into the city, just send for me, and I shall be happy to escort you,” Cahir spoke, as he smiled at her kindly.

“Thank you Cahir. I promise I shall not leave without you again,” Laurel replied, in a soft low voice.

“Thank you Laurel. I appreciate your conceding to my request,” Cahir said, as he watched her enter the castle doors.

Cahir continued to watch her until the guards closed the doors. He smiled drolly shaking his head and then remounting headed back to the Lodge. 

“Well, good afternoon your Highness. You are home earlier than I anticipated,” Phineas greeted Laurel in a cheerful tone, as she approached him. 

Laurel walked straight up to him, as she burst into tears, burying her head in his chest, as he put his arms around her, closing his eyes for a moment with a tense and frustrated expression.

“My dear Princess Laurel, did Cahir scold you?” Phineas asked, in a warm quiet voice.

“Yes. He made a humiliating scene right in the lobby. Then he would not leave. Mistress Gavenia felt I was being overwhelmed by everything and told me to stay home for the rest of the week. It has been a most horrible day,” Laurel replied tearfully, shaking with her tears.

“I am very sorry your Highness. Why do you not go upstairs and relax for a bit? Tulla is waiting for you, she will help you to become comfortable. I will send up some of your favourite biscuits and tea, and be up shortly. Then you can tell me all that is troubling you,” Phineas mentioned in a consoling tone, gently patting her back.

“Thank you Phinny. What would I do without you?” Laurel asked sniffing back her tears, as she pulled away slightly to look at him.

“Well that is something you do not need to concern yourself with. Now go upstairs and I shall join you very soon,” Phineas said smiling at her warmly, as he gently released his embrace, and watched Laurel walk slowly up the stairs. “The impatient bastard,” he muttered as he walked towards the back of the lobby. “Milo. Send for Captain Deaglan please,” he directed the head of the household staff.

“Right away Master Phineas,” Milo answered back, as he went to find a page. 

 

Deaglan rode to the Lodge after speaking with Phineas, and walking in with his usual ready grin, sat down with Cahir and the other Sentinel at the large table in the front room.

“So what brings you here my friend? Did her Highness find my scolding her too much to deal with?” Cahir asked with a smirk, as he took a drink of ale.

“Well….I am not sure who found it more difficult, Laurel or Phineas,” Deaglan spoke, in his usual easy manner.

“You are aware she left without me again?” Cahir replied, smirking and shaking his head.

“Yes, I am. I do not feel it was all her doing though. Tramaine and her father keep insisting nothing is going to happen to her and she is becoming quite frustrated,” Deaglan offered in explanation.   

“I have no doubt. If she however just does what Caleb expected of her, that would lessen her frustration considerably,” Cahir said with growing impatience.

“I cannot help but agree with you, but unfortunately it is not that easy for Laurel. So I am here to offer a compromise of sorts. I will escort her in the morning, as I bring my sister to the House of Healing three times a week as an attendant. I will simply escort Laurel as well. You can escort her home in the afternoons. That way you do not irritate each other and both keep your commitments to Caleb,” Deaglan remarked, with a charming grin.

“I do believe there is a future for you in the office of magistrate at some point my good man. I accept your offer,” Cahir replied with a wide grin, as Deaglan laughed at his comment.

 

Caleb rode back from the Sentinel Headquarters tired and sore from the run in with yet another group of slavers that they had been tracking for several days. This group was smaller and less organized, and very unfamiliar with their surroundings. They were relatively easy to dispatch, and fortunately only a few of the Sentinels received injuries, none of them serious. Aiden himself was at the Infirmary receiving stitches for a knife wound in his arm, as Caleb made his way there to meet him. He was also concerned with speaking with, the Rabkin Elder Dyfri, who had alerted him to the slavers presence. The ‘strangers’ had been seen again, in the forest of Gwenlais. Dyfri had been told this, by a warrior of the Ogmore Kindred, to warn Caleb of their presence. He decided then, he would be returning to Gwenlais as soon as possible, to begin to ready what needed to be done to bring his Bride home.

 



  
 


 17: THE WEDDING DATE 
As Caleb and Aiden rode through the city gates with the rest of the Sentinels, people stopped and moved on either side to let them pass, calling out greetings or just smiling as they passed them. They always caused a wave of excitement as they returned to Gwenlais, especially now as they knew the Princess would be returning to Heathwin at some point with the Prince, though no official date had been given, all were aware of the Princess’s  betrothal to Caleb. He gave a wave and smiled charmingly, at the crowd and using his heel, he urged his horse forward, and then reaching an open way through the city began to gallop up the hill top towards the castle. He and Aiden rode swiftly, past the Ollam village, and the House of Healing. Past the wide and spacious courtyard, until he reached the castle entrance. Cahir smiled broadly, as he walked up to them. 

“Dia duit mo chairde,” Cahir said in an enthused manner, as he walked over and shook Caleb and Aiden’s hands. “I have just spoken with King Garron, and he has informed me that he needs to speak with both of you immediately. Something of great importance he said,” Cahir smirking, at the King’s exaggerated tone. 

“Is everything alright? Where is Laurel?” Caleb asked, in a concerned voice.

“Your beloved is fine Caleb. She had duties at the House of Healing today. She may be only just aware of your arrival, as she has been there since early this morning. I escorted her there myself,” Cahir replied with a grin.

“Thank you for that Cahir,” Caleb spoke, still with some concern.

“Did I not say as long as I was here I would look after her? I dare say she did not make it easy. I had forgotten that your Princess is a stubborn little thing. I had to make repeated request to her and Phineas, to inform me when she would be leaving the castle. It seems she found my escorting her unnecessary. ‘He just worries too much’, she told me concerning you. Pick my replacements with that in mind, as I will be returning to Heathwin tomorrow,” Cahir said, with a sardonic grin.

“Hmm. Now why does that come as no surprise that she did not want an escort?” Aiden asked, with a laugh. 

“I will have to speak with her again concerning this. I am afraid my little Princess can be a bit spirited,” Caleb said, smiling and shaking his head.

“A bit? That is an understatement at best,” Aiden said laughing.

“She actually tried to dismiss me several times. When I told her that I had promised you I was going to look after her, she just gave me this grumpy little pout. It reminded me of the last time she looked at you like that, several seasons ago, when she was sassing you at the stables. She left without me twice. It was not until I waited for her at the House of Healing all morning, and told her I would throw her over my shoulder and drag her stubborn self, back home if she left without me once more, did she stop. I told her I had no intensions of allowing anything to happen to her under my care, and I would do whatever I deemed necessary to insure nothing did, including embarrassing her if necessary. After all that, she finally took me seriously. I am not accustomed to her bouts of temper, as you and Aiden know her better than I do. I suggest you take her for another visit to the stables before you bring her back to Heathwin. I was quite tempted to do this myself, but it is only out of respect for you my friend, I did not” Cahir said, laughingly as he hit Caleb on the back.

“As tempting as that sounds, I feel it definitely will not be to my advantage at this time. You know as well as I, how...unpleasant, it can be if our betrotheds are upset with us,” Caleb smiled at him knowingly.

“This is true, but my dear Eavan does not have the same temperament as your Princess.  When she becomes annoyed she simply ignores me. I do not enjoy that of course, but it does not take much for me to sweeten her mood. Speaking of which, I will be bringing her back some of the lovely roses here from Gwenlais, so I must go and find the old gardener, for his assistance. I will see you both at the Lodge later,” Cahir said, with another charming smile before he left to find the gardener.

“I am not surprised Cahir suggested you do that. He has over two hundred men sometimes at his command, who would never dare question him. And here is our little Princess, flicking him off like a bug.  I wish I could have seen the look on his face when he showed up to escort her and she was not there,” Aiden told Caleb with a smirk.

“Yes, I am afraid our friend is a bit old fashioned in his ideas of women. Sadly he got that from his father. Which is a shame for he dearly loves Eavan, and he is correct about her temperament. Eavan is quite passive and mild, growing up with all those brothers made her that way.  I will have to talk with him sometime about his thinking, though I have no doubt Laurel was more of a handful than he anticipated.  I still however intend on talking to Laurel about her not wanting an escort. Her stubbornness I am afraid does get the better of her,” Caleb smiled sadly.

“Indeed it does, though I have to admit I find it amusing. Her little bouts of temper are sometimes quite funny, especially when she calls you foul insults in Kedesh,” Aiden replied smiling broadly.

“I am happy you find it so amusing. It is those little bouts that make me almost take her back to the stables as well,” Caleb shaking his head again and laughing.

“Would you have been angry if Cahir had carried out his threat?” Aiden asked smirking.

“No, as long as all he did, was carry her off to the castle. I did warn Laurel not to argue with him, as he has no tolerance for it. I also told her how important it was to me, she have an escort. They can both be ridiculously stubborn, I have no doubt they annoyed each other quite sufficiently.  Let us go see what has Garron all in an uproar. I feel he is going to make Laurel’s departure difficult,” Caleb said, all mirth removed from his voice.

They then made their way into the castle and headed towards King Garron’s study. They found Phineas in the large lobby waiting for them, looking anxious and unhappy.

“Welcome back to Gwenlais gentlemen. I am afraid I have some rather, awkward news to give,” Phineas said clearly upset with something, as his voice was low and filled with tension.

“Please do not leave us in suspense Phineas, Cahir already told me Garron is up in arms about something,” Caleb replied, becoming impatient.

“I am afraid to inform you that his Majesty, has not yet informed Princess Laurel, as to the wedding date. She has no idea she will be leaving with you at this time Prince Caleb,” Phineas spoke physically tensing, anticipating Caleb’s reaction.

“What?! What was he thinking?! I sent the envoy over two months ago. He had more than enough time to tell her. I cannot believe this.” Caleb responded, unable to control his temper and not caring who turned around to look at him.

“Did you not know Phinny? Could you not have told her?” Aiden asking, in a perplexed voice.

“Yes, I did know. I very much wanted to tell her, but I was told quite emphatically by her father, that I was not to breathe a word of it to her. He felt it was his duty and his alone to do so.  I did however encourage her as much as possible to begin readying her things. The poor girl has been so busy at the House of Healing, and anxious for your arrival... she is just not ready. Not to mention, Cahir was most impatient with her. Deaglan took it upon himself to escort her home in the afternoons, as Cahir found her temperament to be in his words, quite irritating,” Phineas replied, his face looking sad and forlorn.

“Let us go and speak with her father, I cannot wait to hear his excuse for this,” Caleb said, in a grating tone.

They all made their way to the King’s study, Caleb entered without knocking. King Garron looked up from his desk, his face wearing a look of sullen stubbornness.

“I gave you more than two months Garron! How could that not have been enough time to tell her?” Caleb asked angrily without offering a greeting.

“Oh, Caleb. I see you have arrived,” King Garron remarked dryly.

“I would appreciate it if you would answer my question,” Caleb retorted back his voice low and serious.

“I would appreciate if you would desist in using that tone with me, in my own study at that,” King Garron returned, with equal animosity.

“Gentlemen, if I may? We need to remember the real reason behind our meeting. It is to discuss how we are to inform her Highness, as calmly as possible, when she will be leaving Gwenlais,” Phineas said pointedly looking at Caleb and Garron. 

Aiden stood in the back of the room, leaning against the door, his arms folded, smirking at what was happening. King Garron gestured for both Caleb and Phineas to sit as they were standing in front of Garron’s desk.

“Now,” Phineas continued. “I feel we need to tell her tonight before the end of the evening. Perhaps after dinner, when she has had a chance to relax a bit. The one thing I do know very well about her Highness is, she becomes quite anxious when anything new happens rather abruptly. She will need a bit of time to let all this sink in,” Phineas spoke as calmly as he could.

“I agree with that, but she still should be told after dinner and no later. Now Garron, if you could please tell me why you did not tell her. You were given the signed formal Alliance agreement. Signed both by myself, Laurel and my father.  Father himself spoke with you at length and you seemed fine with it then. In fact you signed it yourself. What could you possibly have a problem with? I have brought the dowry with me, it is at the Lodge at this time” Caleb asked, completely aghast by his demeanor.

“The dowry is not the issue, it never was. I suppose I may have wondered if Laurel was truly understanding what she was agreeing to. I mean to have her formally introduced and questioned by the four Chieftains, and having to live in Heathwin for at least a fortnight before you are wed. Not to mention, having to be wed in Heathwin. I was hoping we could work out some kind of different arrangements instead,” King Garron remarked scornfully.

“All you had to do was ask her yourself Garron. Your daughter is a bright and intelligent woman. I explained most of the arrangements to her before she left Heathwin, which is why she had no issues signing the agreement,” Caleb stated, in an exasperated tone.

“I also took the time to explain the particular customs and laws of marriage in Heathwin to her Highness on our way back home. I can completely attest that her Highness was most aware of what will be expected of her. She was also quite agreeable to it,” Phineas added, hoping to smooth things over and ease the King’s trepidation.

“Well I still have issue, but I can see I will have no choice in the matter,” King Garron said with angry resignation.

“Which is really what the problem is. Is it not? You are angry because you feel you have no control,” Caleb stated, with mordant grin.

“I have no control. Yes, it leaves me with a very dissatisfied feeling,” King Garron stated curtly.

“Well, this is not going to go well at all. I know our Princess well enough to know she is going to have one of her more spirited moments, that Caleb and I talked about earlier,” Aiden said with a frown. “So I suggest you all expect it. I feel Caleb you are going to have to be at your most charming tonight,” Aiden added, smiling wryly at his brother.

“I shall certainly do my best. Where is she now?” Caleb asked, looking over at Phineas.

“She is more than likely on her way back from the House of Healing. I had word of your arrival sent to her as soon as I found out you had returned,” Phineas answered sighing as he spoke. “Also before we all depart for the dining room I would like to inform both of you, I will be accompanying her Highness, back to Heathwin. I go as both her escort and her counselor, until after the wedding of course. I will not take no for an answer, for I am still in her Highness service until she becomes Prince Caleb’s wife.  I shall not be told otherwise,” Phineas said quite boldly, and looking very determined at both Caleb and Garron.

Caleb smiled at him admiring his boldness and loyalty.

“I certainly have no objections Phineas,” Caleb remarked, hitting his arm roughly but in a friendly manner.

“I have no issues as well Phineas. I suppose it is the least I can do, as you did in fact keep your mouth shut about this whole affair,” King Garron agreed begrudgingly. 

Phineas smiled and nodded satisfied with the outcome of their discussion, as they all stood up and headed for the dining room.

 

As Laurel hurriedly entered the dining hall, she noticed the entire family was already seated. Jamison, as always during their visits, sitting next to Aiden, the two engaged in a lively conversation which elicited much giggling from the girls.

“How kind of you to finally arrive for dinner Laurel,” Lady Ellos said with a sarcastic smirk, clearly annoyed at Laurel being late for dinner, she had planned so meticulously for.  

Laurel could feel her cheeks blushing with embarrassment at her stepmother’s sarcasm.  Walking towards the enormous wooden table her eyes met Caleb’s warm and sympathetic smile, her anger drifting away as he stood up and pulled out the empty chair between he and Aiden. 

“We missed you,” he said softly with a wink, as he bent down to kiss her cheek.

She noticed the servants had already started to serve dinner, the table was fairly groaning with the amount of food that had been prepared.  It was far too much for just the family and two extra guests.  However Lady Ellos was determined to make an impression on the young rulers of Heathwin, regarding her position as ‘Lady of the realm.’ 

“Really Laurel, did you have to come to dinner in your work frock?”  Lady Ellos said, clearly not finished with her scolding manner.

“As I have said before, my Lady, it is not a work frock. It is my doe med tunic,” Laurel said trying to keep her voice civil.

“Yes dear, forgive me, but I am sure that Prince Caleb would much rather have seen you wear a more suitable garment,” Lady Ellos said her voice less scolding, as she looked towards Caleb.

“Actually I find it rather fetching. If I may be so bold, it quite compliments her figure,” he said smiling broadly, knowing the reaction it would have.  

Laurel cast her eyes down at her plate, her cheeks blazing again but for a far different reason, unable to suppress a smile.  Aiden and King Garron chuckled out loud as Phineas looked over at Laurel giving her a knowing grin.

“Oh, I see,” was all Lady Ellos was able to say as she rolled her eyes taking a sip of her honeysuckle mead.

“So tell us Laurel, were you on one of your herb gathering excursions again?” King Garron said, attempting to change the subject.

“Yes actually I was. That is why I am late. I am afraid I did not notice how much time had passed until the sun began to change position. If I had brought one of the other doe meds with me I would have probably arrived much earlier,” Laurel explained.

“Do you still go about the countryside without escort? Dearest I assigned you an escort for a reason,” Caleb asked her, unable to hide the concern and impatience in his voice. 

Visions of her walking about the rural landscape alone, especially now, was more than he wanted to think about.  

“I have gone to the woodlands and fields to collect herbs and flowers for some time now without incident.  I do not have the same dangers to contend with here as I did in Heathwin.  With all that we have dealt with, perhaps it has made you overly concerned with my welfare. This is the first time I was alone though. I was only in the small field behind the Ollam village. Deaglan brought me home,” she said, softly putting her hand on his arm. 

Laurel looked at his face and was confused by his sudden stern expression. She could not understand how something as unimportant as her walks in the nearby woods and fields could make him so upset. Aiden and Phineas exchanged uneasy glances while Lady Ellos looked confused and irritated at the sudden tension that threatened to ruin her otherwise perfect dinner.  King Garron cleared his throat loudly and abruptly.

“It is just her way, Caleb. Walking freely about the countryside is something that has always been done since her childhood,” Garron said, without looking up.

“Now that Laurel has become my betrothed, surely Sire you can see how this would put her in a more vulnerable position,” Caleb said, his voice and eyes, conveying more than he wished to say aloud, in front of the rest of the family.

“The problem lies in the fact that Laurel refuses to appreciate the importance of her privilege or position in this arrangement.  The sooner dear you come to grips with the fact that you are indeed the daughter of a King and betrothed to a Prince, and stop all this foolishness with pretending to be a commoner, the better it will be for everyone,” Lady Ellos said, with frustration and anxiety, as she did not want dinner ruined over confrontations.

“Meaning no disrespect Lady Ellos, but following in the footsteps of one’s beloved mother who was also a much loved Queen, is hardly foolishness,” Phineas retorted quickly, coming to Laurel’s defense.  

King Garron could not help but smile at Phineas’ loyalty to both Laurel and the late Queen.  Lady Ellos however was livid at the remark and began to stammer in frustration. 

“No insult was intended towards dear Milna or Laurel, Phineas. I simply feel Laurel has enough to contend with, being the Princess of Gwenlais, and the betrothed to the Prince of Heathwin. I feel she is putting far too much on herself,” Lady Ellos said defensively.  

“The problem is, all of you speaking as if I am not in the room.  If I had known just going for a walk alone, would have caused all this strife, I assure you I would not have done so,” Laurel spoke up, completely exasperated at this point.  

Caleb put his arm around the back of Laurel’s chair and leaned in closer to her side.

“My concern for your welfare was not intended to cause anyone strife, especially you dearest,” Caleb said speaking softly, but still loud enough for everyone else to hear.  

Laurel smiled up at him noticing his face once again had softened and no longer looked tense and stern.

“In a fortnight I will no longer have to worry as much concerning your whereabouts,” Caleb said, with a satisfied tone.

Laurel looked at him feeling perplexed by such a statement.

“Why? What will happen in a fortnight that you should feel less worried?” Laurel asked him.

Caleb closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.  He had completely forgotten King Garron had said that she was unaware of the wedding date, which had been set, or the time for her return with him to Heathwin.  Caleb opened his eyes to find everyone was looking at him for the answer to Laurel’s question, with the exception of Aiden who was wearing a smirk on his face, and Garron whose face had gone a bit pale. 

“Well, shall you tell her or shall I?” Caleb directed his question to Garron, his annoyance made clear in his tone.

“Tell me what?  Father what is happening in a fortnight?” Laurel asked her voice slightly quivering with anxiety. 

All eyes were now on the King, and as much as he wished he did not have to discuss the subject, Garron realized he had no choice but to explain to everyone what was happening.

“My dear girl, I must apologize to you, and well everyone for that matter, for not being straight forward with you from the beginning.  Several months ago the date for your marriage to Caleb had been set. I should have told you sooner, but I was having a difficult time bringing myself to do so. In a fortnight, you leave for Heathwin in preparation for the wedding. Because of the laws there, you must marry in Heathwin, in front of the four Clann Chiefs in order for your union to be recognized.  This was something I did not fully agree with which is probably why I could not tell you sooner,” Garron said as a sudden weariness filled him.

Laurel’s eyes grew wide with disbelief.  She looked over at Caleb who said nothing but smiled reassuringly and drew a bent finger across her cheek.

She glanced nervously down at the table, closed her eyes briefly and then addressed her father with a shaking voice.

“Father, how could you not tell me sooner?  How did you expect me to prepare for my departure at such short notice?  I have not even begun to pack or have Mother’s dress altered.  I have not had time to discuss my leaving with Mistress Gavenia.  And now you expect me to leave my entire life in just a fortnight?” her voice now filled with emotion.

“I am truly sorry for this my dear, I just let the time slip away from me,” Garron said in a feeble attempt to apologize once again.

“That is all you can say?  Did you really think so little of my feelings to the news of my impending wedding that telling me at the last possible moment was sufficient?  I cannot believe you did this!” Laurel said, standing up now trembling with anger and frustration.

Caleb reached over to take her hand but she refused to be comforted by his gesture.

“Phineas, did you know of this?” she asked, not sure if she wished to know the answer.

“Yes, my Lady. I was told that it was not my place to inform you.  It was agreed, after Prince Caleb's arrival, that you would be told before this evening,” Phineas said in a calm sad voice.  

The realization that there was no counsel he could give, no words that would take away the frustration she was feeling, made him feel helpless, and inadequate.

“Please Laurel do try to calm down, as I said, I am truly sorry I did not tell you sooner.  Again, there were circumstances I did not entirely agree with, and felt that as time went on perhaps they would be worked out,” King Garron spoke as calmly as possible hoping to smooth things over with his daughter before it escalated any further.

Laurel still standing just shook her head her eyes brimming with tears.

“And what exactly did you expect to be worked out?  I was made aware of the marriage laws of Heathwin before returning home from my last visit.  I accepted what would be expected of me, but that does not mean I do not require time to prepare for it.  You were the one that wanted this union did you not?  Did you not think it would actually happen?” Laurel asked in frustration.

“What I did not expect to happen was my only daughter to be married in another realm. Taken from me when her betrothed decided upon the day, and that I would have very little to say about it. That once you are married there will no longer be trade negotiations, as it will no longer be my decision as to what and how much will be sent to Heathwin. It will strictly be up to you and Caleb, and I did not feel you were ready for such a burden,” King Garron said in a bitter tone, showing his resentment to his lack of control of the arrangement.

“Oh really? Well you certainly do not feel it was too heavy a burden to do all the planning of Mother’s funeral. Would you have been happier if I just fought with you about this, with the fact that I have no say with what happens?” Laurel retorted bitterly.

King Garron’s emotions could no longer be stifled as he pounded the table with a clenched fist.

“Well why not! You have fought with me about everything else, why not this?  I did not expect you to be so agreeable with it! Nor did I think he was even going to like you this much!” Garron said coldly, his voice filled with anger.

The dining hall was enveloped in stunned silence. Laurel stood a moment longer, tears running freely down her face, pushed her chair back and fled out of the room. With what seemed like an eternity, Aiden spoke up.

“That went well, exactly the way we thought it would,” he remarked with open sarcasm, after taking a long drink of his mead.

“I am going after her,” Caleb replied in a grating voice, standing up from the table.  

“I would not,” King Garron grumbled, “She will not be reasoned with at this point. It is best to leave her be for a while,” taking a long drink of ale.

“Everything that was for the best has certainly not turned out that way has it?” Caleb asked angrily, as he strode purposefully out of the dining hall.

“May I be excused?” a small voice at the end of the table piped up.

“Jamison dear you have not touched your food,” Lady Ellos spoke with concern, suddenly realizing, the children had been present during the entire incident.

“We are not hungry, and Aiden has promised to take us to practice archery,”

Jamison’s physical frailties in no way hindered his quick mind, and ability to get his way.  

Aiden smiled at the boy cleverly manipulating the situation.  

“I did at that, but what I did not promise was to carry home a couple of ninnies who were overcome with hunger because they were too foolish to eat what was put in front of them,” Aiden replied with a sly smile.

Jamison and Oriel glanced at each other, and then all at once began to eat hurriedly, trying to finish their meal as quickly as they could.

Marina laughed out loud at the noisy sounds of hasty munching of food.  The rest of the adults could not help but smile at Aiden’s influence over the children.

“We are finished may we go now?” Oriel asked Lady Ellos.

“Oh by all means, please take your leave and mind what Prince Aiden tells you children,” Lady Ellos replied as the children rushed out of their seats.

“Would you care to join us my Lady?” Aiden asked Marina, smiling at her charmingly.  

The young woman blushed prettily and looked briefly in her mother’s direction before replying. Her mother gave an approving smile back to her.

“I would be happy to Prince Aiden,’’ she said demurely with a shy smile.

Aiden offered his hand to her as he directed her out of the dining hall, the two younger children already noisily running out to the lobby.

“At least some of us will have an enjoyable evening,” Phineas said sullenly.

 

 Caleb made his way out into the side courtyard of the great house.  Surprised he could see no trace of Laurel anywhere.  This was the only courtyard leading directly from the dining hall, it seemed strange she was not here.  He scanned the area carefully and could only find a few servants milling about, putting away items or preparing to go to their own homes for the evening meal. An old man was tending to a massive but well pruned bush of pale silver roses. He was watching Caleb intently.

“Excuse me Sire, but would you be looking for Princess Laurel?” he asked casually.

“Yes, I was, have you seen her?” Caleb asked anxiously as he walked over to where the old man stood.

“Aye. I was standing here taking care of the roses as I always do, and then I noticed her Highness coming out of the same archway as you. In a bit of a hurry, not her usual smiling self, she always takes a moment to say hello or ask about the roses or my dear wife, who has been a bit under the weather of late,” the gardener continued in a relaxed manner.

Caleb felt as if he might explode with anticipation if having to endure any lengthy conversation with the old gardener. 
“Please, which direction did she go in?” Caleb asked gently, but with a twinge of impatience in his voice, 

“To the west Sire, heading down the path that leads to the meadow and the Lodge.  She did seem a bit upset. I am sure you will catch up to her much more quickly on horseback,” the old man answered kindly, his eyes twinkling with amusement as he looked at the younger man’s anxious face.

“Thank you,” Caleb answered hurriedly giving the old man’s shoulder a grateful pat, as he made his way to the stables. 

“You are very welcome Sire. This old heart remembers what young love is,” the old gardener called out smiling, as he remembered things long past.

When Caleb reached the stables he called out to the stable master to have his horse readied quickly. The stable master had his very reluctant stable boy help Caleb with collecting the reins and bridle for Caleb’s very large, very tall, intimidating dark roan stallion.  

The horse stomped with nervous anticipation as he sensed his master’s anxiety. The stable boy’s eyes widened fearfully as the horse began to snort and shake his massive head when the boy moved closer to assist Caleb with the bridle. Caleb growling out instructions did little to ease the boy’s apprehension.

“Do not bother with the bloody saddle, hand me the bridle and be done with it boy!” Caleb shouted, his voice echoing off the massive beamed ceiling.

The stable boy shakily handed the bridle to Caleb who fairly ripped it from the boy’s grasp.  He put the bit in the horse’s mouth expertly with no effort, adjusted the bridle and in one fluid motion was on the animal’s broad back and trotted quickly out of the stable.  The stable master and the boy stood staring at each other in confused silence.

The sun was beginning to set and Caleb’s heart began pounding at the thought of Laurel being without protection, emotional, not thinking clearly, and perhaps not paying full attention to her surroundings. What if the rumors of the strange Rabkins from the east, were true.  His body gave an involuntary tremor as he fought his mind to dispel the horrible thought, focusing only on finding Laurel.  He pressed his horse into a canter, when he suddenly saw a small figure walking on the path in the distance.  His heart leapt with joy and relief when he recognized the flowing chestnut brown hair and moss green and brown of the tunic. He dug his heel into the horse’s flank which caused the animal to move more quickly down the path.  Laurel turned around as she heard the sound of hoof beats approaching. She was not surprised to see Caleb’s tall figure on horseback. He was not wearing his long riding coat, and as he approached closer, she saw the horse was without a saddle.  His face wore an expression of both relief and annoyance.  He slowed the horse to a relaxed gait as Laurel turned and continued to walk along the path.

“I do not wish to talk about this,” Laurel replied curtly, as she continued walking.

“Yes, I gathered that as you turned your back to me,” Caleb replied with growing impatience. “I feel however that we do indeed need to talk about this,” he said sternly, moving his horse closer.

Laurel stopped and turned to face him, so suddenly it caused the horse to jump a bit, as Caleb pulled the horse to a halt.

“There is nothing to discuss. My father withheld information, and you and he make decisions which you both think are best for me. I am left with just waiting to do as I am told, regardless of how I may feel. Is that not true?” Laurel asked angrily.

Laurel’s stormy grey eyes were ablaze with frustration, her face flushed, her lips slightly parted from being out of breath. Caleb smiled slightly, it was not that he found her anger amusing, but he thought her quite lovely when her temper got the better of her. 

“No, it is not true,” he answered in a quiet tone attempting to soothe her bitter mood. “I very much care how you feel about decisions being made concerning our future together. I do not want you to feel as if you have no rights or abilities to help in these decisions,” he said gently smiling at her. 

Laurel calmed a bit by Caleb’s words and kind demeanor.  She stood looking up at him, feeling small and exhausted. 

“Please Caleb, I just feel I should be alone right now,” Laurel answered with quivering lips.

Caleb’s bowed his head slightly and let out a long slow breath. He moved the horse forward so that he was directly next to her. As he leaned down in order to bring his face closer to her, she could feel his warm breath brushing the loose tendrils of hair across her face. A flutter in her stomach began as he drew closer to her.  His presence was commanding and undeniable, as she was forced to admit to herself. Her mind raced back briefly to their dance together at the Festival. The encounter in the Library at Heathwin, the first evening they spent together in his room, and when they were alone on the hilltop watching the return of the fire swallows.  How he never left her at the Infirmary. When he had asked her to run away with him and marry alone, and not return to Gwenlais. Those times he kissed her with an urgency that had surprised her and awakened feelings she had never experienced before.

“I came all this way to find you, and I will not leave you alone now.  It is growing dark and you should not be this far from home by yourself. So, I am asking you to come with me,” he spoke in a low soft voice, holding out his hand to her. 

She paused for a moment before answering him. “I do not wish to go home right now Caleb. I am too embarrassed to see or speak to anyone. I am still very upset with my father,” she lowered her eyes, to gain control of her emotions, as the gaze of his striking blue eyes was intense and overwhelming.

“I have no intentions of bringing you home. I simply said I would not leave you alone,” Caleb said, in a warm voice. 

She looked up in surprise to find him smiling at her as he held his hand out to her again.  This time she reached up and accepted his hand, he grasped it gently in his own, then reaching down with his free arm, pulled her up easily onto his horse placing her in front of him sitting her sideways.  He held her close, so her head rested just above his chin.  Even though his heart was racing, he felt a sense of peace envelope him, a peace he only felt when he was with her. 

“Thank you for coming with me,” Caleb murmured into her hair.

Laurel suddenly giggled at his statement.

“Why do you laugh?” he asked, smiling at her reaction.

“Because I feel I would have ended up coming with you regardless of my choice. Am I correct in this?” Laurel asked coyly.

“You know very well I would have thrown you over my horse and carried you off.  I do appreciate that you did not force me to do so,” he said, with sly smile. 

“Yet, you said you wish me to have part in making decisions,” wickedly grinning as she spoke.

Because she was not facing him, Caleb was unable to see her expression. 

He was surprised and smirked at her thinking. Was she playing a game with him or truly irked by his answer?  He was not sure which it was, so decided to answer honestly.

“If those decisions do not put you in danger then I will have no issue,” Caleb replied straight forwardly.

She began to laugh again.  She was playing with him, he found himself becoming amused and enticed by it at the same time. He placed his arm around her waist and gave her a brief squeeze. 

“You are playing with my emotions your Highness,” Caleb said smiling wryly.

“Do you find me threatening Sire?” Laurel asked demurely.

“No, not threatening but I will certainly have to be cautious of your wiles,” he answered smiling, gently kissing the side of her face.

Laurel was amused at his remark.  The Warrior Prince of Heathwin found her to be someone he must be cautious of.  As she began to relax in his embrace she started to notice the landscape around her had changed and no longer recognized where she was, which she found strange since this was her home.

“Caleb, where are we going?” Laurel asked, in a bemused tone.  

He chuckled softly at her question.

“This does not look familiar to you?” Caleb asked her a bit surprised.

“No, it does not. I have never been as far down this path before,” Laurel answered.

“We are headed to the Lodge. This is the back entrance.  And you truly wonder why I worry for you. You were on this very path and yet had no idea where it ended,” Caleb said incredulously. 

“I told you I have never been down this far before,” Laurel answered defensively, pouting involuntarily. 

 Caleb began to laugh too hardily for her liking.

“Why are we going to the Lodge?” she asked to change the subject her cheeks blazing from his reaction to her comment.

“As I said I had no intentions to bring you home. I felt the Lodge would be the best place for us to spend some time alone together.  We have not yet reacquainted ourselves and have not seen each other in four months now.  The Lodge will allow us some privacy,” his voice becoming more ardent in tone revealing his desire to be alone with her.

“Oh, all right”, Laurel replied shyly, her voice trembling slightly.  

Hating how she sounded, she nervously bit her lower lip.  Caleb picked up on her tone immediately and leaned his face closer to her.

“Is everything all right?” he asked softly.

“Yes, it is fine. I just realized that it has been awhile since we have been alone together,” Laurel answered her voice still sounding bashful.

“That is why we need to have this time together, before you return with me to Heathwin. I want you to feel completely relaxed before we leave. You will also be adjusting to a new life there, the day after we arrive we will meet with the four Chieftains. You will be busy making plans with my mother concerning details of the wedding. She wants you to be involved in every aspect,” Caleb said giving her another brief squeeze. 

“I have no doubt that I will be extremely busy,” Laurel said, her voice sounding small and timid.

“Laurel, I must ask you. Were you angry for not knowing about the date because you are having second thoughts about our union?” Cable asked, with nervous concern.

“No!  No, it is not that at all,” she shifted a bit in order to look at him when she spoke. “You know I love you my Prince,” she said touching his face. “I simply have so much to do to prepare for my departure. I have worked so hard to become a doe med, and I wanted to discuss my leaving Gwenlais with Mistress Gavenia. The packing will be ridiculous, and my mother’s dress still needs to be altered. Not to mention just being upset at my father’s entire attitude towards our marriage. I have enough to worry myself with concerning that, then to have to worry about what he thinks,” Laurel said becoming emotional.

“What exactly are you worried about dearest?” Caleb asked her softly, trying to remain calm himself.

“Everyone.  For the most part, people have been very kind and gracious towards me in Heathwin. But I cannot help thinking I will always be compared to Morene. Everyone expects me to be better than her in every way. I feel I will be watched for any misstep. I asked Phineas about your first marriage, and he said it was a complete travesty. I only hope I will be able to measure up, as it were, to everyone’s expectations of me,” Laurel said in a shaking voice. 

She looked up at him with eyes wide, and imploring for him to understand her feelings of self-doubt and insecurity.  He put both of his arms around her waist pulling her to him closely and gently kissed her forehead.

“First of all, you my dear are nothing like Morene.  She was completely against the marriage and only agreed to it because she hoped to have her Clann become part of the ruling family.  We barely spoke let alone spent time together.  Our only thing in common was are abilities as fighters. Our morals and ethics on the other hand were as different as night and day.  Her demise was because of her not respecting a newly formed peace agreement or respecting how strongly I felt about it.  As far as it being a ‘travesty’, well I suppose it was. We did not love each other and in the end did not even have respect for each other.  So please do not try and compare yourself to an image that would never suit you. You have already proven yourself to the people, with how you asked for mercy for Leland.  As far as measuring up, you are perfect in my eyes, temper tantrums, and all,” Caleb said lovingly, kissing her forehead again.  “You do not give yourself enough credit Laurel.  Remember, that night at the festival, when Morene’s father approached you shouting and cursing because you were there?” Caleb asked.

“Yes, I remember that vividly,” Laurel answered quietly, shivering at the memory of it.

“No one could have handled that old drunk badger, the way you did.  You had him eating out of your hand in just a few moments.  Anyone else would have knocked him senseless, myself included.  In fact I almost did,” Caleb replied quite emphatically.  

Laurel laughed out loud at his remark knowing that he was in no way jesting. Suddenly Caleb brought his horse to a stop.  Laurel looked around and was surprised to see the great wooden Lodge in front of them.

“I still cannot believe you have never been this way before,” Caleb remarked getting down from his horse.  He reached up to help Laurel to get down, gently setting her on the ground.

“I have only been to the Lodge a few times in my life.  I had no reason to be here.  When I came those few times during Mother’s funeral was the most at one time, and I never came the back way before. Father came here to visit dignitaries, like your father or some of the Clann Chiefs to discuss treaty agreements,” Laurel explained with a shy smile.

“Treaty agreements? Is that what he called them?” Caleb asked incredulously.  

He began laughing, and upon seeing Laurel’s confused expression, stopped to explain his reaction.

“My sweet trusting Laurel. I can promise you those ‘treaty agreements’, were accompanied by much ale drinking and rousing bouts of Tablut playing. I assure you no political gains were being met during those visits,” Caleb said to her smiling warmly at her.

“I truly had no idea, though it does explain much.  After the visits we would not see Father for an entire day. Looking over important papers he would tell us,” Laurel remarked, surprise in her voice.

“Your Father has had much practice at keeping you in the dark,” Caleb spoke, his annoyance obvious.

“Yes, I suppose he has,” Laurel said her voice becoming agitated.

“I am sorry.  I did not mean to upset you.  Come with me, it is getting dark and you must be freezing and half-starved by now,” Caleb replied with concern, as he took her hand and led her over a stone paved walkway and through a heavy door.  

As they entered the Lodge, Laurel was surprised to be standing in a spacious comfortable room.  The furnishings where made of rich toned woods, large and heavy, but still elegant and handsome.  

“Caleb, I did not know your room had another entrance,” Laurel mentioned with a surprised face.

 “It is the only room with its own private entrance.  You can only get to this entrance from the back of the Lodge,” Caleb replied in a low soft voice. “No one will disturb us here,” he said walking over to where Laurel stood, and slowly turned her to face him. “Do you realize how much I have missed you?” he asked her ardently, lifting her face up to his.

“I have missed you as well,” Laurel answered shyly.  

She began to tremble at the intensity of his gaze and the emotions it stirred within her, still finding these feelings new and unfamiliar.  As he brought his face closer to hers she closed her eyes instinctly.  She could feel his breath on her face as Caleb very gently touched his lips to hers.  He repeated this gentle introduction several times before moving his lips across her face gently exploring every inch.  He paused for a moment allowing her time to open her eyes in response. As she looked up at him, he smiled at her before again reclaiming her mouth, this time with more urgency and fervor. Placing his arm around her waist and his free hand at the back of her neck, he held her closer to him, causing a soft murmur of surprise to come from her lips.  His kisses became more passionate, more demanding, imploring her with his mouth to allow him to kiss her more deeply than he had before. She complied willingly, allowing him to take full possession of her mouth and her whole being, becoming overwhelmed by the sheer power of emotions that swept through her.  Her willing response to his ardor fueled his passion for her further, as he then began to move his open mouth down her throat and back up to her neck.  His hands moved possessively over her body, caressing her as he explored her trembling form.  He began to tug and loosen the laces on the back of her tunic dress, starting to pull it off her shoulders.

Laurel whimpered with overcome emotion as she began to pull away from him slightly.

“W…Wait. Caleb please,” she said suddenly.

“What is it? What is wrong my darling?” he asked, his voice husky with the passion that was taking control of him.

“I….we cannot do this,” Laurel said in a trembling voice.

“Why? Does this not give you pleasure?” he asked, huskily once again, returning his mouth to her neck.

“Yes, yes it does,” she whispered back.

He smiled at her answer kissing her face and throat again with renewed desire.

“I have missed you so much my sweet darling. Allow me to give you my love. Let me show you how much you mean to me. Give yourself to me my sweet girl. I promise I will be gentle with you. I will not hurt you. You can stay with me all night. I will be taking you home this time my love,” Caleb spoke seductively, as he continued to kiss her face and neck.  

“I cannot just yet Caleb. I have….I made a vow that I would remain chaste until we are wed. It is a practice the Ollams have done for many seasons, and still do,” she replied, as she gently pulled away from his ardent advances.

He stopped abruptly to look at her face. She was flush with emotion, her eyes glowing and imploring.

“I do not wish you to be angry. I realize I should have told you when I was in Heathwin, but I was afraid it might upset you then. This meant so much to my mother and my father that I not give myself until the proper time. It does not mean I do not want or appreciate your affections for me.  Please understand Caleb. I too have missed you greatly, but it is so important to me to keep the promise, I made to my mother. I do love you very much,” she said breathlessly, as she brought her hands up to caress his face.

He looked at her as she was attempting to smile with trembling lips. He smiled lovingly back to her, placing his hand over hers.

“Of course I am not angry my sweet girl, I do understand, you did not have to feel afraid to tell me. If it is this important to you, it is important to me also,” Caleb answered, his voice deep and warm.  

He took her gently in his arms and held her close for a moment allowing them both time to recover from the powerful emotions they felt. Caleb held her quietly and did not speak again until he felt her body relax and stop trembling.

“It is alright, Shh, just relax my love. I am sorry if I overwhelmed you.  I just find you impossible to resist.  I have never felt this way about anyone before.  It was always just in the moment, never anything else, not like this,” pausing for a moment, as he slowly moved his hand up and down her back he added, “I promise you, that I will do nothing to cause you to break your vow. I only wish to be with you. Do you believe me?” Caleb asked her. 
“Of course I do,” Laurel answered softly, still leaning into his chest. 

Caleb took her face in both his hands and kissed her lovingly on both cheeks. She smiled at him her eyes glowing with affection.  

She then looked about the room and asked quietly, “Is there anything to drink?  I am suddenly quite thirsty,” Laurel asked a bit out of breath.

“Why yes, of course there is.  You must think me completely selfish,” Caleb answered in a concerned tone as he hurriedly went to fetch her a drink of water. 

“No, not at all.  Maybe just a bit absent minded,” she said with a mischievous grin.  

Caleb smiled at her as he poured her drink.  

“I suppose being dim witted is better than being selfish,” he said as he brought her the cup of water.  

“I did not say you were dim witted," she replied with a laugh.

“Well being absent of mind would only lead one to believe that you would be a bit dim also. Do you not agree?” Caleb retorted back, giving her a very roguish smile. 

Laurel simply shook her head and laughed back at him before taking a long drink.  Caleb looked at her intently and stepped back a bit, as if to make sure of what he was seeing.  

“Laurel, did you not notice that your tunic is soaked almost up to your knees?” he asked her with surprise in his voice.  

She stopped drinking and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, as she looked over at him and then down at herself.

“Oh, yes I did.  I was walking through the long grass before I reached the path and it was still quite wet from the rain we had this afternoon,” she said looking back at him.

“Well you need to remove your dress, while I build a fire so you can dry off, or you will catch your death for certain,’’ Caleb said rather brusquely.

He walked over to the large hearth and began to gather what was needed to start a fire.

“I do not know how I can,” Laurel answered in a distracted way.

“What do you mean? Surely it is not that difficult to take off,” he turned from what he was doing to give her a wicked grin. “Would you like me to help you?” he asked, well knowing what her reaction would be. 

Laurel’s eyes grew wide with surprise at his question.

“I am quite capable of undressing without assistance thank you.  What I meant was that I have nothing to wear if I should take this off.  I am certainly not going to walk about in my chemise and bloomers,” her cheeks blazing again from yet another remark.  

He truly enjoyed teasing her and making her blush, this was something he would not tire of for some time he thought to himself.

“Well what a shame, I am sure you would look quite adorable.  But unfortunately for me I have something that will still allow you to keep your modesty,’’ Caleb said with still that same smile on his face. 

He walked over to the large wardrobe and opening it reached in and pulled out a dark grey robe.  He strode back to her fairly quickly his long strides making it easy to do so.

“Here you are,” he said while handing the robe to her. “It seems that every room has one,” he said rather puzzled by it.

“It is my stepmother’s idea.  She had this arranged for fear of, and I quote ‘naked barbaric men walking about the grounds’.  She truly does not enjoy it when the Chieftains come to visit.”  

Caleb burst into laughter as he continued building the fire.

“I believe I was here when that happened.  It was a long night of treaty agreements, and old Remy had a bit more ale than he should and suddenly became quite warm.  The next we knew he went out for fresh air without feeling the need to be dressed.  None of us could convince him otherwise so we just let him be,” Caleb said as he shook his head, laughing again at the memory of it.  

The fire was now crackling and popping and already a steady radiant heat could be felt from it.

“There now, it should take no time for you to get warm and dry,” Caleb said as he stood up and turned from his task. 

He stopped and looked down at Laurel who was standing there still clutching the robe he had just given her.

“Laurel, why are you still in those wet clothes?” he asked, clearly taken aback by her not heeding his advice.

“I intend to remove them but I noticed there is no place for me in which to change,” she answered meekly.

“This room does not meet with her Highness standards for changing out of wet clothing?” Caleb asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“No it does not!  Not when there is someone else in it,” Laurel replied with obvious annoyance.  

“I see, so you need absolute privacy in order to slip out of a very wet dress, while still being fully clothed, in order to put on a heavy, very large robe?” he asked the wicked grin returning. 

Laurel began to open her mouth in protest and then thought better of it, as she realized he was only baiting her once again.

“Yes,” she said with a haughty an air as she could give, “I shall need a few moments alone please,” smiling at him coyly.

Caleb laughed softly and then came to her and gently kissed the top of her head.

“Very well, I shall take my leave of you for a few moments.  I need to look in the pantry for something for us to eat anyway.  I do however expect you to be out of those wet things and in that robe, sitting in front of the fire when I return,” Caleb said with an authoritative tone.

“Of course Sire. Tell me, are you always this grumpy and demanding after building a fire?” Laurel enquired, smiling at him coyly. 

Caleb gave her a stern look at her mocking of him.

“Yes, but more so when I am out looking for runaway princesses who cause me to miss dinner,” he said as he walked past her, giving her backside a quick slap which caused her to jump in surprise. 

He smiled at her roguishly as he walked across the room towards the heavy dark door. After hearing it close behind Caleb, she began to remove the wet tunic as well as wet stockings and shoes.  It was not until she had put on the robe and sat down in front of the fire did she realize how cold and hungry she was.  Laurel brought her knees up to her chest resting her chin on them, looking thoughtfully at the dancing flames.  So much had happened in just a relatively short time.  She truly did not believe at this point she would be betrothed to a prince let alone that the prince would be Caleb. Her father had hoped she would be married to Deaglan by now or at least betrothed to him. She and Caleb’s union would forever change the workings of their two kingdoms. With their heirs ruling it as one united realm, a result their union would produce.  Laurel felt her face flush with the thought of having Caleb’s children.  Her stomach fluttered at remembering how passionate her intended’s affectionate attentions were.  She was not entirely surprised by his passion, knowing him too often be fiery and intense. He had demonstrated that passion to her on several occasions in Heathwin and in Gwenlais when he left her for the last time.  She was relieved at his tenderness, and gentleness in how he responded to her request to wait to consummate their relationship, unsure of how he would react.  She also found his sense of humor completely disarming. Laurel found it endearing that he had not hesitated to profess his love, and was very honest about not wanting to wait too long to be wed. Which made her more upset that her father had not told her how soon it was to be.  Lady Ellos had warned her that passion can often be mistaken for love, she was happy that this was not the truth in their case. She shivered involuntarily still feeling cold, when she suddenly became aware of another presence in the room.  Turning her head and looking up she saw Caleb standing next to the table, smiling down at her, arranging food and plates.

“You look as if you were very deep in thought dearest.  Where were you just now?’’ Caleb asked her thoughtfully. 

He walked over to her taking both her hands and helping her to stand.

“I was just thinking of how much things have changed in my life.  In our lives,” she answered softly.

“I hope that they were pleasant thoughts,” Caleb said, his eyes warm and intense.

“Yes, they were very pleasant thoughts,” Laurel said smiling up at him sweetly.

“Wonderful. I shall do my best to ensure they remain so,” he bent down and gave her a warm but gentle kiss on her lips. “Come and sit down, I managed to find a suitable supper for us.”  

Holding her hand he led her to the small heavy table and pulled out a chair for her.  As she sat down she realized she had not eaten all day.  She had been far too nervous to eat in anticipation of Caleb’s arrival, and with the fiasco that took place at dinner she was now utterly famished. Caleb had done quite well in gathering food from the Lodge pantry.  There was cold roast pheasant, smoked sausages, apples, several types of cheese, a round loaf of bread, and a small bowl of candied walnuts. As Laurel took the first bite of cold pheasant, her appetite got the best of her. She began to eat with relish and a bit noisily, making the occasional sounds of approval one makes when enjoying good food.  Caleb had already finished eating, and was quite content and more than a little amused at watching her enjoy her meal, smiling broadly as he sat across from her.  As Laurel’s hunger abated she began to slow her pace and noticed that Caleb was watching her from across the table, smiling, eyebrows raised in surprise at her vigorous appetite.

She stopped chewing for a moment, feeling embarrassed that he was watching her so intently with apparent amusement.

“I was hungrier than I thought,” she said, trying to speak clearly, with a mouth still half filled with food.

“Obviously,” Caleb answered with a sly smile. “Watching you enjoy your meal so much has just reminded me that I brought you something from Heathwin,” he stood up and walked over to the side table next to the bed. 

He opened up a satchel that was on the table and took out a small cloth wrapped parcel.   He walked over and handed her the parcel, smiling as Laurel began to unwrap the material. 

Caleb watching her closely, said softly, “I remembered how much you enjoyed these when you were injured, and at the Festival. So I had the cook make some for me to bring you,” looking at her adoringly.

Laurel smiled and said with obvious delight, “Honey lavender cakes! Oh I do love these. I cannot believe you remembered with all that you must deal with,” she said before taking a bite of the sweet tender cake. “Mmm. You spoil me Sire.  You must be careful for I shall grow to enjoy it,” she said taking another bite of the rich confection.

Caleb stood up from his seat and moved to where Laurel sat.  Getting down on one knee next to her, with one hand he pushed her hair away from her face.  She looked at him, his eyes intense and glowing.

“I hope that you do. For I intend on spoiling you quite often,” he said ardently, his deep voice like velvet.

Laurel swallowed hard.  Her eyes wide with anticipation of his intentions.

Caleb began to kiss her slowly and passionately until he was unable to hold back his emotions. His kisses became unyielding and hungrier as he took her mouth possessively causing her to moan softly as he placed her face in both his hands. He tore his mouth away from her suddenly making her eyes fly open with surprise.  

“Will you lie with me Laurel?” he asked her in a breathless voice.

She looked at him, with longing, and apprehension, not knowing what to say, her mind overcome. Sensing her hesitation Caleb smiled at her, his hands still cradling her face as he spoke softly.

“You have nothing to fear from me dearest. I just wish to be with you, to feel you next to me. Do you remember the first time you lay with me in my room?” he asked, between tender kisses to her face.

Laurel could deny her passions no longer, feeling the last of her reserve melting away with each light kiss.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes I do.”

“That is all I wish for now. I will not pressure you to do anything more than what was done that night. Come, and be with me my love,” he whispered, his voice deep and ardent.

“I will Caleb. I want to be with you,” Laurel answered in a soft whisper.

Caleb stopped kissing her and smiled at her lovingly. He swept her up into his arms and carried her over to the bed, laying her down gently. He lay down next to her kissing her face lightly, then moving his mouth slowly down her throat, carefully and slowly moving the robe open to allow his mouth to kiss the top of her chest, being careful to not touch his lips to her breasts, so as not to appear too eager and aggressive.  He continued to run his hand through her hair using the other hand to hold her waist and pull her closer to him, murmuring softly to her the entire time.

“You are so very beautiful, my dearest. So sweet, I cannot believe we will soon be together always,” he breathed the words softly, into her ear.

He pulled her closer to him, moving his hand slowly and gently down her waist, turning her on her side, so that she was facing him, as he began to kiss her deeply again, holding her closer, allowing her to feel his body against her. She was at first, startled by his closeness and reacted by jumping a bit as their bodies touched in this way for the first time, since he woke her, and asked her to marry him that night in Heathwin. He stopped kissing her, to smile gently at her. 

Then whispering softly to her said, “Do not be afraid my darling, I made a promise to you, and I will keep my word,” as he began to kiss her neck resting his hand gently on her hip.

“Oh Caleb, I love you. I always have. I have missed you my Prince,” Laurel said in the throes of her rising passion. 

 “I love you also my darling, I look forward to the time when I can show you just how much,” Caleb said, in an intense and passionate voice.

Laurel slowly moved her hand to his face, timidly caressing his cheek, before moving her fingers through his hair. He was surprised by his own need to be with her, he had missed her so much, the months without her at Heathwin seemed to drag on. To once again hear her say to him that she loved him, made the dreary months slip away from his mind. He began to kiss her passionately again, caressing her body boldly through her clothing. Caleb smiled as he felt her tremble and whimper at the emotions his passionate attentions were evoking. He opened his eyes and saw that she was crying, he smiled adoringly, looking at her face. 

“Yes mo stor. You have indeed missed your Prince,” Caleb stated, in soft deep voice.

Feeling embarrassed Laurel turned away, burying her face in the pillow.

“Why do you cry my love?” he asked her gently. “Turn back over to me so that I may speak to you,” he requested softly. 

She slowly complied with his wishes and turned to face him, as he gently wiped her tears away kissing her very tenderly on her trembling lips.

He waited patiently for her answer as it took a few moments for her to compose herself enough to speak to him.

“I am just feeling a bit overwhelmed by everything and I was embarrassed by my tears,” she said her voice still quaking. “You have been so passionate in declaring your love for me. I was afraid you might find me childish and silly,” she said, in a vulnerable small voice.

Caleb took her in his arms drawing her close as she laid her head on his chest, draping her arm over his waist.  He kissed the top her head before he spoke.

“I am sorry mo stor that this has all been too much for you. I have missed you horribly,” Caleb replied his voice filled with emotion. “No, I do not find you silly,” he paused for a moment before adding, “Well that is not true, there are times that I find you quite silly,” he said, smiling at her lovingly.

Laurel stopped crying and smiled at him as well.

Then pretending to be offended she asked, “When do you find me silly?”

“Far too many times to remember any specific occasion,” he answered dryly.

She again laughed out loud, Caleb was so taken with her mirth he began to laugh with her.  After they had enjoyed each other’s laughter, they laid in peaceful silence, just content to be holding each other, reveling in the peace that comes from being loved. Laurel slowly became restless, pulling at the cumbersome robe that seemed at times to swallow her.  Reaching her hand inside to scratch her arms and legs. Caleb noticed her fidgeting and looked curiously watching her growing agitation.

“Laurel, what is causing you so much discomfort?” he asked with concern.

“This robe is very itchy,” she said wrinkling her nose as she began to scratch her arm again.  

Caleb started to sit up reaching for her hand.

“Dearest just take the irritating monstrosity off. It is pointless to suffer like this,” he said, beginning to tug at the robe.

“But I have nothing else to put on,” she reasoned, looking at him shyly.  

Caleb smiled at her patiently. He found her sense of modesty amusing.

“I think at this time the need for the robe is really not necessary. Here let me help you,” he said reassuringly.  

She sat up in the bed and Caleb stood up to help her remove the uncomfortable, heavy, piece of clothing.  He gently pulled it off her and as he took it from the bed his hands brushed against her bare calf. 

“Laurel, your legs are freezing!” he exclaimed. “You must get under the bedding to get warm,” as he moved the covers over to allow her to move her legs underneath them.  

Caleb then pulled them up around her shoulders.

“There now, all better?” he asked softly.

“Yes, I am feeling wonderfully content,” Laurel answered sleepily.

“I will add more wood to the fire and then be right back,” he said giving her a quick kiss.  

He walked over to the fireplace and added a few more pieces of wood.  He felt the clothing she had hung near the fire and it was nearly dry. He walked quietly back to the bed and found that Laurel had fallen asleep. 

He smiled lovingly at her, “My poor sweet girl. Quite the day you have had,” he said softly, touching her face as he leaned down and gently kissed her.  

As he stood up he could hear voices coming from the other rooms and quietly left the room leaving Laurel to rest in the bed.  As he walked slowly down the wide corridor he could hear Phineas talking nervously and rapidly, while also hearing Aiden sounding as if he were trying to calm Phineas down. As he approached the main open area of the lodge he was able to make out their conversation clearly.

“We have looked everywhere. Her horse is still in the stable, no one has seen her leave, and to make it worse, the Ollams have no idea where she is,” Phineas spoke in a rapid almost frantic tone, as he paced the room.

“Phinny I told you. More than likely Caleb has found her and they are just off on their own somewhere.  He was already angry at her father for not telling her the date, so making him worry a bit is not something he is concerned about. Now stop your ridiculous pacing come sit down and have an ale,” Aiden spoke calmly, but was beginning to become impatient with Phineas’ frenetic behavior.

Tolemais and the other men in the group were smiling and smirking at Phineas, as they already were becoming relaxed in the comfortable furnishings of the Lodge, and from the excellent ale from the cellar.

Phineas stopped his pacing and walked over to where Aiden sat in a very large deep chair, sipping his ale.  

“Tell me, what is supposed to help me calm down about that remark. The fact that Caleb, who we all know is completely enamored with her Highness, is alone somewhere with her, or the fact he does not give a wit about what the King thinks?” Phineas asked, his voice on the verge of hysteria. 

“Well when you put it that way Phineas, I can see how that remark would not be so appeasing,” Caleb answered sarcastically, as he walked into the room with a sly smile. 

The men and his brother laughing at his mocking of him. Caleb walked over to the large hutch and opening the small keg poured a mug of ale for himself.

“Please Caleb, end my torment, tell me you know where Laurel is,” Phineas said pleadingly.

“I know where Laurel is,” Caleb answered dryly, taking a sip of ale.

“Oh, thank you,” Phineas let out an exhausted sigh of relief. “Where is she?”

“Safely tucked in my bed,” Caleb answered casually.

“In your bed?!” Phineas exclaimed with complete shock.

The men burst into laughter at both Caleb’s answer and Phineas’ shocked expression.

“You dog. You could not at least wait until getting her back home to 

Heathwin?” Cahir asked, still laughing.

“Are you positively mad, or do you really hate me that much?” Phineas began his frantic carrying on once again. “Do you have any idea what the King will do to me when he finds out his daughter has been safely tucked away in your bed? He is completely unaware of the times you were together in Heathwin as I certainly have no intentions of telling him,” he said in a frenzied voice.  

Walking over to one of the men, Phineas took his dagger from him and then placed it back in the man’s hand.

“Kindly do me the favor of doing me in right now, my good fellow. If I am going to die I wish it to be among friends,” Phineas spoke in a frenzied tone.  

The room burst into laughter, while the young Sentinel just stood looking very confused.  Caleb still laughing walked over to Phineas, shaking his head. He directed Phineas to a chair, and making him sit down, handed the poor frazzled man the mug of ale.

“Relax Phineas, you have nothing to worry about. Our Princess is as pure now as she was yesterday.  I did nothing to change that,” Caleb said calmly, trying to supplicate Phineas.

“Really? And why not, may I ask? You have been four months without her,” Aiden asked him with a sardonic smile, not sure if he completely believed his brother.  

“Because, unbeknownst to Laurel or anyone else, I promised her father,” Caleb replied with a smirk.

“So. We promise all their fathers,” Aiden replied, amongst much laughter.

“Well, I will be honest after what happened at dinner, I was more than ready to go back on my word. But alas, unbeknownst to me, my sweet girl, made the same promise.  She however is more inclined to keep her word. I have no intentions of disrespecting her wishes,” Caleb answered, with a thoughtful smile.

“Ahh. Good girl,” Phineas sighed with relief taking a long drink of his ale.

“You will be fine old man. My dear Eavan has made the same vow. You will get used to it, she will not keep it forever,” Cahir said, with a wide grin, as the men snickered.

“I am sure that I will. That does not mean however, Garron is going to completely get his way,” Caleb said a wry smile on his lips.

“What exactly do you mean by that?” Phineas asked nervously.

“He had more than enough time to tell Laurel the date and also the time she would be returning to Heathwin.  He chose not to, I have no doubt, to get her so upset, we would have to delay for a later time.  I have considered giving her two extra weeks, while we Patrol this territory for the Rabkins from the east that were sighted by the Kindreds of this region. Again, for Laurel’s sake, not his.  That way she will be more relaxed for the move.  As far as tonight is concerned, she is staying with me. I will escort her home myself in the morning.  If he has anything to say, he can tell me directly. Then Phineas, he will not be able to hide his anger behind you.” Caleb said with a self-satisfied grin.

“He is not going to take this well at all. I will definitely need another ale, before I return with the news,” Phineas remarked in an exhausted voice.

“You are not going anywhere my friend.  You will be spending the night here as well. I will not have him take his temper out on you tonight.  Young Angus here, will have the privilege of giving King Garron the good news that his daughter is well and safe. What say you Angus? Are you up to causing the old stubborn pain in the arse a sleepless night?” Caleb grinned wickedly once again.

The young Sentinel finished his pint in one long gulp. Standing up to his full height, he was as tall as Caleb, but built like a hulking great bear.

“Aye Sire. That I am,” Angus answered grinning ear to ear, as Owain laughed at him.

He left the Lodge, with the men cheering him on in the background.

“I am now going back to my room for the evening.  So I bid you all good night.  Make sure Angus receives another pint for his trouble,” Caleb turned to leave the room, and head back to his bedroom.

“Do not enjoy your pleasant company too much,” Cahir called out to him.

“Oh, I truly need another ale,” Phineas said in an exasperated tone.

Caleb entered his room slowly in case Laurel was still asleep.  To his surprise Laurel was nervously moving about the room checking on her clothes. She began to hurriedly struggle to put the tunic over her head getting it caught in the process waving her arms about above her head.

Caleb walked over to her without speaking, smiling broadly the entire time.

When he reached her, he gently pulled the tunic back over her head, revealing her very surprised face. Caleb could not help but laugh out loud at her expression.

“What are you doing Caleb? Do you realize how late it is? I need to go home.  My father will be beside himself. He is not aware of the time I stayed here before,” Laurel said, in voice filled with concern.

Caleb smiled lovingly at her and gently kissed her lips. He placed his arms around her waist and drew her to him.

“I have taken care of everything. Your father knows that you are safe. Phineas himself is here.  You will spend the rest of the night here with me,” he spoke softly, kissing her temple. 

Laurel stood quietly letting all that Caleb told her to sink into her mind.

“But Caleb, Father will be furious in the morning. He will think something has happened. He will accuse us both,” her eyes began to tear up, with the thought of having to deal with her father’s temper and accusations.

“That is something you do not have to worry about. I will be with you and I will deal with your father.  I will not allow him to speak to you abusively,”

Caleb held her face in his hands, looking into her eyes, with intensity.

“I love you. You are my betrothed, and my responsibility.  No one will hurt or upset you without dealing with me. No matter who it may be.  So, I do not want you to worry any more tonight. Let us go and lie down and rest together. I wish to tell you what I have decided about the time we will going back to Heathwin,” he took her hand and led her back to the bed, allowing her to climb in first, before joining her.  

He lay down next to her, taking her in his arms and holding her close, feeling her tremble again with anxiety from the day’s events. He gently kissed her forehead, slowly caressing her back until he could feel her relax.

“Shh. Just relax my sweet Laurel. Everything will be fine. We will have it all worked out by tomorrow. Take a deep breath,” Caleb said to her, in a soothing voice.

She finally exhaled softly and no longer trembled with nervousness. She laid her head on his chest and held on firmly to his waist.

“Are you feeling better now my love?” Caleb asked her softly.

“Yes, I do feel more relaxed now. Thank you Caleb,” Laurel said as she snuggled into his side.  “You mentioned you wanted to tell me something about the time we leave for Heathwin.”

“Yes. I have decided to Patrol this region earlier than usual, it will take about two weeks to complete, perhaps sooner.  It will allow you a bit more time to get your personal things in order before I take you home with me. Does that sound acceptable to you?” he asked her warmly.

Laurel sat partially up leaning on her arm, her face smiling at him adoringly.

“You would do this for me Sire? Are you sure it will not be an imposition?" she asked him a bit surprised. 

“Of course I would do this for you. I wish you to be happy, my darling.  Do not worry about it being an imposition, it will need to be done anyway, we will just have it cared for sooner. But I wish for you to do something for me,” Caleb smiling slightly, his eyes deep and intense. 

She could feel his gaze even in the dim firelight. Laurel felt her face blush and was grateful for the low light.

“What is it?” she asked him shyly.

“You must promise me, you will not go on your excursions without an escort. I need to know that you will be safe while I am away. Promise me,” Caleb said, his voice serious and low.

“I promise Caleb, I will not leave the castle grounds without an escort.  Even though I do feel you worry too much,” she smiled at him sweetly.

“I consider that my right and privilege.  And no one will deny me that, not even you,” Caleb smiled at her as he kissed her face several times before pulling her back down into his arms. 

“We should both try and get some rest now. We have a big day ahead us,” Caleb said softly.

“Good night Caleb,” Laurel paused for a moment before saying, “I love you.”

Caleb smiled at her soft drowsy voice, “I love you too, my darling,” his heart ready to burst with emotion.

Soon they were both asleep, content to stay in each other’s arms.

 

Laurel awoke to the sound of Caleb tending to the fire. When he was finished he walked over to the bed and took Laurel in his arms and kissed her tenderly on the lips.

“I suppose I should get ready to leave soon,” she said in a small drowsy voice.

“You, my love, are going nowhere until you have had breakfast. Then we will leave. I will be back in a moment, stay in bed until I return,” Caleb requested his voice deep and soft. 

He kissed her once more and then quietly left the room. Laurel smiled, happy with the memory of sharing the night with Caleb, and the peace and contentment she felt when with him. A short time later he returned with a simple breakfast of tea, warm bread, apples and a sweet fruit jam, along with a cold smoked sausage. They ate in a relaxed fashion, Caleb insisting they not be rushed. Angus had returned in the night, and informed Caleb that morning that King Garron would be waiting for him in the study. Little more than an hour, Laurel dressed, while Caleb readied Lorcan, for the ride back to the castle. They again took the back way and enjoyed the ride back together, talking quietly, Caleb held Laurel tightly in his arms, stealing a kiss occasionally.

 

After kissing Laurel one last time, at the main staircase, Caleb pulled away to gently caress her face.

“I will see you later today my love. I need to do a few things to ready for the Patrol mission tomorrow,” Caleb said, in a deep ardent voice.

“Until later Sire,” Laurel smiled as she whispered back to him, as she softly kissed his cheek.

Caleb smiled as he watched her climb the stairs to her room. When he could no longer see her, he made his way to King Garron’s study, where Caleb had been told he was waiting. Caleb walked in without knocking, feeling bold and confident after having Laurel spend the night with him at the Lodge. He walked in with a cavalier smile as he noticed King Garron's sullen expression. He sat down in the large plush chair in front of the King’s broad desk, stretching his long legs out in front of him. Lady Ellos could not help but smirk at Caleb’s self-satisfied grin. 

He may be coarse and uncouth, but he is a handsome beast, she thought to herself. 

“So, you found it amusing to send one of your trained bears to inform me my daughter was safe and sound in your bed, did you?” King Garron asked, with undisguised contempt.

“Well I did not tell him to say that. Though that is the gist of it, yes,” Caleb answered, with a sardonic smile.

“You really feel that you can come in here and tell me bold face that you had my daughter share your bed, and think I will have no issue with it?” Garron asked angrily, his temper rising with every breath.

“I really feel Garron you are past the need for having an issue. Laurel is no longer a child, she has been twenty seasons since the Planting season. As my betrothed, she is also no longer your responsibility. You will however be happy to know, she has kept her vow. I will be truthful and tell you, I did everything in my power to convince her otherwise. She is the only woman who has ever refused me, which makes me love her even more. She did not do so to spite or tease me, it was truly important to her to keep her promise she made to you and her mother. You need to be proud of her, not ridicule her.  As far as I am concerned, you are as much to blame for her spending the night with me as I am,” Caleb said, with calm seriousness.

Lady Ellos found herself having newfound respect for her stepdaughter. She knew that she herself would never have kept a promise to her father if he had upset her as much as Garron had upset Laurel.

“Prince Caleb, I must apologize for my own behavior towards Laurel as well. I know that I have not been as kind as I could be. I too feel I was responsible for her becoming upset yesterday, as my sarcasm was unnecessary,” Lady Ellos said, with uncharacteristic humility.

“I appreciate your apology my Lady, but do you not feel that it perhaps is being wasted on me?” Caleb smiled at her charmingly.

Lady Ellos smiled back understanding his question.

“If you will excuse me gentlemen, I will leave you to your conversation in private,” Lady Ellos stood up and walked out of the room.  

Both men watched her leave, before continuing their conversation.

“Where is my daughter now Caleb?” King Garron asked grumpily.

“Most likely in her room, I left her at the staircase before coming in here. She was in a very good mood, I hope to still find her that way this evening,” Caleb mentioned pointedly.

“What exactly is that comment implying?” Garron asked his temper rising again.

“I am more than aware of your need to feel in control of every aspect of Laurel’s existence. At this time you do not have the control you are used to. 

Laurel was worried you would speak to her harshly and I will not put up with it. Trust me when I tell you Garron if you do anymore to upset her, you will be saying goodbye to your daughter sooner than you wish to. I am already concerned, as I told you in the letter I sent with the envoy, about the sightings of the Rabkins from the eastern region.  The lack of security you have for Laurel I also find disturbing,” Caleb said sternly, his eyes cold and penetrating.

“Sightings I might add, you cannot prove or substantiate. Adding extra security would just cause unnecessary alarm. How can you put any faith in what the other Rabkins told you? It sounds more like a ploy to get the attention away from them,” Garron said bitterly. 

“That comment just proves how little you know about the Rabkins as a race. They do not think that way Garron. They are incapable of lying or manipulation, they do not understand the concept. Yes, I admit they move about secretively and without being noticed, but that is simply a physical characteristic. They do however, when they wish to make a point, or accomplish something, do so quite openly and without pretense. They also do not fight amongst themselves. The Rabkins from our realms do not trust these ‘strangers’, as they call them, for having threatened one of the homesteads here.  So they have no issue with warning us about their presence, as they are unwelcome and considered a threat.  These particular Rabkins act very uncharacteristically, which makes them more dangerous.

You wished me to not tell Laurel of the threat, as you wished to do so yourself. I expect you to do this. Her life could very likely be in danger Garron, and you need to accept this. I have no reason to believe otherwise, and neither should you,” Caleb said in a very serious tone.

King Garron leaned back in his chair sighing deeply, his fingers tapping his desk as he thought about what he had just heard.

“Alright Caleb. I shall tell her, but again, you will let me be the one to do so. The escorts you have assigned to her, will be causing her enough stress,” Garron spoke irritability.

“I doubt that. She is quite fond of Owain, and very comfortable with Angus. Which is why I chose them in the first place.  She can too easily dismiss the guards here, including Deaglan, who gives in to her far too easily. Which is another reason I chose Cahir and Owain and Angus. They will listen to me above anyone else. I have no problems with admitting my beloved can be quite stubborn and strong minded at times,” Caleb replied with a wry grin.

“Yes, she most certainly can be.  The poor girl gets that trait honestly, she cannot help it,” Garron said with a laugh. “Very well Caleb I will not scold her for spending the night with you. I will admit, it was something that would have happened sooner or later. You are a fortunate young man Caleb. She completely adores you. She has never given any other man as much as a rude glare, if he was lucky. Most of the time she would destroy any amount of self-confidence they possessed with a few ill-mannered comments, if they became too insistent for her attention,” Garron said laughing lightly, his eyes twinkling at the memory of seeing it happen more than once. “Though I will admit she was never ill mannered or mean to Deaglan. He did however stop his pursuit of her, fairly quickly. ‘She does not love me, and I will not grovel for her affections,’ he told me,” King Garron said, with a wry smile.

“Smart man that Deaglan. I always liked him,” Caleb smiled back sardonically. 

 

“Marina my dear would you excuse us please so that I may talk privately with Laurel?” Lady Ellos asked graciously, a small smile on her face.

Laurel and Marina looked at each other curiously and then looked over at Lady Ellos.

“Of course Mother,” Marina spoke quietly getting up to leave.

“Thank you dear, I shall only be a moment, then you may continue with your lively conversation,” Lady Ellos replied pleasantly, as she had heard the young women giggling before she entered the room.

Laurel looked expectantly at her, unsmiling, hoping she had not come to scold her for spending the night with Caleb.

“Oh please my dear girl, do not look so nervous at my being here. Have I been that difficult to be with?” Lady Ellos asked, sounding regretful to Laurel’s surprise.

“I must be honest with you my Lady, and say we have both been uneasy in each other’s presence from time to time,” Laurel said, with a small smile.

“Yes, I dare say that much is true. I however wish to mend that uneasiness, especially before you leave us for your new home in Heathwin. I truly know what you are going through, as I myself am not from this region. I come from the northern realm of Dubane. It is quite different from Gwenlais.

The weather is cooler, the people are not farmers and merchants, but teachers and Scribes mainly. As well as artists and poets. I feel that is why I have never quite fit in here,” Lady Ellos replied candidly.

“What brought you to Gwenlais?” Laurel asked intrigued by her stepmother’s warmth and candor.

“I was given in marriage to my first husband Lord Moran when I was very close to your age. I did not wish to leave my home, as I scarcely knew him. I was given no choice as my father was quite insistent I marry nobility. He was considerably older than me, even more than you and Prince Caleb. I was however very fortunate, as he was very kind and gentle. Not all women share our fortune Laurel, to have our husbands love us and treat us kindly, I am sure you are aware of this,” Lady Ellos said smiling knowingly.

“I am. My Lady, may I inquire as to why you are sharing this with me?” Laurel looked at her curiously.

“Of course. Like your father, my father was also more concerned with his own interest, than my feelings. I was very impressed when Prince Caleb quite boldly told your father, that you had kept your vow to remain chaste, until you are wed. I will confess to you, I would not have done the same. Your father embarrassed you and made you quite angry, I did not help the situation. If I was in your place, and had as loving and handsome a man to console me as you do...no I would not have kept my promise. So needless to say you have my respect in this, and I only wish the best for you. I hope you will be happy in your new home. Allow yourself time to adjust, and for those who care for you, to help you to do so. I am happy for you that you will be going to a home that will welcome you. I did not have that experience. My husband’s family were quite indifferent to me. I was very lonely and homesick and became very ill. It was not until I met your mother, that I finally felt welcome,” Lady Ellos smiled, as she touched Laurel’s hair gently.

“I remember you were friends with her,” Laurel said softly, her eyes filling with unbidden tears.

“Yes, I loved her very much. I feel that is why I was so jealous of you in the beginning. You are so much like her in so many ways, not just appearance. You were a constant reminder that I would never quite measure up to her. I resented you for that, and I am sorry,” Lady Ellos spoke, with a trembling voice.

Laurel’s lips trembled at the admission of her stepmother, as she was completely surprised by it.

“There is no reason to apologize Lady Ellos. I did not make your living here easy or pleasant in the beginning. Caleb himself, scolded me for my anger and disrespect to you and your children. He was the one that helped me to see how I was behaving, as I was too blind by my own grief to see it,” Laurel admitted.

“Then you are most fortunate indeed my dear. To have someone love you so much, he would risk your anger to help you see what you could not,” Lady Ellos said as she smiled warmly. “Well that is all I wished to say. I will let Marina know she can now resume with your conversation. Am I correct that it had something to do with your Prince?” Lady Ellos asked smiling slyly.

“Yes it did my Lady,” Laurel blushed, and giggled shyly.

“I thought as much, there was far too much happy giggling going on for it not to be,” Lady Ellos smiled again as she turned and walked quietly out of Laurel’s room. Laurel smiled and sighed in surprise at the conversation she had just had, but grateful it had happened.

 



  
 


 18: THE PROMISE 
After she and Lady Ellos had finished their conversation, Laurel then suggested to Marina, that they all walk through the city as there were new merchants visiting Gwenlais at this time. Marina of course happily agreed enjoying the idea of walking with Aiden through town. She had to admit she enjoyed the attentions the handsome young Prince of Heathwin bestowed upon her. She was excited with his obvious growing interest and affection for her.  The younger children begged Laurel to be allowed to accompany them, and as Caleb and Aiden had no objections, Laurel conceded with their requests.  The merchants and vendors upon seeing the Princes of Heathwin, walking through the city, were buzzing with excitement. They knew since last season, whenever Caleb was in the city with or without Laurel, he would always buy her at the very least, two tokens of his affection, and they were usually expensive tokens.  This day was no exception, as a new silk vendor, a Kedesh merchant, brought with him some very lovely scarves, and beautifully colored shawls, as well as delicate jeweled slippers.

“Good day Prince Caleb! May I offer my congratulations on your betrothal to the fair Princess Laurel,” the merchant called out in his native tongue.

Caleb looked over at him and recognized his favourite merchant and informer.  He smiled wryly at the little Kedesh male, as he approached him, the Kedesh smiling back broadly, his large ears and whiskers, twitching with anticipation, knowing the Prince would be generous.

“Good day to you Buadhach. Why am I not surprised to see you?” Caleb asked him sardonically, in Kedesh.

“Ah, you are most wise my Liege. I of course knew you would be here. I wish to offer you my latest wares, as well as, information,” Buadhach said in a sneaky whisper, looking about anxiously.

“What kind of information?” Caleb asked him in a lowered voice.

“You well know Sire, your humble servant is known and trusted by the Rabkin Kindreds. I was informed by both the Cydros and the Ogmore Kindreds that ‘the strangers’ have indeed returned. That they have been sighted in the Kingdom of Gwenlais.  They fear Sire, the strangers wish to finish what was not done in the village by the river,” Buadhach still spoke in the same whisper as he looked over at Laurel, talking to a vendor selling dried herbs.

Caleb followed his glance, his throat catching at the thought of his beloved, still being in danger, at the hands of these strange and hateful Rabkins.

Caleb took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down as Laurel felt his gaze and looked over at him, and smiled sweetly.  Caleb returned her smile, which was not missed by Buadhach, who wiggled his long furry nose excitedly. 

“I must admit Sire, the Princess is quite lovely for a human female. Not too tall, small and dainty hands and feet,” Buadhach said expectantly, as he smiled wide revealing his sharp little teeth.

Caleb looked back over at him smiling sardonically, knowing the meaning behind his compliment. 

“Thank you for your information Buadhach, it has been most helpful. Now I think I will purchase two pair of your lovely silk slippers for her Highness. The pale blue and the rose colored ones there. The pale blue shawl as well, please. Oh and by the way, I will be taking her Highness to Welstone in a few weeks. Will the item I spoke to you about be ready at that time?” Caleb asked him, with a sly smile.

“It most assuredly will my Liege. I look forward to having it ready for you,” Buadhach replied, his fingers wiggling excitedly.

Caleb handed him a small pouch of coins, which Buadhach opened and examined quickly, then looking up and smiling broadly once again.

“My Liege is most generous to his faithful servant,” Buadhach said graciously, slightly bowing his head.

“Continue with your helpful information and I shall continue to be generous Buadhach. Give your wife and your ridiculous amount of children my regards,” Caleb said, as he turned and walked off, hearing the Kedesh merchant’s high pitched laughter at his remark.

“Wait! Wait Sire!” Buadhach called out to Caleb.

Caleb then turned to see the Kedesh hurry over to him, holding a scarf of pale rose. He walked up to Caleb and handed the scarf to him, Caleb took it with a curious expression. 

“A gift for the Princess, my Liege. She is well known and favored among our people. Please except this for her in behalf of my family,” Buadhach smiled a toothy grin, his tiny eyes twinkling.

“Thank you Buadhach, it is most generous of you. I know she will very much appreciate it,” Caleb said kindly, as he knew that Kedesh rarely gave gifts, especially to those not of their kind.

Caleb then, turned and walked over to join the rest of the family, walking up behind Laurel and placing the shawl over her shoulders.

“Oh Caleb it is lovely! Thank you,” Laurel said turning to face him. She reached up touching his face, as he leaned down to her and welcomed a kiss.  “You spoil me Sire. Do you not notice how all the merchants whisper excitedly when you are here? They know that you always buy me something,” Laurel said to him, with a giggle.

“Yes, well I need to spoil you here while I can, as they will miss you when I bring you home with me,” Caleb said warmly kissing her again, not caring the people around them were smiling and whispering. 

He then gently placed the scarf around her neck, as she looked surprised once again.

“Thank you my Prince. Jeweled slippers, a silk shawl, and now this lovely scarf, I am overwhelmed,” Laurel said, smiling delightedly.

“As much as I would love to, I cannot take credit for the scarf dearest. It seems you have an admirer,” Caleb spoke in a low tone, as he gestured over to where Buadhach had placed his wagon.

Laurel looked over and smiled at the little Kedesh merchant who stood watching her except his gift. She called out a thank you in perfect Kedesh. Buadhach bowed graciously and smiled broadly, happy he had something to brag about back at the home camp.  They walked over to where Aiden and Marina and the children were, at a small stall selling confections of every description. Aiden bought both children each, a large apple covered in rich buttery caramel and nuts, which they began to enjoy immediately.  Aiden bought Marina a hair comb, with tiny delicate green gemstones placed on the front of it, he reached over and gently put it in her hair. She smiled at him in delight, blushing prettily as she reached up and lightly kissed Aiden on the cheek.  Marina then turned and excitedly went to show Laurel.

“He told me it matches my eyes,” Marina told Laurel, in a sweet nervous giggle.

“Buying her presents already I see,” Caleb grinned knowingly at his brother.

Aiden smiled at Marina warmly as he watched her and Laurel admiring each other’s gifts. 

“I could not help myself. I saw her admiring it, and when she enquired of the price, she just smiled politely and put it back. She did not even think to ask me, though other girls would have, and have done so, for much more.  So, I just bought it for her. You should have seen her face light up, when I put it in her hair, it was lovely Caleb. I shall have a sweet memory to take back with me,” Aiden said, still warmly smiling at her.

“You are becoming all sappy and pathetic on me old man,” Caleb hit his arm roughly, as he smiled at him.

“Yes, I am afraid I am. You are a horrible influence on me. So what did the little rat bastard have to say?  You looked alarmed for a moment,” Aiden asked him, with some concern.

“That the rumors are true, it is just as we feared,” Caleb replied in a low voice. “I need to inform Garron and Phineas when we return,” Caleb said, smiling at Laurel as she and Marina walked up to them.

“We should probably head home now Sire. We do not want to be late for dinner,” Laurel smiled warmly, as she entwined her arm around Caleb’s.

“Yes I suppose we should, or I will be tempted to buy you something else as well,” he said, smiling enticingly at her.

“No, you have bought me quite enough today. I only wish to spend time with you, before you must leave me tomorrow,” Laurel smiled sweetly, as they turned to leave the city and headed back to the castle.

Aiden offered his hand and Marina happily accepted it, as they followed Caleb and Laurel.  Aiden turned and looked behind them as Oriel and Jamison were still busily munching their sweet treats.

“See, I told you it was a good idea to buy them each one. Not a peep,” Aiden replied, as he winked at Marina, who just laughed at him. 

Dinner that night was a much more pleasant affair. Laurel had been excused from her duties at the House of Healing so as to spend the entire day with Caleb, before he was to leave for Patrol duty.  The children were tired from their day in the city and just sat drowsily picking at their food, yawning on occasion. Lady Ellos smiled at them patiently, as she saw they were having a difficult time staying awake. 

“Children you may be excused if you like. Why do you not go to your rooms and change and I shall be up shortly to read to you,” she said, in a benevolent voice.

“Perhaps Caleb could read to them this evening. He has the most soothing voice when he reads. It always puts me to sleep,” Laurel said, smiling sweetly at him.

Caleb smiled back at her adoringly, as Aiden smirked and rolled his eyes.

Phineas just grinned at Laurel’s candor, as King Garron frowned and took a long gulp of ale.  Lady Ellos smirked as she looked over at her husband.

“Well what do you think my little hooligans?  Would you like me to read to you tonight?” Caleb asked them, smiling as they turned and looked at each other in surprise.

They turned back to Caleb, smiling sleepily.

“Yes, we would please,” Oriel answered him in a drowsy voice, as Jamison just nodded his reply.

“Very good then. Go and change as your Mother requested and I shall be up shortly,” Caleb spoke, in a soft deep voice.

They both left the table and walked out of the dining room as quickly as their sleepy legs could carry them.

“Thank you Prince Caleb, that was most kind of you,” Lady Ellos replied graciously, as she smiled at both Caleb and Laurel.

“You are quite welcome Lady Ellos. I have to admit I have grown quite fond of the children. I find them very amusing at times,” Caleb said, smiling charmingly.

“They have certainly grown quite fond of the both of you. I dare say all my children look forward to your visits as much as Laurel does,” Lady Ellos replied, smiling at Laurel and Marina teasingly, as she took a sip of wine.

Everyone laughed lightly at her remark as Marina smiling, lowered her eyes and blushed.  Aiden reached under the table for her hand and squeezed it lightly. Everyone then moved into the large sitting room, when Caleb remembered the children were waiting for him, he smiled at Laurel and took her hand.

“Would you like to join me my love, in reading a bedtime story?” he asked her, in a soft voice.

“I would love to Sire. I only hope I do not fall asleep myself,” Laurel said, with a mischievous giggle.

King Garron gave her a look of annoyance which Laurel completely ignored.  Caleb smiled at her wryly as he took her hand and led her out of the room and up the main staircase.

“You enjoyed teasing your father far too much tonight, dearest, “Caleb spoke in a soft enticing voice, his hand resting on the small of her back, as they continued upstairs.

“Yes I did, but he deserved it,” Laurel said smiling smugly.

As they reached the top of the stairs and made their way down the hallway, they could see Oriel, in a white ruffled nightgown, waiting for them.

“I thought you had forgotten us Caleb,” Oriel said, with a pout.

“You know how grownups can be my dear. We begin talking and lose track of time,” he smirked at her, tugging at her pale gold curls. “So where will I be reading this evening?” Caleb asked her softly.

“In Jamison's room. He is the youngest, and always falls asleep. I never fall asleep, until I am in my room” Oriel said, smiling up at him.

She took Caleb's hand and led him into Jamison's room, when they entered, they found him already in bed, half asleep. Oriel walked over to a small table and picking up a book, walked back to where Laurel and Caleb stood and handed it to him. Taking his hand once again, led him over to the bed.

“You must sit down in the bed Caleb, it is how Mother reads to us,” Oriel directed.

Caleb looked over at Laurel, smiling at her in amusement, at the little girl’s bossy demeanor. Laurel began to giggle, as she realized Caleb was just beginning to see Oriel precocious personality.

“I think Laurel should join us. I would not want her to feel left out, as she is only used to me, reading to her,” Caleb said, to Oriel in a low conspiring tone.

“Oh, alright then,” Oriel spoke back in the same tone. “Come Laurel, you sit on this side on the bed next to Jamison. I will be in the middle, and you sit on this side Caleb,” Oriel continued to direct everyone.

Jamison smiled sleepily at Laurel as she got in the bed putting her arms around him. Oriel got in next to her brother, then smoothing out the covers, gently patted the bed, as a gesture for Caleb to join with them. Caleb again smiled in amusement at the little girl’s guileless behavior. Having no real understanding of position or rank, only knowing how things should be done in her little domain. The Prince of Heathwin, was simply her friend, who had promised to read to her and her brother.

“Now what are we reading tonight my little Orrie?” Caleb asked Oriel, as she leaned closer to Caleb, resting her head against his arm.

“The Falcon Prince. It is about a Prince who is turned into a falcon, and he must find the treasure for the evil troll before he can be turned back into a prince again. It is a very good story,” Oriel said, with undisguised enthusiasm.

“It is one of my favourites,” Jamison replied sleepily.

“Yes, it was one of mine as well. I have read it several times,” Caleb remarked warmly.

“Do not tell the end! Mother has not finished it yet! We are only in the middle of the book,” Oriel said, a bit anxiously.

“Do not worry. I would not want to spoil it for you. So how far do we read tonight?” Caleb inquired.

“Mother reads us a chapter every night,” Oriel explained, beginning to sound sleepy.

“Sometimes two,” Jamison said, with a yawn.

“Well, let us just start with one and see where we leave off,” Caleb remarked smiling over at Laurel, who was giggling at the children sounding more tired by the minute. 

Caleb began to read in the same deep soothing voice Laurel knew so well. He read with a quiet intensity, so as to make the scenes come alive, yet not be overwhelming. Laurel smiled as she watched the children’s eyes widen as Caleb would read out a dramatic part of the story, then his voice would gently wind down as the scene would come to a milder conclusion. By the end of the chapter both children had fallen asleep. Caleb looked over at Laurel and smiled at her expression, as her eyes were luminous and filled with emotion.

“So much for someone never falling asleep until she is in her room. What should we do? Should I carry her to her bed?” Caleb asked, as he got out of the bed carefully, gently placing Oriel’s head down on the pillows.

“No, she will be fine. They very often sleep in each other’s room. They are so close in age, they are constant companions, and they are very seldom apart. Jamison will actually sneak away from Oriel, to be on his own, as she is very demanding of him,” Laurel said, as she got out of the bed slowly.

“Oh, I can see that,” Caleb said with a grin, as he covered them up.

“I do find it touching however that she does look after him. Often pulling out his chair for him, never running ahead when he is with her. I have noticed that on cold rainy days, Jamison is often in pain. Oriel will sit with him, read little stories, and play quiet games, most often puzzles. Marina will carry him up and down the stairs, and on those days, she will make them a tea party. Tulla and I are always invited,” Laurel said, smiling up at Caleb warmly.

Caleb kissed her forehead gently and then turned and walked out of the room, blowing out the pillar candle as they left, and closed the door quietly.

“I will admit there are times when I watch the three of them together, I envy them,” Laurel said in a sad small voice, as they walked down the hall, holding hands.

“Why is that dearest?” Caleb asked her softly.

“Because when I watch them together, even during the times that they bicker, I realize how alone I was growing up. I had no real companions until Tulla, and I was already thirteen seasons at that time. So now you see why I was always so excited, when you would visit us,” Laurel replied, looking up at Caleb and smiling warmly at him.

Caleb stopped walking and pulled Laurel to him, kissing her softly on the lips, his hand reaching up to touch her hair, as he caressed the back of her head. His kisses becoming deeper and more intense, as he felt her melt into him, as he put his other hand to her waist drawing her closer. Suddenly he tore his mouth away from hers, breathing rapidly.

“Let us go to your room my love, just for short while. I need to be with you at this time, I will be leaving you early in the morning,” Caleb spoke, in an ardent whisper.

“I...I was hoping to see you off in the morning,” Laurel replied breathlessly.

“No. I will be leaving at dawn dearest, right from the Lodge. I do not wish you to be awakened that early. If I have you come back with me, I fear I will be too distracted, by your presence to get any sleep myself,” Caleb said smiling at her lovingly, as he touched the side of her face. “Which is why I wish to go with you to your room for a time. So that I may be with my sweet girl before I leave,” Caleb said, between soft kisses to her face.

Laurel smiled at him, and taking his hand walked a few steps down the hall to her room. Upon entering they found that Tulla had left for the evening and had lit a large pillar candle on the table, giving the room a soft and inviting glow. Caleb shut the door, and then taking Laurel in his arms, began once again to kiss her passionately, until he felt her tremble with emotion from his attention.  Pulling away from her slightly, he lifted her up in his arms and carried her over to her bed, laying her down gently, he then removed her soft short boots. He removed his own and then lay down next to her, taking her in his arms once again.  Caleb resumed his ardent attentions, kissing her mouth, neck, and face with passionate intensity, he gently caressed her back, as he held her in his arms. Laurel returned his affections, touching his face and running her fingers softly through his hair.

“Oh my sweet love, I do not wish to leave you. I have missed you terribly,” Caleb whispered to her passionately.

“It will only be for a short while Sire, Then I shall return with you to Heathwin, and I shall never leave you again,” Laurel replied, in a soft voice, responding with a soft moan as he kissed her neck, taking light nibbles of flesh as he moved up to her ear. 

Caleb pulled away smiling at her response to his affectionate gesture.

“Laurel, have you heard of the courtship custom of bheith gra?” he asked her softly, smiling at her enticingly.

“No I have not,” Laurel answered curiously.

“I did not think so. It is an old custom that was practiced by couples who were courting or just recently betrothed, or married. It is still practiced among the young couples who are Sentinels or Envoys. It is done when one of the two must depart from the other for a time. The man tells his beloved in our old language, that he loves her. Then he kisses her neck, and begins to gently bite her skin, while still kissing her.  It leaves a mark, testifying to all others of their love, it usually goes away by the time the other returns,” Caleb explained smiling at her.

“Have you ever done this?” Laurel asked quietly.

“No, there was never anyone who I wished to wear my testimony on her skin,” Caleb answered, her in a deep passionate voice.

“I am happy to hear that,” Laurel replied pausing for a moment. “Does it hurt?” Laurel asked shyly.

“I am told only for a moment, and then it feels very warm and quite consuming. Would you like to do this, before I leave tomorrow? You do not have to if it frightens you,” Caleb answered, gently caressing her face.

“I am not frightened Caleb,” Laurel replied, pausing once again. “Yes, I will wear your testimony Sire,” she answered in a soft voice.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly as he kissed her tenderly on her lips.

“Ta ghra agam ort,” he whispered, deeply and ardently.

He then began to softly kiss her neck, allowing her to relax and enjoy his attentions. When he heard her sigh and breathe deeply, Caleb then gently began to bite her skin but continued to kiss her, holding her close to him. 

Laurel opened her eyes in surprise as she felt his teeth lightly clenching her skin. She found it did hurt for just a moment, but as he described, there was an overwhelming feeling of warmth coursing through her, as she could feel his lips and tongue against her neck. She glided her hands lightly through his hair, and began to whimper softly in response to this new sensation. Just as she began to feel overawed by the emotions Caleb was stirring within her, he stopped, and then gently caressed her face, smiling lovingly at her.

“How are you feeling mo stor?” Caleb asked her softly.

“I am feeling a bit overwhelmed, but not in a bad way. I have never felt this way before. I am happy knowing we have shared this only with each other,” Laurel answered, in a breathless whisper.

“It is only meant to be shared by those who have promised their love to each other. To do this with any other is considered breaking a promise or being deceitful,” Caleb explained.

“I have only heard you speak in your native tongue a few times. It is beautiful. Will you tell me more words of love in your language?” Laurel asked, her eyes luminous and warm.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, as he began to kiss her face gently as he spoke to her.

“Mo ghra means, my love. Mo chroi, it means, my heart.  A chuisle mo chroi, means, pulse of my heart.  Mo shiorghra, my eternal love. Mo stor, is my treasure, mo chailin milis, means, my sweet girl,” Caleb whispered to her softly, kissing her face as he spoke.

“Mo chailn milis. I love how that sounds when you say it that way,” Laurel whispered back to him.

“Do you wish me to say it that way from now on?” Caleb asked, smiling at her.

“I do. It is beautiful. Will you teach me to speak this way Caleb? Why do you not speak it more often?” Laurel asked.

“The children of the ruling family as well as the Sentinels, and Envoys are required to learn the ancient language. It not required among any others. So over time it has been forgotten, except among the Scribes and record keepers, or my Father’s Clann. My parents speak it to each other often, you will notice this when you are back living with us. They are not being rude, it just something they have always done. Phineas also speaks it quite well, as he was the Royal Envoy to Heathwin before he came to be in your mother’s service.  Aiden and I speak it quite often as well. We did not do so as often around you, as we knew you were unfamiliar with it. Now however that we are to wed, yes I would love to teach you. You will do well, as you have mastered all the naughty sayings of the Kedesh,” he said, smiling wryly at her.

Laurel giggled at his remark, blushing lightly with embarrassment.

“Caleb tell me you love me again in your language,” Laurel requested, smiling demurely.

Caleb laughed at her softly, as he stroked her hair.

“It is called ‘old speak’, among us.  Ta ghra agam ort mo chailn milis,” Caleb spoke to her in a deep rich voice, his accent more prominent when he spoke the ancient language.

“It is truly lovely Sire. I look forward to hearing it every day,” Laurel said, suddenly feeling sleepy, as the events of the day began to seep into her mind and body.

Caleb noticed this in her drowsy expression. He turned her head just slightly, as he smiled roguishly looking at her neck and tenderly drawing his bent finger across where he had last kissed her.

“What are you looking at?” Laurel giggled, as she asked.

“I see that I have left my testimony very visibly mo chroi. I must ask something of you before I leave you tomorrow,” Caleb replied, his voice becoming serious.

“Of course Caleb. What is it?” Laurel asked, her face becoming serious as well.

“You must not hide the mark I have given you, to do so would be a sign you are rejecting my testimony to you and all others.  You must also promise me again, you will not go outside the castle grounds without an escort, as I am very concerned for your safety. I am assigning Owain and Angus to you. They will be given strict orders to do this.  In light of recent events you must realize that not all is safe here in Gwenlais. Do you understand mo chailn? I take this very seriously,” Caleb said, his voice intense as his gaze.

“Yes Caleb. I promise,” Laurel answered, her voice shaking slightly, at the graveness of his expressions.

Caleb saw the look on her face and softened his gaze smiling at her slightly.

“I did not wish to upset you dearest, I only wish for you to take me seriously. I do not want to worry for your safety while I am gone,” Caleb said gently holding her face, and kissing her tenderly on the lips. “I am well aware that your stubbornness often gets the better of you. Cahir informed me you left without him twice.  I am asking you not to try this with Owain or Angus. Like Cahir, they will not take your word over mine, and you will just become embarrassed and frustrated. Just do as I ask of you and then you will not have to go through that,” Caleb said to her, in a calmer more relaxed tone.

“I will Caleb,” Laurel replied, with a sigh. “Though I must tell you I found Cahir to be quite stubborn and bossy. I am not sure if I like him, any longer. He waited at the House of Healing for me all morning! He would not leave! I was dismissed early because of that, as Mistress Gavenia said his presence there was causing distress.  He told me he would force me to return home if I left without him once more. He also said he was going to advise you to spank me when you returned,” Laurel said, with a pout.

“How interesting as he thought you were quite stubborn and bossy as well.

 I am happy you took him seriously, because he most assuredly would have carried out his threat. He already informed me he had said this to you. I told you dearest, he is not used to being argued with, especially by strong willed females,” Caleb said, with an amused expression 

“Now I am certain I do not like him,” Laurel replied indignantly.

Caleb laughed at her and holding her closer and kissed her lovingly. She looked at him with slightly narrowed eyes, her pout more pronounced. 

“That is only because you do not know him as well yet.  I can tell you that you will enjoy meeting his betrothed, Eavan.  She is a lovely charming girl, about the same age as you, perhaps a season or two older.  Her father is Chieftain Phariss, whom you will meet again, the day after we arrive back in Heathwin. Her mother is from Gwenlais, so you are both similar in stature. Though I will admit, that is where your similarities end. For you mo stor, are quite outspoken, and have at times quite the fiery temper. Eavan is passive and mild tempered,” Caleb said smirking at her, already guessing her response.

“I see. So you would rather have me a passive little mouse then?” Laurel asked, her grey eyes becoming stormy. 

“I know you too well, mo ghra. I knew you would ask me that,” Caleb said, with a laugh. “Of course not.  You know that I love you completely and exactly as you are. I am a man of intense emotions Laurel, I need someone whom is able to quench these emotions for me, yet still be sweet and loving and kind. There is no other woman who is like this, but you mo stor,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he smiled at her affectionately, then kissed her tenderly.

“When we say our marriage vows, could we say them in old speak?” Laurel asked, her eyes bright and dancing.

Caleb looked at her in delighted surprise.

 “I would enjoy that mo ghra, very much. My parents and the Chieftains will be most impressed. I will tell them that mo chailn milis suggested it.  I will speak it to you a little each day, so that it begins to sound more familiar,” he replied, as he lovingly caressed her face.  

He began to kiss her again with more passion and need this time, holding her as close as he physically could. Feeling her body tremble and meld into his. He then began to whisper words of love to her in old speak, his voice, rich and deep, as he spoke the ancient language, effortlessly. Laurel was mesmerized by the passion and beauty of the words he spoke. Even though she was not yet able to understand all that was spoken, the emotion in which they were said, conveyed their meaning.

“Ba mhaith liom gra a dheanamh duit,” Caleb said, in an ardent whisper.  Caleb then began to caress her and kiss her with more passion than he had shown her since their night together at the Lodge.  After a few moments had passed, he could her Laurel whimper softly in emotion and tremble more visibly by his passionate demonstration of affection. He then, slowly relaxed his pace until he just held her gently, allowing her to become calm and comfortable in his embrace once again.

“What was it that you said to me Caleb?” Laurel asked, her voice still shaking with her sentiments.

“I shall say it again to you on our wedding night, then I will tell you its meaning mo stor,” Caleb answered softly, smiling at her adoringly.

Caleb kissed her gently once more, and then carefully got out of the bed, putting his hands on either side of her, holding himself just above her.

“I must leave you now mo ghra. I will be back for you as soon as I can be. Please remember the promise you made to me. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb said, softly as he kissed her forehead.

“Ta ghra agam ort,” Laurel whispered back to him.

Caleb smiled at her once again, “Oiche mhaith mo ghra,” Caleb said softly, as he then put his boots on and giving her a loving smile.

“What does that mean?” Laurel asked softly.

“It means, good night my love,” he whispered kissing her forehead one last time.

“Oiche mhaith mo ghra,” Laurel repeated in a soft whisper.

Caleb then turned to walk out of her room, quietly closing the door behind him. Laurel smiled and gave a long sigh of contentment, as she got out of bed to change into her nightgown.

 

Lady Ellos was just leaving Jamison’s room, as she closed the door behind her, she looked over to see Caleb leaving Laurel’s room.  She did not call out to him, noticing the sad smile on his face. Lady Ellos instead stood back, and watched Caleb stand for a moment in front of Laurel’s door, slowly gliding his hand down the front of it, and heard him whisper words she could not understand. Caleb then turned and walked away, towards the staircase. She stood for a moment longer, until she could no longer see him or hear his footsteps.  She smiled shaking her head, she could not understand how her husband could resent, the man who loved his daughter so much. Lady Ellos then walked into her room to retire for the evening.

 

As Caleb made his way downstairs, he noticed Aiden and Marina standing at the foot of the stairs, smiling and talking quietly to each other. They both looked up as Caleb approached closer. 

“I am happy to report the children fell asleep just as I finished reading. We left Oriel in bed with her brother,” Caleb said smiling warmly at Marina.

“They are often in each other’s room, only occasionally do they sleep in their own places,” Marina giggled.

“Yes that is exactly what Laurel said. I need to go and speak with Garron so I shall inform your mother as to Oriel’s whereabouts,” Caleb replied.

“Mother has already gone upstairs,” Marina looked at him curiously.

“Oh really? I did not see her, perhaps she was already in her room, as I was coming downstairs. No matter, I will say goodnight to you my dear, I need to speak with Garron and Phineas before I retire to the Lodge,” he leaned down, kissing her lightly on the cheek. 

He smiled at her and gave Aiden a meaningful glance, before he turned to leave for the large sitting room.

“I shall join you in a few moments Caleb,” Aiden said to him.

Then looking at Marina, he smiled warmly, reaching over to touch the comb he had bought for her, still in her hair. She returned his smile her beautiful emerald eyes, shining up at him.

“Goodnight my dear. I look forward to our return. I look forward to seeing your lovely smile once again,” Aiden replied softly, as he brought her hand up to his lips.

Marina blushed at his affectionate gesture.

“Goodnight Aiden. I hope your journey will be free of incident,” Marina answered, in a soft voice.  

Aiden smiled at her benevolently, then leaned over and gave her a soft lingering kiss on her cheek. Marina smiled shyly, still blushing, as she turned and made her way upstairs. Aiden stood at the bottom of the staircase, until he could no longer see her. He sighed deeply and then made his way to join Caleb in the sitting room. He did not look forward to hearing his brother once again, try to convince King Garron of the dangers that were present in his kingdom.

 

Caleb had awakened earlier than he had wished to, staring at the fire hungrily eat away at the wood he had just added. His thoughts troubled at the news Buadhach had given him, as he had no reason to doubt him. Caleb hoped it would not take them long to find the ‘strangers’, the other Kindreds had warned them of. The Rabkins as a race, were quite elusive and difficult to find, even with the Hunter and his ability to sense their presence. These particular Rabkins would be even more obscure, as they knew they were not welcomed by their own race, and would be hunted by the humans.  Garron’s stubborn refusal to accept the danger that was present, both angered and frustrated him. He could not understand why Garron would not take him seriously.  His instincts told him that the King was being influenced by his arrogant and mistrusting counselor Tramaine. Again the question remaining as to why? Could he be one of those who Leland had warned him about? Time would only tell if this were the case. A knock on the door, jarred Caleb from his thoughts. 

“Come in,” Caleb spoke in a distracted voice.

Aiden walked into his room, grinning at him knowingly. He sat down in the chair next to him.

“So old man, not able to sleep were you?” Aiden asked him, smiling but his voice sounding concerned.

“Not for long. All I can think about is what if we do not find them?  More importantly, why? Why do these Rabkins want her dead? Of what benefit is it to them? It makes no sense Aiden. There has to be someone else behind this. Influencing them somehow. The Kindreds of this region recognize her importance,” Caleb answered, his voice and face filled with concern.

“We will not know until we find them. And even if we do, we may not find the answers at this time. Right now, realize and be assured you have done everything besides putting her in a gold, locked tower, to protect her. We will find them Caleb. We will keep our Princess safe,” Aiden said smiling at him reassuringly, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Come on let us have some chicory root tea and get this done and over with. None of us wants to put up with you for too long,” Aiden said smiling, and hitting his arm roughly.

 

Laurel woke up as she heard Tulla in her room pulling back the heavy drapes from her windows. Laurel smiled at her as she sat up in bed and stretched her arms above her head.  She got out of bed and putting on her robe, walked over to Tulla, as Tulla picked up one of her brushes. She stopped smiling as she looked at Laurel with a startled expression.

“My Lady! What has happened to your neck?” she asked, slightly alarmed.

Laurel stopped walking for a moment, touching the spot on her neck that Tulla was gesturing to. Laurel suddenly remembered and smirked as she walked over quickly to her mirror, with Tulla following right behind her.

“Oh my,” Laurel giggled, blushing as she touched the mark that Caleb had left behind, from his passionate attentions. “I did not think it would be this noticeable,” she continued to giggle, looking at her neck and smiling at Tulla’s expression. “This is a result from an old courtship tradition of Heathwin. It is something still done among the newly betrothed and married of the Sentinels and Envoys,” Laurel explained in a calm voice as she turned her head and lightly touched the mark on her neck.

“Does it hurt my Lady?” Tulla asked, with some concern.

“It did for but a moment, but now, no not at all,” Laurel turned and smiled at her, as she walked over to the chair and sat, where Tulla would usually brush her hair in the morning.

“We could leave your hair down, so as to hide it a bit,” Tulla suggested.

“No, that is quite alright dear Tulla. I always wear my hair in the long braid as all doe meds and Ollams do. Also Caleb told me that to hide the mark would be as if I were rejecting his open testimony of his love to me, while we are apart. I do not wish to disrespect the tradition.  I will explain to others if I have to,” Laurel said smiling, at remembering the last night she and Caleb had shared.

“As you may recall my Lady, my grandmother and her family come from Heathwin. She still has family members in Welstone. Her father was a Sentinel, as was my grandfather. They retired here in Gwenlais as the winters are milder. She has told me many stories of different traditions and practices among the people of Heathwin. She did mention this one, but in all honesty I did not take it seriously, as she would smile and chuckle about it,” Tulla said blushing slightly.  

“Yes, I do remember you telling me this. I do find it sad however, that so many of us are connected with Heathwin in so many ways, yet there is still this prejudice and misunderstanding among both Kingdoms. I hope over time, Caleb and I will be able to change that,” Laurel said thoughtfully.

“I have no doubt my Lady that you will bring about many changes. If I may say, you and Prince Caleb, both have very strong and determined personalities,” Tulla said with a fond smile, as she finished Laurel’s hair.

Laurel then stood up and walked over to the large basin on her dressing table and washed her face. Tulla walked over to the large wardrobe and pulled out one of Laurel’s doe med tunics and a clean set of long bloomers and a tight fitting chemise that laced securely in the front. After dressing Laurel then readied herself to meet the rest of the family for breakfast, as she had already heard the younger children laughing and making their way downstairs. A moment later there was a knock on the door, Tulla walked over to answer it, smiling broadly when she saw that it was Marina.  She walked in her eyes bright and happy.  Then looking at Laurel, Marina suddenly stopped smiling and looked very curiously at her, so much as to cause Laurel to laugh at her expression. Laurel then explained the reason for the mark on her neck, which caused Marina to blush and giggle. 

“Well if I should move to Heathwin, as my grandmother hopes that I do, remind me to never marry a Sentinel or Envoy. No offence intended my Lady,” Tulla added quickly.

“None taken Tulla, though I would like to remind you, that dear Owain is in training to be a Sentinel,” Laurel replied with a laugh, as Tulla blushed smiling shyly.  “Well I suppose I must get this over with and go to breakfast and deal with Father’s reaction,” Laurel said dryly, as she rolled her eyes.  

Marina laughed and took her hand as they began to walk out of the room.

“Have a lovely day my Lady, I shall be helping Miss Marina reorganize her clothes for the season today, then I shall help you this evening,” Tulla explained, to Laurel as she left.

“Thank you Tulla, I shall see you later,” Laurel replied back, smiling at her.

As Marina and Laurel left the room, engaging in a lively conversation, they were met just before going down the stairs by Phineas, who smiled at Laurel giving her a very bemused expression.

“Good morning my Lady, Miss Marina. I was wondering your Highness if I may have a private word with you?” Phineas asked, giving her a meaningful look.

“I shall see you both downstairs,” Marina said smiling charmingly, as she made her way down the stairs.

“So your Highness, I see that your intended has shared the courtship and early marriage tradition of bheith gra,” Phineas smiled at her sardonically.

“You know of it Phineas?” Laurel asked, with an amused and surprised expression. 

“Oh yes. I am well versed in all of Heathwin’s laws, traditions and, well other interesting idiosyncrasies. I will give him credit in only that I had expected him to do this much sooner,” Phineas smirked at her. “I say this because I have known Caleb for so long, that I feel his reason for his introducing you to this tradition now, is that he is sending a strong message to your father,” Phineas remarked smiling at her knowingly.

“Yes, I have no doubt about that,” Laurel replied laughing.

“I also come bearing gifts,” Phineas said, as he took his hand from behind his back, and handed Laurel a small but beautifully carved wooden box. “He wished for me to give it to you after he had left. It was made by a young artist in Heathwin, I do believe one of Prince Caleb’s cousins,” Phineas explained.

Laurel took the box with trembling hands and upon opening it saw that it was a lovely bracelet.  Made of delicate rose colored braided silk, with colorful glass beads with tiny silver roses painted on each one, woven through it. Laurel looked up at Phineas with a delighted smile.

“Oh Phineas. Is it not beautiful?” Laurel asked, as she held the bracelet in her hand.

“It is indeed, your Highness. Here allow me,” Phineas said kindly, as he fastened the bracelet around her wrist for her. “My Lady, I wish to convey how very important it is for you to not leave the castle grounds without an escort. Owain has been given strict orders to escort you each day that you are to go into the city or the House of Healing. Please, do not argue or try to dismiss him. Prince Caleb chose Owain, specifically because he knows you are fond of him, and that you also know Angus. Please allow them to do this, it is most important,” Phineas said, with such conviction and emotion, that Laurel looked at him with concern.

“Do not worry, Phinny. I will do as I promised,” Laurel said, her voice slightly shaking, as she could see Phineas was holding something back.

“Thank you my Lady, I am most grateful. Now let us go to breakfast shall we? Do not worry over your father’s reaction to.....Prince Caleb’s testimony. I shall explain for you,” Phineas said, as he led her down the stairs.

“Thank you Phineas,” Laurel smiled warmly, at her beloved counselor. 

She glanced at him once more, as she was still concerned over his emotional plea, to allow the escorts she had been assigned. She was completely unaware that King Garron, had told him, almost threateningly to not tell Laurel of the specific dangers. The King said it was his right and his alone, and that he would tell his daughter. Early in the morning, King Garron had met with his counselor Tramaine.  He had convinced King Garron that Phineas had taken far too many liberties, as Laurel’s counselor. That perhaps Phineas had fancied himself a more suitable father figure than the King. This of course only fed Garron’s jealous and controlling nature. Phineas was left with no choice but to beg Laurel to do as she had been requested, hoping it would be enough. Laurel and Phineas entered the family dining room, a smaller more intimate version of the dining hall, were Lady Ellos preferred to entertain guests.  

“Good morning Laurel,” King Garron said without looking up, as he looked over the morning announcements.

Everyone looked at Laurel with a bit of surprise, but said nothing. 

“Good morning Father,” Laurel answered back, as Phineas held out her chair for her.

King Garron then looked up at her smiling, until he saw the very visible mark on her neck. Laurel pretended not to notice his scornful expression, as she sipped her tea.

“Laurel! What has happened to your neck?” King Garron grumbled.

Laurel looked over at him smiling, demurely, taking another sip of tea. 

“Your Majesty, if I may explain, the reason for her Highness, ah...physical manifestation,” Phineas spoke up.   

Phineas then went on to explain the tradition of bheith gra, which did nothing to change Garron’s disposition. Laurel simply began to eat her breakfast, smiling casually. Lady Ellos and Marina looked at each other with amused expressions. 

“Eww. That is disgusting,” Oriel exclaimed, her nose wrinkled.

“It is indeed. So gnawing on the neck of one’s betrothed is considered dignified, and a testament of love is it? Barbarians. Did I not tell you of their backward thinking of women, Ellos?” King Garron asked his wife, with complete disdain.

“Oh really Father? Their backward thinking? What of the thinking here in Gwenlais? Women not being allowed to run or own a business, or large tracts of land for that matter. Did you know that in Welstone, the most popular inn as well as a very popular tavern, are both owned and run by women?” Laurel asked speaking up, tiring of her father’s demeanor.

“That only proves my point. Everyone knows women have no business sense,” King Garron grumbled.

All the women in the room simply groaned and rolled their eyes at his remark, Phineas simply shook his head. Laurel got up from her chair, then walked over and kissed her father on the cheek. 

“Good day Father. I am off to the House of Healing. I shall return for dinner,” Laurel said cheerfully, as she turned to leave the room.

“Laurel, upon returning home, I wish to have you meet with me in my study. I would like to speak with you alone please,” Garron said, looking over at her expectantly.

“Very well, I shall see you later then,” Laurel replied, as she looked over at Phineas before she left the room.

She walked out of the main entrance and found Owain waiting for her, giving her a charming smile.

“Good morning Laurel. Or should I say, maidin mhaith? Caleb told me you wished to learn old speak. He was quite happy about that,” Owain mentioned to her.

“Yes, he spoke to me using it quite a bit last night before he left for the Lodge,” Laurel replied smiling, then pausing thoughtfully. “How was he before he left? I know he did not wish to go,” Laurel asked, in a soft sad voice.

“Just as you might expect, sad and a bit grouchy,” Owain answered, smiling at her, hoping to lighten her mood.

“He just seemed so worried and heavy hearted. I hated to see him that way,” Laurel said, still sounding a bit concerned.

“Things are changing Laurel. Not all is as it once was, so I have been told. Caleb is just concerned for your welfare. Ever since your experience with the Scimitar in Heathwin, he is more than a little cautious,” Owain spoke, in a reassuring voice. 

He had been told by Caleb not to give her too much information, concerning the Rabkins. King Garron had insisted he was to be the one to tell her, as Garron felt she would become overly alarmed, that being the only reason Caleb consented with Garron’s request. They soon reached the House of Healing, Owain stood at the front doors smiling at her before she turned to leave him. 

“I will be here when you have finished your duties Laurel. Please, send for me or Angus if you should need to leave for any reason. I do not wish to deal with my cousin’s temper if I am not with you,” he smiled at her knowingly.

“I understand Owain. I shall see you at the end of the day,” Laurel smiled, as she walked through the large and ornately carved doors.

Laurel had a rather quiet and uneventful day, only a few minor injuries, from some of the farm workers, busy with the harvest. Some children with mild fevers. She spent the rest of the day, making herbal medicines to refill the apothecary. She had received many looks from the other doe meds and Ollams concerning the mark on her neck, but only Mistress Gavenia questioned her, or rather made a statement concerning it.

“Tell me Laurel,” she requested. “Is that the mark of bheith gra?” Mistress Gavenia asked Laurel, her voice fully indicating she knew the answer.

“Yes Mistress it is,” Laurel replied shyly, lowering her eyes for only a moment.

“I thought as much. I have noticed you received many stares and glances today, yet you still chose to not cover the mark your betrothed gave you. I have no doubt this was not easy for you,” Mistress Gavenia stated confidently.

“No Mistress Gavenia at times it was not. I did not want to disrespect the tradition of my intended’s people, as they will soon be mine as well,” Laurel answered, with quiet conviction.

“I respect your decision Laurel. You only need explain to the others if you chose to,” Mistress Gavenia replied, smiling warmly at her.

“Thank you Mistress, I have completed my duties. If you no longer require my services I shall take my leave now,” Laurel said, with respect.

“Very well Laurel, we shall see you in the morning,” Mistress Gavenia smiled, and then turned to trim the large rosemary bush, that was in her private study.

Laurel turned and quietly left, and made her way out of the House of Healing. She smiled upon seeing Owain waiting for her at the door, sitting on one of the benches on the spacious terrace in front of the building. He stood up as she walked over to him. 

“Owain, could you walk with me to the city? I wish to buy Caleb’s wedding gift. My old Kedesh friend, Fraoch, had something he wished to show me. He said Caleb would find it most interesting, so I am very curious to see what it would be,” Laurel asked, her eyes bright and happy.

“Of course. I am at your service my Lady. I will admit, I am curious also that a Kedesh, found something he felt Caleb would like,” Owain replied, giving her a charming smile.

They walked down into the city which only took a few moments, time passed quickly either way, as they enjoyed their conversation. Laurel found Owain to be a most pleasant escort, as he was very charming, and enjoyed laughing and making her laugh. They came to Fraoch's small shop fairly quickly, as it was one of the first when entering the vendors’ and merchants’ area. He stood outside waiting for them, as Laurel had sent word back to him that she would be arriving that afternoon. 

“Good day your Highness. I am so happy you came. Please come inside and I shall close the shop so we will not be disturbed,” the little Kedesh said excitedly. 

Owain smiled in surprise at how fluent Fraoch was in common speech, as he knew most Kedesh were not. Caleb and Aiden had taught Owain to speak Kedesh, and he was very good at it. He had hoped to be able to translate for Laurel, as he still enjoyed impressing her. After locking the door, and walking behind the small counter in the back of the shop, Fraoch pulled out a long slender wooden box. Opening the box carefully and then uncovering its contents, he carefully handed Laurel a long and beautifully ornate dagger. The long blade gradually becoming more slender until it reached a very sharp point, gleamed as the light from a window reflected off its surface. The hilt itself was a work of art. It was made from a black wood, Laurel had never seen before, with five different gemstones, embedded in the hilt.  The stones were perfectly cut, and shone brilliantly as the light hit them. The first stone was a deep green, then a rich gold, a vibrant red, and sparkling blue, followed lastly by the largest, a white crystal. Laurel’s eyes widened in surprise, with what Fraoch had presented to her, looking over at Owain who shared her surprised expression. 

“It is so beautiful Fraoch. I know that Caleb will love it. Where did you find it?” Laurel asked excitedly, as she carefully held the dagger.

“I came across it a few seasons ago, from one of the Rabkin Kindreds. They have no use for such things and wished to use it for trade for some clay pots, which they highly favor. I am most happy you like it. So, do you wish to give this to your Prince as a wedding gift?” Fraoch asked, smiling broadly, his fingers wiggling in anticipation.   

“Oh yes indeed, Fraoch! It is perfect! Thank you so much for saving it for me. So how much do you offer for it?” Laurel asked, her eyes shining with happiness. 

“Eighty silver pieces, your Highness, if you please,” Fraoch answered graciously.

“Really? Is that all? I thought it would be much more, as it looks quite valuable,” Laurel replied with surprise.

“To the right person, it would be priceless, but as I consider you a friend, eighty pieces is most acceptable,” Fraoch said warmly, has he held out his hands to receive the payment Laurel handed to him.

Laurel then had Owain hand back the dagger, to Fraoch, as he had held it for a few moments examining it closely. The little Kedesh merchant then placed it carefully back in the box, closing it tightly. He then wrapped it in plain uncolored flax cloth, tying it securely with twine. 

“Thank you again your Highness, I am most pleased you are satisfied with your purchase,” Fraoch said smiling broadly, exposing his sharp teeth.

“Thank you Fraoch.  I have no doubt Caleb will be pleased with it,” Laurel replied cheerfully.

“Neither do I my Lady. We Kedesh are quite familiar with his Majesty. You may wish to ask him why he is sometimes known as, ceann a gearradh amach chluasa, by my people,” Fraoch said, smiling slyly, his remark causing Owain to snicker.

Laurel looked at them both curiously, with a smile, thanking him again, she and Owain left the shop.

“Owain, am I correct in understanding Fraoch, in that he mentioned that Caleb cuts off ears?” Laurel asked, with a bemused expression. 

“Something like that yes. Though I think it would be best if Caleb explained that to you,” Owain replied, laughing at Fraoch’s admission. 

Laurel smiled at him curiously, but did not question him any further, as they made their way back to the castle. When they finally reached the lobby entrance, Owain bid Laurel good day, asking her to send for him, should she need to go anywhere else. He then turned and went his way back to the Lodge. Laurel went to go upstairs, but then remembered, her father wished to speak to her, and so then made her way to his study. As she knocked on the door, King Garron answered, and asked her to come in.  Upon entering, Laurel was not surprised to also find Tramaine there. He had been speaking more often to her father since her return to Gwenlais, which she felt did not help her father’s sullen moods. Laurel had never liked Tramaine, finding him insincere and pompous, and found she no longer trusted him, after trying to blame Caleb for her mother’s death. 

“You wished to speak to me Father?” Laurel asked, as she walked in.

“Yes, my girl. Please come in and sit down,” King Garron said, smiling as he gestured for her to sit in the chair in front of his desk.

“I shall take my leave Sire. Good afternoon your Highness,” Tramaine said with a smile that always made Laurel uncomfortable. 

“Good afternoon Tramaine,” Laurel replied, only glancing at him. “What did you wish to discuss?” Laurel asked her father, as she heard Tramaine shut the door.

“Do you not wish to talk about your day first, Laurel? You used to enjoy doing that,” King Garron enquired of her, smiling drolly. 

“It was uneventful Father, aside from buying Caleb his wedding gift. The Kedesh merchant in the city, found a most handsome dagger I thought he would like,” Laurel replied, trying not to sound anxious, wondering what her father wanted of her.

“Oh, very well then. I have noticed that since your return to Gwenlais, that you always have an escort whenever you leave home. Is this something that your betrothed has insisted upon?” King Garron asked her, with obvious irritation.

“Father must you always refer to Caleb as ‘my betrothed’?” Laurel asked, rolling her eyes in annoyance.

“Fine, fine. Caleb, has he insisted on your always having an escort when you leave the castle?” King Garron asked, his frustration becoming more apparent. 

“Yes Father, you know this, as he has spoken to you about it. Caleb has just been concerned since the incident in Heathwin. I do not wish to upset him any further,” Laurel said, with growing impatience.

“That is again the point I am trying to make Laurel. These things only happened to you in Heathwin. You have no such dangers here to contend with. Caleb is just being overly concerned as usual, and quite controlling. You know how the men of Heathwin can be Laurel. They are boorish, domineering, and have little regard for female opinions. I feel, you should not be regulated by that mentality in your own home,” King Garron insisted.

“Oh, of course Father, as I am certainly not accustomed to being told what to do by an opinionated, domineering man,” Laurel replied, her voice filled with sarcasm. “The last time I took your ill-advised opinions, I ended up angering my escort, and upsetting Caleb. I will not do so again. Why is it that each time you meet with your counselor, I am the one who ends up suffering because of it? If we are through here I now wish to go to my room and rest before dinner, this conversation has left me exhausted,” Laurel said, pouting as she began to stand up.

“Yes, fine. I really have nothing more to say,” King Garron said, with a heavy sigh, leaning his head into his hand.

Laurel then turned and left the study, hurriedly, making her way up the stairs to her room.  Once there she changed into her nightgown, already deciding she would not be joining the family for dinner, as she did not want to deal with her father anymore that evening. She hugged one of her pillows that Caleb had used the other night, close to her.  Breathing in Caleb’s scent of cloves and cedar from his favourite soap, missing him desperately, wishing for all the waiting to finally be over. 

 

“It has been two days Tramaine, and the Princess still does not leave the castle unescorted. What is the reason for this? Did you not speak to the King as I told you?” the red haired woman in the dark cloak, asked angrily, her dark violet eyes flashing with her temper. 

“Of course I did! The stubborn little wench insist on doing as the Prince has told her! She cannot be convinced by her father to do otherwise!” Tramaine said defensively.

“Very well then. If she will not be convinced by her Father, I shall find someone else who can convince her. Have the Master Falconer at the ready, to relay our message,” she said leaving the room quietly.

 

It had been well over a week’s time and still the Patrol found no signs of the strangers, the Cydros and Ogmore Kindreds had warned Caleb about.

He became increasingly frustrated with this, though they did use this time to Patrol the outlying villages and small hamlets of Gwenlais, talking to the residents of these rural communities. No one had anything unusual to report except for one shepherd, who had occasionally seen a white falcon, fly from the direction of the city of Gwenlais to the forest, and back again. The sight of falcons themselves was not unusual, only that this particular bird seemed to have a pattern. Caleb was not sure what to think of this sighting, as falcons were used as messengers, they were not normally used by the Rabkins.

“Perhaps the Kindreds were mistaken Caleb. Or more than likely, these other Rabkins just left,” Aiden had suggested that morning, shortly after breaking camp.

“I do not feel they were mistaken, as we both know the Rabkins are very aware of any changes to their surroundings. Though at this point I am not sure what to think,” Caleb replied, in a voice filled with exasperation. 

As the Patrol continued on their way to the final stop, Caleb looked about, and raising his hand, gave the command to halt, as he looked into the forest. The Hunter, that Rian was directing, suddenly crouched low to the ground, putting her ears back, and making a low guttural growl.  

“Rian, hold her back,” Caleb directed quietly, as he dismounted and walked over to the edge of the forest, and waited for a moment.

A few moments later, a lone Rabkin warrior appeared, walking silently out of the forest, and stood in front of Caleb. His presence was commanding, as he stood well over Caleb’s head, his long ears standing erect.  His neck frills open, his large crimson eyes, intense, but without fear or malice. He held a long staff, taller than himself, as well as a sling shot, that he carried across his chest.  He wore bracers of polished stone, laced together with tough vines. On his arm, were the markings of his Kindred, as well as the mark of his station. Caleb recognized this, as the Rabkin, being a son of one the Homestead Elders.

“Greetings man Prince Caleb. I be Elfyn, son of Bleddyn. I here to guide you to the strangers. We must leave now. They here to harm the child Ollam, as she still be alive. Was not supposed to be. Child Ollam should have died at river village with other Ollams,” the Rabkin warrior said, in their singing like voices.

“I thank you Elfyn for your warning. Where are they?” Caleb asked with concern.

“Waiting. Just outside of human city. Have been waiting for two sunrises. Come, we must leave now. I will show you were they be,” Elfyn said, as he began to walk hurriedly ahead of them.

Caleb then walked back over to Lorcan quickly, and after leaping upon him gave the command to follow Elfyn.

“He knows where they are, and he is leading us to them. It seems we missed them entirely. They are waiting just outside of Gwenlais. We have been going in circles this entire time” Caleb spoke angrily, in response to Aiden’s questioning expression.

They did not stop, continuing to trek through the night and past the dawn.  Elfyn continued to lead them tirelessly back to just outside of the city, traveling through the forest. Suddenly and without warning Elfyn stopped, and turned to look at Caleb. 

“I can bring you no further, man Prince Caleb. As you know the law of the Kindred people. We know what you must do, but cannot help you any longer. They be just over the rise. Watch for the falcon, listen for her cries. She be where they are lurking. There be two of the ‘strangers’ waiting. The hearts of the ‘strangers’ filled with hate. You must be cautious,” Elfyn warned quietly.

“Much thanks to you Elfyn, son of Bleddyn. Give your father my thanks for protecting the child Ollam,” Caleb said gratefully, as he extended his arm out to Elfyn.

Elfyn looked at Caleb thoughtfully for a moment, giving what appeared to be a smile. He extended his arm out to Caleb as well, placing his arm under Caleb’s and grasping his elbow, as was the customary greeting and farewell of the Rabkin males. Releasing his grasp, Elfyn then turned and walked noiselessly into the forest, blending into the foreground instantly, as if disappearing.

“I will never get used to seeing that. It always sends a shiver, down my spine,” Tolemais leaned over, and whispered to Aiden.

Aiden turned and smiled wryly at him, then looked at Caleb who rode over to tell them what the Rabkin warrior had said to him.

“A falcon? I wonder if it has anything to do with what the shepherd told us,” Aiden mentioned quietly.

“We need to move quickly and quietly as possible. Everyone dismount, Rian bring the Hunter forward, but do not unharness her. Seamus, remain here with the horses, and keep them quiet,” Caleb directed a young Sentinel, in a low voice.

“Yes Sire,” the young man answered, with a slightly disappointed tone.

Tolemais walked up to him, putting a hand on his shoulder and smiling warmly at him.

“Do not worry my lad. You will see some action soon enough,” Tolemais told him with a sympathetic voice. “This task is more important than you think,” giving Seamus a friendly slap on the arm.

“Yes Sir. I understand,” Seamus smiled back, but unable to hide the disappointment in his eyes.

The group began to move forward, the Patrol this time only consisting of two dozen men. As they crept silently through the forest, moving together in unison. Suddenly Caleb felt the unmistakable presence, when the Hunter began to crouch down and move more slowly, her ears back, as she stalked her quarry, silently. She gave a low soft growl, stopping just before reaching the ridge. Caleb gestured for them to follow as he moved forward, and unsheathed his sword. As they moved closer, the Hunter’s body twitched with tension she felt at being commanded to hold back, as she sensed her quarry was close.  Caleb could feel the presence of the Rabkins as he moved silently closer. They had no idea he was there, an interesting advantage over the Rabkins he had discovered several seasons ago, when he had surprised the Rabkin elder Dyfri, of the Cydros kindred. Caleb raised his hand and gave the command to halt once again. He then looked over and gestured for the group to split up and head in the direction which would then allow them to surround the two unsuspecting Rabkins. Caleb waited for a short time, giving the others a chance to make their way to the opposite side of the small ridge. He then signaled for his party to move forward. Crouching down, Caleb could see the Rabkins just ahead of them, lying in wait a short distance from the roadway. Caleb clenched his jaw in anger, as he could feel the Rabkins anticipation and their hatred. He turned and gave Rian a meaningful look, as Rian grinned back at him. Rian touched the gold stone on his copper bracer, which caused the Hunter to crouch low to the ground and give a deep but soft growl. He unfastened the heavy chain attached to her harness, then touching the green stone, watched as the enormous Scimitar cat, moved quickly and noiselessly through the dense undergrowth. Within moments the alarmed eerie cries of the Rabkins could be heard along with the deafening roars of the Hunter, as the fierce struggle, splintered the peaceful calm of the forest. Caleb stood, and yelled out the command to attack. He and Aiden’s groups rushed down the ridge to cut off the escape of the two Rabkins. Caleb rushed towards the towering Rabkins, as they were struggling to fight off the Hunter, one turned to him and screamed in fury.

“I will use my last breath to kill you man Prince,” the Rabkin hissed at him as it moved towards him, his clawed hands stretched out.

“It will indeed be your last breath, and your last disappointment,” Caleb yelled back at him, raising his sword.

The Rabkin hesitated, in shock that Caleb understood him, and was able to answer him in the strange language of their race. 

How could this be, the Rabkin thought. No man can speak the sacred language of the Kindred people.

His brief hesitation cost him dearly as Caleb lashed out, swinging his broad sword, severing off the Rabkin’s outstretched arm. The Rabkin screamed in fury and agony as it dropped to its knees. 

“Who sent you? Who sent you to harm the child Ollam?” Caleb demanded in a menacing voice as he stood before the Rabkin, holding his sword to the Rabkin’s chest.

The Rabkin looked over breathless and saw his fellow being ravaged by the Hunter and then finished off by Aiden and Aaron firing several shots from their crossbows. He then turned back to Caleb, breathing heavily, his eyes filled with malice and contempt. 

“The Master. The one that will destroy you all,” he answered in a rasping voice.

“How does the child Ollam threaten him? Why does he want us destroyed?” Caleb asked stepping closer, his eyes burning with his anger.

“Foolish Kindreds of the valleys and forest, wish for peace. Believe child Ollam will help them. That is why child Ollam must…” the agonized Rabkin hesitated for a moment, appearing to smile with a malicious grin, “and will die. If not by us, then by others,” he spat out.

Caleb gave him one last look of revulsion, then yelling out in his fury, took his sword and ran the Rabkin through, kicking its lifeless body off his sword.

“What did he tell you?” Aiden asked with concern, as he looked at Caleb’s face.

“They were sent by someone they called ‘the Master’. That Laurel was a threat because the other Rabkins feel Laurel will help make peace between us. That this ‘Master’ wants to destroy us all,” Caleb said with frustration and anger, still looking with disgust at the dead Rabkin.

“The ‘Master’? These Rabkins are nothing like the Kindreds that live in our region. Since when does a Rabkin refer to anyone as master?” Aiden asked with a bemused expression.

“They do not. They feel their thinking and way of life is above others. They do not even call each other master. There are simply Homestead Elders and Senior Healers. It is hard to imagine the kind of power someone would have to manipulate Rabkins in this way. I still cannot imagine why they would find Laurel a threat,” Caleb mentioned angrily as he looked up at Aiden and Tolemais. “Look here at this one’s arm markings. It bears no similarities to the marks of either the Ogmore or the Cydros. They were without a doubt not from this region. They were also carrying a tether. They meant to take Laurel someplace,” Caleb mentioned, his face looking more concerned

“You did mention Sire that they did not want her Highness to help make things peaceful between our races. If you think about it this way, this so called Master, will not have an easy time of destroying anyone, if he has us all to contend with,” Tolemais replied, with a sly grin.

“Yes, yes that is certainly true Tolemais, my wise friend. Let us go back and retrieve the horses, and then we will drag these wretched scum out of the forest, so we can burn the bodies. The Ogmore Kindred, that live here, will be quite disturbed if we just leave the bodies, as they will not want to take responsibility for them,” Caleb said, with disgust once again.

 

“Hello Laurel. Orrie and I were going into the city and we were hoping you could join us,” Marina said with a smile, as she met Laurel in the airy lobby of the House of Healing.

“I would love to, but we shall have to send for Owain first. I promised Caleb I would not go anywhere outside of the castle grounds without him,” Laurel smiled and rolled her eyes playfully, at mentioning her promise.

“Why did you have to promise him that?” Oriel asked, with a silly smirk.

“I know it probably sounds a bit trivial, but my poor Caleb has a tendency to be overprotective. I do not wish to upset him, so I will just send for Owain, as it is earlier than I normally leave. I shall be right back,” Laurel smiled, as she turned to find a page to send for Owain.

But before she was able to do this, an Ollam with deep red hair came up to her, wearing a serious and stern expression.

“Oh, good Laurel you have not left yet. I have just been asked by Mistress Gavenia to send you to go and fetch several bunches of tangle mint, she told me you were very familiar with it and where it grows here in Gwenlais,” the Ollam mentioned, still wearing the same stern expression.

“Well….yes I do. It grows along the roadside, outside of the city gates. I must send for my escort first, and then I….” Laurel was then cut off by the Ollam.

“Laurel are you forgetting your place here? You are a doe med, not the Princess, in the House of Healing. Mistress Gavenia wishes for it now, as several of our patients are in need of it and there is none left in the apothecary. You are well aware Laurel it only blooms for a very short time,” the Ollam continued to speak in a scolding tone.

“Yes Sari, I do understand this, but I promised Prince Caleb I would not leave the castle grounds without the assigned escorts,” Laurel tried reasoning with her.

“Your promise to your betrothed has no weight in comparison to your promise to the House of Healing, and to those who need your services. So, must I go and inform Mistress Gavenia, the need to please your future mate is more important than serving your people and the needs of those who require the herb, which she has asked you personally to retrieve?” Sari asked her in a contemptuous tone.

Marina reached over and took Laurel’s hand, giving her a sad compassionate smile. 

Laurel sighed heavily closing her eyes for a moment, and then looked at Sari with a determined expression.

“Inform Mistress Gavenia that I will go and retrieve the tangle mint and be back as soon as I can. But understand this, I will also be informing her of your abusive and callous attitude,” Laurel said, in a quiet but firm tone.

Laurel then turned and walked with Marina and Oriel out of the lobby, Sari looked on with a sly and smug smile.

 

  As Laurel and her stepsisters rounded the corner of the wide path, they saw Caleb and Aiden and some of the Sentinels down the wide path, standing off to the side. They were not so close as to be able to see facial expressions clearly, but close enough to recognize each other. Laurel stopped walking suddenly when she saw them, her eyes wide with surprise.

“Oh damn it!” she said, in a sharp tone.

“Laurel!” Marina laughed. “What is wrong? Is that not Caleb and Aiden ahead of us?” Marina asked her, with a curious expression.

“It is Aiden! I am going to run ahead to see them!” Oriel said enthusiastically as she began to run.

Laurel grabbed her arm to stop her.

“No! I want to go and see them! Let me go!” Oriel protested as she pulled out of Laurel’s grasp, and ran ahead, calling out Aiden’s name.

Both Caleb and Aiden looked up as they heard Oriel running towards them and calling out to Aiden. 

“Tell me she is not without an escort,” Caleb looked over, his voice low and edgy.

“I wish that I could,” Aiden replied smirking.

“That miserable little beast. I am going to ride over there and spank the daylights out of her, “Caleb said, his temper flaring, as he looked over at Laurel.

“No, you are not. You are too angry and you know it. You will just upset Laurel and frighten the girls. Then you will regret it and feel horrible about it. Laurel is not that little girl yelling at you at the stables any longer,” Aiden said, with a wry grin.  

“Fine, then I will bring her back to the Lodge and spank her,” Caleb replied, with an irked expression.

“Let her explain herself first, she may have a good reason. You know she would not want to deliberately upset you,” Aiden spoke calmly, trying to reason with him.

“Oriel is getting closer and I do not want her here,” Caleb said, watching the little girl run happily over to them.

“I already know,” Aiden said, getting on his horse, and shaking his head, at Caleb.

Laurel sighed sadly as she watched Oriel running towards the group, and watched Aiden ride over as Caleb looked on, knowing he would soon be riding over as well.

“What is wrong Laurel? Why are you troubled? Caleb is back earlier than expected. Does that not make you happy?” Marina asked, her face concerned, as she entwined her arm through Laurel's.

“It should. As I said to Sari, I promised him I would not leave the castle grounds without an escort. And here I am for the first time without Owain or Angus, and Caleb comes back early. I fear he will be unhappy and say I have not kept my word,” Laurel said as they walked over slowly, to where Aiden had stopped to pick up Oriel on the path. 

Aiden sat Oriel in front of him and moved his horse forward to meet Laurel and Marina.

“Good day ladies, a lovely day for a walk unattended is it not?” Aiden asked, looking directly at Laurel, with a wry smile.

“Aiden I swear, this is the first time I have left the castle grounds without an escort. It was completely unintentional. Is he angry?” Laurel asked, looking over in Caleb's direction.

“You know him as well as I do love. What do you think?” Aiden asked seriously, but with a sympathetic smile.

Laurel looked down and sighed heavily again. Oriel smirked at her expression.

“Is Laurel in trouble? What did she do?” Oriel asked Aiden, smiling mischievously.

Laurel and Marina both looked up and frowned at her, as Aiden smirked at Oriels demeanor, he leaned down to speak to her.

“No one is in trouble, and I do not like that you find the idea of Caleb being upset with Laurel amusing. So you need to wipe that silly smile off your face,” Aiden said to her sternly.

Oriel began to pout at Aiden scolding her, as she rolled her eyes.  They all looked over as they heard Caleb approach, riding up slowly.  He stopped his horse next to Aiden’s and looked down at Laurel, his face stern and trying to hold back his temper.

“So my love, any particular reason you chose today to take a walk without at least one of your escorts?” Caleb asked dryly.

“I did not intend for this to happen Caleb. I did not expect your return so soon,” Laurel said, trying to explain her reasons.

“That is apparent,” Caleb said sardonically.

“I did not mean it that way.  Nothing has happened Caleb, we were only walking for a short while when we met you. So you no longer need to feel concerned. I am sorry if you worried for my safety,” Laurel spoke, trying to ease his worries and temper she could see in his eyes.

“But you said he was being silly and overprotective,” Oriel spoke up.

Laurel and Marina turned and looked at her with disapproving glares, as Aiden rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“Oh really? I need to speak with you alone Laurel,” Caleb, said holding his hand out to her, to help her onto his horse.

“Can you not just speak to me here, or at dinner?” Laurel asked, hoping to diffuse the tense moment.

“No, I need to speak with you now please,” Caleb spoke sternly, moving his horse forward a bit, holding his hand out once more.

Laurel sighed and stepped forward, taking Caleb’s hand as he helped her onto horse, sitting her in front of him. He turned his horse around and rode back in the other direction.

Oriel giggled as she turned to look back to watch Caleb and Laurel ride away.

“She looks to be in trouble to me,” Oriel said, as she giggled again.

“If you ask or tease Laurel about what she and Caleb talked about, I promise you my dear Orrie, I will be very upset with you. Is that understood?” Aiden said to her, in a scolding tone.

“I....I understand. I will not say anything,” Oriel answered, feeling defensive and put out by Aiden’s scolding tone and warning.

“And I will tell him, so best you mind yourself,” Marina warned her as well.

Aiden smiled down at Marina, then getting off his horse, walked it back to the castle grounds, with Oriel still riding upon the large cream colored steed. He reached for and gently took Marina’s hand, she smiled back at him, as they walked together.

“Will everything be all right Aiden? Caleb seemed very upset. I know Laurel would not have gone outside of the castle grounds if the Ollam had not insisted,” Marina mentioned, hoping to help smooth things over.

“What Ollam would insist this?” Aiden asked her curiously.

 

Caleb did not speak as they rode back together to where the other Sentinels had been waiting. Laurel looked and noticed that the rest of the men had moved well off the path. Tolemais and other Sentinels she did not recognize were talking, standing near something covered by a heavy tarp.

Caleb dismounted and took Laurel off his horse, his hands still gripping her waist tightly as he stood her in front of him. The men looked over briefly at them and then continued to speak in low tones.

“So this is how you keep your promise to me?” Caleb asked her sternly, his eyes intense and penetrating.

“Caleb, I tried to tell you, it was not intentional. I was leaving the House of Healing early, as I was not busy. Owain was not yet there, and I saw Marina and Oriel waiting in the lobby. I was then summoned to go and fetch an herb that is only in season for a very short time, and that it was needed immediately. Seeing I was so close I just left, I did not think a short walk would do any harm. My stepsisters decided to join me, so I was at least not alone,” she smiled at him sheepishly, hoping her explanation would calm his temper.

“You might as well have been. Did I not make it perfectly clear to you, how important it was for you to have an escort with you when you were not safely within the castle walls? Where are Owain and Angus now? Did you let them know where you would be?” Caleb asked her impatiently, his voice sounding more agitated, his hands gripping her waist tighter.

“I told you, I just decided to leave as I was told to get the herbs as quickly as could. I did not think it necessary to go back home, to inform Owain, when I would only be gone for a short time. Please Caleb, I did not intentionally do this to cause you to worry for me. Again nothing happened,” Laurel implored him to understand.

“Nothing happened because once again, I was here to stop it! Do you really think you will always be so fortunate, Laurel? I warned you, and you did not take me seriously. If we had not arrive when we did....I cannot bear to think what would have happened, because you chose to not listen to my concerns,” Caleb sounded even more angry and agitated as he spoke to her, his mind filled with hideous images he could not remove.

“I did listen to you Caleb, I am sorry, it was to only be for a moment. I did take you seriously,” Laurel was becoming emotional, tears running down her face, as she was not accustomed to his anger being directed at her.

“Is that so? By telling the children I was silly and overprotective?  Did you do this simply to defy me? Come with me, I wish to show you just how silly I was,” Caleb said angrily, taking her by the arm and walking over to where the men were standing by the tarp.

“I did not say it that way, and no I was not trying to defy you!  Caleb please, try to understand! You are hurting my arm. I did take you seriously Sire, please listen to me,” Laurel began to plead with him, as she cried in frustration. 

She was becoming startled by his anger that she had never experienced before.  Even as a child when he had spanked her at her father’s stables, he was still relatively calm, not angry and agitated such as this. The idea of him punishing her, broke her heart. Caleb stopped for a moment to pull her closely to him still holding on to her arm tightly.

“The only thing I understand at this moment, is you broke your promise to me and chose to ignore the warnings you were given. You have no idea how much this hurts me. I have a good mind to take you back to the Lodge and punish you for this. Did I not tell you in Heathwin, that you were my responsibility and you are to answer only to me?” Caleb spoke harshly, but his eyes were filled with pain and sadness. 

Laurel’s heart was aching at the look in his eyes and the thought that she had upset him so much. 

“Yes, Caleb you did. It is just…,” Laurel stopped abruptly as Caleb cut her off.

“There are no excuses for not listening to me. Now come with me, I am showing you my reasons for being overprotective, then we will going back to the Lodge,” Caleb informed her angrily. 

Caleb then turned and still holding her arm, continued to walk towards the tarp, the men looked up surprised and a bit alarmed that Caleb was bringing Laurel with him.  Laurel stopped walking and held back for a moment, as she began to recognize the shapes that were covered by the heavy tarps.  She looked up at Caleb shaking her head, her tear filled eyes pleading with him. 

“No. Please,” she whispered tearfully. 

Caleb looked at her coldly, and continued to walk forward, still holding on to her arm, as he pulled her roughly with him.

“Tolemais, remove the tarp,” Caleb said with intensity, which surprised his second.

“Sire, are you sure you wish to do this?” Tolemais asked pointedly.

“Remove the tarp,” Caleb said, deliberately and with cold conviction.

Tolemais nodded to the men, who grabbed the ends of the heavy tarp and moved it completely away from the grisly sight that lay beneath it.

Laurel gasped in shock, putting her hands to her mouth, as she saw the bodies of the dead Rabkins, twisted in death from the fierce fight they had obviously had with the Sentinels and the Hunter.

“This is what was waiting for you, as you went to gather your precious herbs. This is what just a few moments would have cost you had we not found them first,” Caleb said to Laurel angrily.

Laurel was openly sobbing now, as she looked at the horror that lay before her. Caleb took her by both of her arms and turned her to look at him. 

“After we had killed them, we then discovered that they had brought along a tether, and they had only one, which means they were only taking one person. What do you think they would have done to the girls?  I told you there were dangers you needed to be aware of, that not all was safe here in Gwenlais. If you would not take me seriously, why did you not at least take your father’s warnings to heart?” Caleb implored her, desperately needing to know why she would take such risks with her safety as well as her stepsisters.

“I...I….do not understand. Father told me of no such warnings. He was...he was convinced you were just being overly concerned, because you were leaving and did not wish to go. I...I was not told of this, only to bring Owain so as not to upset you,” Laurel explained, between her sobs. 

Caleb looked at her at first confused and then heartbroken, as he realized he had been harsh and angry with her without cause. He gestured over to Tolemais who then covered the Rabkins bodies back over, as he released her arms from his grasp.  Laurel moved quickly away, before falling to her knees, and becoming sick at the thought at what might have occurred.  Caleb stood for a moment closing his eyes, allowing her to have a moment alone, and then walked over to her, kneeling down beside her. He lightly caressed her back as she trembled uncontrollably from being sick, and the shock of seeing the dead Rabkins. He gently held her to him, as she continued to sob and shake with stress and fear she felt, at what could have happened.

“I am so sorry my love, I thought you knew. Your father assured me he would tell you of the dangers, and why I was so concerned,” he paused for a moment to kiss her temple. “All I could think of was….what if they had found you first. I could not get that out of my mind. The thought of losing you was too much to bear,” Caleb said softly, his voice breaking with emotion, pressing his lips into the side of her face.

“Please, please Caleb, just take me home,” Laurel’s voice was small and weak from crying.  

“Of course mo stor,” he whispered to her softly. “I will be back in a just a moment,” as he stood, and walked over to Tolemais. “Bag one of the wretched heads. Bring it with you back to the castle. Burn the rest of them. We need to show Garron just how serious our concerns are. I will also be informing him that we will be leaving in two days, with our supplies and his daughter,” Caleb said, his voice low but filled with contempt.

“As you wish Sire. I will inform the men at the Lodge of your plans,” Tolemais answered, with a sly grin.

Caleb then walked back over to where Laurel still was kneeling down with her arms wrapped around herself. Caleb then stooping down, picked her up in his arms and carried her over to his horse. He gently placed her on the saddle, and mounted in back of her. Holding her close to him he then began to urge his horse forward, galloping quickly up the path, through the city gates, up the long hill to the castle. He rode his horse right into the main lobby of the castle. Astonishing the servants who looked in utter surprise as Caleb stern faced, dismounted off his horse, and carefully taking Laurel in his arms, carried her up the long main staircase, to the private rooms. Several of the servants scurried about looking to inform the King and also Phineas what had just occurred. Caleb continued to walk down the long corridor to Laurel’s room. Laurel kept her eyes closed, her arms loosely about Caleb’s neck, still shaken from her experience.  Several servants including Tulla, stayed out of Caleb’s way, not wishing to annoy him any more than he already looked to be. Caleb gently laid Laurel on her bed, sitting down beside her, as he slowly stroked her hair. Laurel opened her eyes to look at him, her face flush and tearstained, and her eyes swollen and red. She did not smile at him, only sighed sadly as he tenderly kissed her forehead.

“I will take care of everything that needs to be arranged mo ghra. Just rest, I will see you later. I am sorry for my anger,” he whispered to her, kissing her forehead again. 

“I know, I am sorry as well. I need to rest now,” she said weakly, looking sad and overwhelmed. 

“Of course,” Caleb whispered back, kissing her one last time before he got up to leave. 

Tulla immediately ran over to Laurel as soon as Caleb hurriedly left the room.

“My Lady, are you alright? What has happened?” Tulla asked, full of concern.

“I will explain later Tulla. Please, just help me to change,” Laurel replied, in a small tired voice.

 



  
 


 19: A BIT OF BROKEN HEART 
Caleb led his horse back outside, as servants continued to mill about looking over at him anxiously. 

“Inform King Garron I need to speak to him immediately,” he said gruffly as continued his way outside.

Tolemais and Aiden met up with him in the front courtyard. Tolemais smiled drolly as he held a large canvas sack in his hand.

“How is Laurel?” Aiden asked Caleb with concern.

Caleb sighed deeply before answering, regretting his anger and harsh demeanor.

“Not well. She is badly shaken I am afraid, and worse, it is my doing,” Caleb said remorsefully.

“What did you do Caleb? Please tell me if you spanked her, you at least did not do it in front of anyone,” Aiden asked him with trepidation, knowing Caleb’s temper often got the best of him.

“No, no. Though I threatened I was going to. I did not allow her to explain and just assumed she knew what the dangers were. I dragged her over to view the Rabkin bodies. Needless to say she was quite upset. It was then she told me her father did not warn her, as he said he would. She truly felt, I was just being overly concerned. She did not think she was in any danger. My poor sweet girl was crying and begging me to understand, but I was too angry,” Caleb spoke, with despair in his voice.

“Well do not be surprised if you do not see her again this evening. You went too far Caleb,” Aiden looked at him disapprovingly. 

“Yes, I realize that. I just let my temper and my fear of something happening to her get the better of me,” Caleb replied, as he shook his head.

“Did you know an Ollam made her go out of the castle yard?  Demanding she get this herb for Mistress Gavenia, immediately?” Aiden asked him with a wry grin, knowing his reaction already.

“What Ollam would make her do this?” Caleb angrily demanded.

“That is what I asked Marina. She said it was someone named Sari. That as Laurel was going to send for Owain, this Sari came out all demanding and anxious, and told Laurel she had to go out at that moment and get this herb that was found out in the roadway, just outside the castle grounds. Marina mentioned that Laurel insisted the need to get Owain, but then Sari made such a fuss that Laurel just conceded and went out to do her bidding. Marina said she made it seem a matter of urgency,” Aiden replied, grinning suspiciously at Caleb.

“After we speak to her father, I will go and have a chat with Mistress Gavenia. Now let us go, and show Garron the reason for my being overly concerned,” Caleb smiled sardonically.

Tolemais chuckled gripping on to the canvas sack.

“What is in the sack?” Aiden asked, looking at it warily.

“Take a look,” Caleb said dryly.

Tolemais walked over and opened the sack only a tad, as Aiden looked in and stepped back slightly in surprise. 
“That should certainly convince him, you were not worried without reason,” Aiden replied, with a sly grin.

They made their way towards King Garron's study to be met by his counselor Tramaine, his pompous and arrogant bearing already causing Caleb to become angry.

“What is this, with your carrying the Princess up to her room? What was the need for it, last I saw her she was perfectly fine?” Tramaine asked, with an untrusting tone.

“I do not have time for your absurd airs or your useless questioning today Tramaine. I am here to see King Garron, not to ask for your approval,” Caleb said, as he pushed past him.

Tramaine looked deeply insulted as they continued to walk ahead entering the King's study without announcement. The King and Lady Ellos looked surprised as Caleb and Aiden, followed by Tolemais, entered the room.

“Caleb! I heard you had returned, and a bit earlier than expected. Is Laurel alright, I was told you carried her to her room?” King Garron asked concerned, but looking annoyed.

“Were you aware Sire that your daughter was walking outside of the castle grounds, without escort?” Caleb asked, with a grating tone.

“Ah, no I was not. I really do not feel this should worry you any longer, as all has been well, since you have been gone. I mentioned to you earlier and after speaking with Tramaine, we feel you have simply been overly concerned,” King Garron replied, with a frustrated tone.

His wife Lady Ellos, looked over at both men, as she could sense a confrontation about to take place.

“So you chose then to not tell Laurel of the possible dangers that she should be aware of?” Caleb asked, his voice barely containing his temper.

“I chose not to worry my daughter unnecessarily, as she will be leaving us soon. The move to Heathwin will be stressful enough, than to have to concerned about your unfounded worries due to rumors and sightings you cannot prove!” King Garron said, with rising indignation.

“Tolemais, show his Majesty our proof,” Caleb said, with cold confidence, his eyes burning with anger.

Tolemais stepped forward and quickly opened the bag, and lifting the severed head of the Rabkin, threw it on the King’s large desk.  Lady Ellos screamed and stood up quickly in terror and disgust, holding her hand to her mouth.  King Garron also stood up in surprise and disgust, as the head rolled about on the table for a moment, until it stopped, its dead eyes resting on the King.

“Is that proof enough for you?” Caleb asked, in cold and calculated calmness. “Is this what you consider unfounded worry?” Caleb asked, his voice rising with his anger.

“Tramaine! Did you not assure me that he was simply being controlling? How do you explain this?” King Garron yelled in rage at his counselor, pointing at the severed head.

All eyes turned to Tramaine, who simply folded his hands together and looked dejectedly at the King.

“I truly do not know what to say concerning this incident. I felt all would be well here as it has always been, well up until the more frequent arrivals of Prince Caleb,” he said, trying desperately to shift the blame.

Caleb walked up to Tramaine with unleashed hostility, his fist clenched. Caleb roughly grabbed him with both hands in the front of his shirt, slamming the man into the wall. 

“You would dare blame my presence as the reason for my betrothed’s life being in danger?” Caleb asked, through gritted teeth.

Tramaine looked at him with a shocked expression, fearing for his wellbeing as he saw the rage in Caleb’s eyes.

“The point that needs to be made here, is that no one took Prince Caleb’s warnings seriously!” Lady Ellos spoke up suddenly.

Caleb looked over at her concerned face and released his grip on Tramaine, and walked back over to stand in front of King Garron once again.

“We found two, lying in wait. I wish to know how they knew when and where to look for Laurel, and why she was convinced to leave without an escort. She had no idea of the dangers to her or her stepsisters,” Caleb said, his voice filled with anger and frustration.

“Her stepsisters? My daughters were with her?” Lady Ellos asked with alarm.

“Yes they were. I can assure you the Rabkins were only there for Laurel. Your daughters would not have survived,” Caleb replied, with cold conviction.

“Do you see what you have done Garron? You refused to heed Prince Caleb’s warnings and you put your daughter’s life in danger! You put my daughters’ lives in danger! I shall never forgive you for this!” Lady Ellos cried out, in her fear and anger. “Where are the girls now?” she asked frantically.

“I have already escorted them both home my Lady. They are both safe,” Aiden answered, in a calm a reassuring voice.

“I must go to them. Garron! You will go apologize to your daughter for your foolishness. Prince Caleb am I correct in assuming you were angry with Laurel when you found them alone?” Lady Ellos asked him directly.

Caleb paused for a moment, looking downward before looking at her face once more to answer her question.

“Yes my Lady, you assume correctly. I was very angry, and I was quite harsh with her, as I felt she was defying both mine and her father’s warnings,” Caleb answered, looking scornfully at King Garron.

“All the more reason to apologize to Laurel, Garron. I will fully admit Laurel and I have had our differences, but I would never wish any harm to come to her. It is truly a great sadness Caleb, that this has caused you and Laurel to have a rift between you, just before you are to take her with you to Heathwin. You have my assurance Sire, I will speak to her in your behalf, it is the very least I can do for saving the lives of our dear children,” Lady Ellos replied to Caleb, her eyes filled with tears.  

She then turned to look at Tramaine, her face not hiding her contempt. 

“You worthless excuse for a life! Know that you will never have my respect or trust again!” she said her voice filled with rage, as she left the room to find her daughters.

King Garron sighed heavily as he watched his wife angrily leave the room.

“Care to explain your reasoning now Tramaine?” King Garron asked bitterly.

“My question is, how do we know for sure Sire, that the Rabkins were actually that close? I myself am having a difficult time believing they were just outside the castle grounds. How really could we be certain they were waiting for her Highness?” Tramaine asked mockingly.

“King Garron. You need to have your counselor leave, or his head will be joining the Rabkin’s on the table,” Caleb replied in a low and threatening voice, looking intensely at the King.

Tramaine looked shocked at Caleb’s remark, as Aiden and Tolemais laughed scornfully. 

“Tramaine, I wish to speak with Prince Caleb alone, leave us,” King Garron said, in a low angry voice.

“As you wish Sire,” Tramaine replied, slightly bowing his head as he left hurriedly out of the room.

“Caleb would you be so kind as to remove this ghastly thing from my desk?” King Garron asked, in a defeated voice.

Tolemais stepped forward and placed the head in the canvas sack.  King Garron then sat down again with a heavy sigh.

“I do not wish to anger you further Caleb, but I must know for myself. How do you know for certain they were waiting for Laurel?” King Garron asked carefully.

“We were informed by the Ogmore Kindred, that these Rabkins, who are not from this region, were searching for Laurel. These are from the very same Kindred of the Rabkins that killed Queen Milna, and the villagers.  It seems it was Laurel who was their actual target, the rest including the Queen, were just in the way,” Caleb spoke solemnly.

The King sat back in his chair heavily, his face showing shock and surprise at Caleb’s revelation, his eyes misting over at the mention of his beloved late wife’s death.

“Why? Why would they wish to kill my daughter? Of what value would her death be to them?” King Garron asked, his voice low and filled with sorrow.

“That is a good question. As the Ogmore kindred feel her presence is a hope for the breach to be healed between our races. They also revere healers, which makes the Queen and the Ollams deaths even more surprising.  My father and I feel, that they were convinced by outside sources to do this. We are not sure again who or the exact reason why. We feel it is mainly because of what our union will mean for both of our Kingdoms, as our family feels Laurel is indeed the female child of which the Scribes spoke about. Which is why, we will be leaving in two days. Have the supplies readied for our departure at that time,” Caleb said, with authority, as he chose not to tell the King what the Rabkin had said to him.

He felt it best to talk to his father first concerning this development.

“It will be difficult to have this done in two days Caleb,” King Garron stated, with obvious annoyance.

“I am not concerned with that Garron! I am concerned with getting my Bride back to Heathwin safely and as soon as possible. Have the harvesters and staff working around the clock if necessary. You have two days, not a day more, I suggest you get started. Take your wife’s advice concerning Laurel, I assure you, I will be taking her back to Heathwin in the time I stated,” Caleb said with anger and conviction, as he turned and left the room with Aiden and Tolemais.

“Where to now Caleb?” Aiden asked, as they made their way out of the castle.

“To the House of Healing. I need to pay a visit to Mistress Gavenia,” Caleb said brusquely. 

“Prince Caleb! May I speak with you please?” Phineas suddenly called out, as he approached them from the castle entrance.

The three of them turned to see Phineas hurriedly walking over to them, a very concerned expression on his face.

“It has been brought to my attention that you carried her Highness up to her room and that she is quite distressed. Please tell me what has happened,” Phineas requested in a worried voice.

“News travels fast, does it not?” Aiden asked, with a wry smile.

“So I am assuming you have not spoken with her as yet?” Caleb asked Phineas, with a sad look on his face.

“No I have not. I wished to have you inform me first what has happened, so that I may know best how to approach her,” Phineas replied, with growing concern.

“Tolemais, please show Phineas the contents of the sack,” Caleb spoke dryly, watching Tolemais step forward and open the sack for Phineas to see.

Phineas stepped back gasping in shock and disgust.

“By the Maker! Please tell me she was not harmed!” Phineas said with alarm.

“She was not. We found them in time. But she could have been, had we not been informed of their presence. She was convinced to leave the castle grounds quickly and without either Owain or Angus present. I was angry when we found Laurel and the girls walking alone. I wrongly assumed she was simply ignoring my concerns and warnings to not walk about unescorted.  I forced her to observe the Rabkin bodies, making her see what was waiting for her. I upset her greatly Phineas, and I deeply regret it. All I could see in my mind was what they would have done to her, or as they had a tether, where would they have taken her,” Caleb said his voice filled with emotion as he paused for a moment before continuing. “I could have lost her Phineas. I would rather have her upset and angry with me, then to let her be taken by them,” his voice breaking with his agony, as he pictured his beloved Laurel, torn and battered by the viciousness of the Rabkins’ violence.

All three men could not help but be moved by Caleb’s emotional admittance. Phineas stepped forward, putting a reassuring hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

“I will speak to her Caleb. I am sure that she will understand your anger and frustration. She is aware of how deeply you feel for her,” Phineas said smiling encouragingly at him.  “I will go and see her now, I have questions I wish to ask you, so I will see you later,” Phineas said calmly, as he began to walk back to the castle. “Is there anything you wish me to convey to her?” Phineas asked before leaving.

“Tell her I love her,” Caleb stated simply, but with heartfelt honesty.

“I shall,” Phineas replied smiling, and then turned and made his way back.

“Come along Caleb. Let us go pay a visit to Mistress Gavenia,” Aiden spoke quietly, as he put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

“Yes, let us see if she can explain why one of her Ollams would make Laurel leave the grounds at that time,” Caleb said, his thoughts now focused on finding answers.

“I shall go to Lodge Sire and inform the men of when we will be leaving,” Tolemais said.

Just then they turned to hear another voice calling out to Caleb. It was Owain running to catch up to them.

“Caleb,” Owain said breathlessly. “I went to find you as soon as I heard, and after I checked on Laurel,” the young man said visibly upset. “I swear I had no idea she was in any danger. I promise you, she never left the grounds without me being present. Once Angus and I were both with her, as she went on a much longer walk, with the other doe meds. This is the first time she has ever been without me Caleb. I am so sorry, I had no idea. Trust me I never would have let her leave without me, and in her defense I know she would not have unless she had been pressured to do so. I still cannot believe one of the Ollams would do that, they all knew better Caleb!” Owain replied angrily.

“Yes I know Owain. I am not angry at you. I am however going to find out the Ollam responsible for causing her to leave when she did. Leland stated not all were loyal to her. He was without a doubt telling the truth,” Caleb said his voice edgy and sullen. “Return to the Lodge with Tolemais, Owain. Let Angus and the others know you have spoken with me, then return back to the castle. I wish you to remain close to Laurel until we depart for Heathwin. We leave in two days,” Caleb informed him.

Owain looked surprised at first and then nodded in acknowledgement to Caleb’s request.

 

 Caleb and Aiden then made their way to the House of Healing, attendants and Ollams looked at them curiously as they entered, as they both looked quite stern and serious.

“Prince Caleb, Prince Aiden. Her Highness has left for the day Sire, she is not here,” an Ollam, told then as she approached tentatively.

“I am aware of this...what is your name?” Caleb asked rather brusquely.

“I am Aoife, Sire. I am Mistress Gavenia’s personal attendant,” she replied politely, but her eyes conveyed her uneasiness with Caleb’s demeanor.

“Well you are exactly who I need to speak with then. I am here to see Mistress Gavenia. It is a matter of great urgency, and I will not take no for an answer. Go and inform your Mistress I am waiting for her,” Caleb replied sternly, his eyes cold and piercing.

The Ollam’s eyes widened at his tone and demand to see Gavenia. King Garron himself never used that tone when speaking with the Ollams, especially Mistress Gavenia.

“Yes Sire. I shall go and inform her at once,” Aoife replied, as the small but plump woman made her way hurriedly to Mistress Gavenia's private study.

“Well I think you have successfully terrified her. It should not take too long to hear something,” Aiden said, smiling wryly at his brother.

“That was my intent,” Caleb answered dryly.

Within moments, Aoife returned, her face flush and nervous looking.

“If you will follow me Sire, Mistress Gavenia will see you now,” she replied sheepishly.

Walking through the wide and spacious, light filled hall, they would have noticed how soothing and peaceful the House of Healing was, if they had been in a better mood.  The colors were soft calming greens and earth tones. Windows were on the entire right side of the building, various plants and herbs stood in decorative pots and planters throughout the hall. In the far corner of the hall were four minstrels playing calming melodies. Scented candles were lit throughout. The entire building exuded peace and tranquility. Comfortable sitting areas were placed in various places near the windows, while small fountains were near each sitting place.

However today, Caleb was in no such mood to be impressed with the House of Healing’s settings.  They reached Mistress Gavenia’s study and upon entering it found her watering and trimming a very large rosemary bush. She was a beautiful, regal woman, of average height, only a little taller than Laurel. The women of the Kingdom of Gwenlais, though known for their beauty, were mostly small in stature, with soft curvy feminine figures, not tall and gracefully muscular as the women of Heathwin. Mistress Gavenia did not look at them at first, concentrating on her task at hand. She was dressed entirely in white, her long silver white hair, flowed gracefully down her back in a long loose braid as all Ollams and doe meds wore. Her fluid movements gave no indication of her seventy seasons. 

“Mistress Gavenia, Prince Caleb and Prince Aiden are here to see 

you,” Aoife announced politely.

“Yes, thank you Aoife. You may leave us, and shut the door please,” Mistress Gavenia replied, still not looking at them.

Aoife smiled shyly at Caleb and Aiden as she left the room, quietly shutting the door behind her.  Mistress Gavenia hearing the door shut, then looked up at the brothers, her soft grey eyes, sharp and intense, as her expression was not friendly, but stern and questioning. 

“Gentlemen, please sit down,” she said somberly, as she gestured to the two seats in front of her plush and full chair she lowered herself gracefully into.

Caleb and Aiden did as she requested, waiting for her to begin conversing with them.

“Now what is this matter of urgency, you so rudely insisted upon, that required my immediate attention?” Gavenia asked curtly, her eyes still intense and unflinching as she returned Caleb’s gaze.

“Where you aware Mistress Gavenia that an Ollam insisted on having Laurel leave the castle grounds without an escort, to fetch herbs?” Caleb asked intensely.

“Why would anyone, especially an Ollam do that?” she asked in reply, her voice becoming irritated.

“It was my hope you could answer that question,” Caleb answered sardonically.

“I am completely unaware of what went on. So you will need to give me a bit more details in order to help you with this, as I am just as perplexed by it as you are,” Gavenia replied anxiously.

“An Ollam named Sari approached Laurel in the courtyard, as she was beginning to return home with her stepsisters. This Sari, insisted Laurel needed to leave right away and retrieve this herb for you, that you needed it immediately, and that it only grew wild along the roadside. When it was suggested to inform one of her escorts, Sari said there was no time for that and that she needed to get the herb quickly, and that you insisted upon it,” Aiden relayed, seriously. 

“I can assure you I made no such insistence and certainly never would. I am more than aware of Laurel’s need for escorts, outside of the city’s walls.

Sari has only been with us for a short time, she came to us from another House, only a few months ago. I cannot understand why she would do this.

However, I also cannot understand why you would be so angry over this, Prince Caleb.  Aside from the fact that Laurel did not do as you instructed,” Gavenia said, with a caustic tone.

“It has much more to do with Laurel not heeding my instructions. There were two Rabkins from the Eastern territories lying in wait for her, at the very place where she would have been to collect the herb. They had a tether with them, so they were planning to take her somewhere. Fortunately we were informed of their presence by the Ogmore Kindred, and we found the Rabkins first. I wish to know how they knew where to wait for her,” Caleb said quietly, but intensely, his eyes burning with anger.

Mistress Gavenia’s eyes widened in shock, as she looked away for a moment to gather her thoughts. Her mind racing with questions. 

“You must believe me when I tell you Prince Caleb, I would never have put Laurel’s life at risk. I have never told anyone of this, but I look at Laurel as a beloved granddaughter. Her mother was one of my most gifted students, and I see that Laurel shares her mother’s gifts for healing. I have every hope that she will one day become a great Ollam, even more than her mother, or myself. I as well as her mother, believe her to be the female child spoken of by the Olden Scribes. I will do whatever is necessary to find out how and why this happened. You will have my full support, as well as that of the other Ollams,” Gavenia replied with sincerity, her eyes kinder and softer.

Caleb smiled at her and leaning forward, he laced his fingers together as he spoke.

“I appreciate your feelings and words Mistress Gavenia, but you will have to forgive me if I do not share your faith and confidence in the support of the other Ollams,” Caleb said in a soft voice.

“Yes, well I regrettably see your point. Though I can assure you that I truly feel this was all a misunderstanding,” she said, as she stood from her seat. 

She walked over to a small cymbal that hung from a wooden frame on a small table. Hitting the cymbal with a small wooden mallet, to call in her attendant. Within moments Aoife came into the room hurriedly.

“Yes Mistress Gavenia. What can I do for you?” she asked nervously, as she glanced over at the two Princes.

“Go and have Sari brought to my study at once. There are questions that need to be answered and she is the only one who can answer them,” Gavenia replied curtly.

“Yes Mistress. I will send for her immediately. It should only be a moment,” Aoife said, leaving the room quickly.

They could hear her calling out to other attendants, summoning them to find Sari, in the small Ollam village that was before the House of Healing. Gavenia sighed deeply and then sat back down. Looking over at the brothers.

“How is Laurel? Was she made aware of the danger to her?” Gavenia asked in a soft concerned voice.

“Yes she was made aware. Sadly she was quite shaken from it. My anger and fear of seeing her without an escort, did not help the situation. It is my decision Mistress Gavenia, to bring her back with me to Heathwin in two days. Especially after what has happened.  Her father does not take the danger seriously enough, and I will no longer have her be where I cannot protect her,” Caleb answered, in a determined voice.

“Two days?” Gavenia asked quietly. “I shall do what I can to help her ready for her departure.  We had expected you to stay for the Harvest Festival. 

I suppose there is nothing I can do to persuade you to wait a bit longer?” Gavenia asked, though she already knew the answer.

“No. I stand firm with my decision,” Caleb replied, with a determined smile on his face.

Just then Aoife and another Ollam entered the room without knocking, both looking nervous and concerned. They all turned to look at them.

“Yes Aoife what is it? Where is Sari?” Gavenia asked sternly.

“She is gone Mistress Gavenia,” Aoife answered tensely, again glancing over at Caleb.

“Gone!? What do you mean she is gone!?” Gavenia asked, in a very disturbed voice.

Caleb and Aiden looked over at each other smirking mockingly. They then both stood up, as Aiden began to leave the room.

“Make sure all the gates are closed, no one leaves or enters until we find her,” Caleb instructed Aiden before he left.

“I shall inform Deaglan now, and then arrange the search for her,” Aiden replied before leaving.

Caleb then walked up to the two Ollams who looked more nervous than before.

“How do you know for certain she is gone?” Caleb asked in a calm voice, seeing how tense they were.

“I shared a cottage with her Sire. All of her clothes and personal belongings are all gone. It looks as if she packed in the middle of the night,” the other Ollam answered him in a small voice.

Caleb looked over at Mistress Gavenia with a stern expression.

“You will have our full support Sire. We will help you in any way possible,” Gavenia said, her voice shaking with emotion and disbelief.

“I appreciate that Mistress Gavenia. But if we do not find her, then I am afraid there is nothing more that you can do,” Caleb replied solemnly, as he left to find Aiden.

 As the announcement was made to close the gates, a woman in a dark hooded cape pushed her way out of the gate through the crowd that had begun to congregate, both in front and behind the gate. People were talking in confusion all at once, wondering as to why they could not leave or enter at this time. A sly smile on her face, as she made her way down the path, following a group of merchants leaving the city. She knew they would be searching for her, but she would hide and wait to return another day. 

She would not fail her Master, she would succeed with her mission.

 

“Garron! You must go and speak to Laurel now! The poor girl is quite beside herself. Apparently Caleb was indeed harsh and angry with her. Laurel’s heart is broken Garron, and it is your fault. Go and speak to her this instant,” Lady Ellos demanded her husband.

King Garron let out a long and loud sigh as he sat looking dejected in his large plush chair behind his desk.

“What would you have me say to her Ellos?” he asked, in a weary and frustrated voice.

“You must apologize to her for listening to your insipid counselor and not warning her about the dangers from the Rabkins,” Ellos said, in a more subdued voice. “Your daughter is in love, Garron. She is heartbroken with the thought of upsetting Caleb. I dare say Caleb loves her as well, hence his reason for being so angry and upset with seeing her unprotected. Go to her Garron, before she leaves us,” Lady Ellos said, leaning into his desk and looking at him intently.

“Very well my dear, I shall go and speak with her,” King Garron said, resignedly as he stood up and walked towards the door. 

Laurel was still lying in her bed, crying softly as Tulla and Marina sat on the bed with her trying to comfort her. King Garron walked into the room quietly and looked over at the young women with a slight smile.

“If you will excuse me ladies. I wish to speak to Laurel for a few moments,” he said in a hushed tone, as Laurel sat up and wiped her eyes.

Marina and Tulla looked at Laurel with sad smiles and left the room. King Garron then sat on the edge of Laurel’s bed smiling at her gently reaching over to hold her hand. Laurel looked up at her father with an angry pout.

“Please do not look at me that way my dear girl. I am so sorry I did not tell you of the threat with the Rabkins. I truly felt Caleb was being controlling and overly concerned. You know how he feels the need to control your every step,” King Garron said in a defeated tone, trying to pass the blame onto Caleb.

“Oh, of course Father! Something that you never do!” Laurel lashed out, in angry defiance.  

King Garron hung his head for a moment and sighed again deeply.

“Please Laurel. Tell me what I can do to make this up to you,” he requested, in the same defeated tone.

Laurel looked at him still angry, but thinking for a moment of his request.

“Is it true that the Harvest was very plentiful this season?” Laurel asked, in a stern voice.

“Yes. Yes it was. The Harvest masters reported bumper crops on all produce, livestock, as well as hay,” King Garron answered cautiously, as he was already assuming what she was about to request.

“Good! The normal supply of hay sent this season, double it. Also the supply of wheat, potatoes, corn, pumpkins, and extra barley as well. And ten extra gorks, as King Fergus is quite fond of them. Plus I wanted at least two extra for the wedding feast. Add extra wine and ale while you are at it,” Laurel demanded. 

“But dear girl, extra gorks? They are quite a delicacy,” King Fergus pleaded with her.

“Precisely why you will add more!” Laurel said, pouting even more than earlier.

“Alright, alright my dear. Please calm down. I will go and tell the Harvest masters tomorrow,” he said, trying to appease her.

“You will go and tell them today,” Laurel said in the same tone, her eyes stormy and blazing with her temper.

“Yes....very well my girl. Now will you please calm down and stop shouting? It is most disturbing,” King Garron pleaded with her once again.

“Fine. I am through talking anyway. Please send in Phineas after you leave,” Laurel said quieter, but still angrily.

“Very well Laurel. I shall send for him right away. I will see you at dinner. Oh and by the way, your betrothed has informed me you will be leaving in two days,” King Garron said, in a weary voice as he stood up. “Unless of course you could find it in your heart to persuade him otherwise. Perhaps convince him to wait for the Harvest Festival, coming up in a week?” King Garron asked her, only slightly hopeful.

“I will do no such thing!” Laurel declared indignantly. 

“Yes...I thought you would say that,” King Garron said, leaving her room with a defeated demeanor.  

As King Garron began to descend the stairs he was met by Phineas, going hurriedly up to Laurel’s room.

“There you are Phineas. Laurel has requested your presence, immediately. I give you fair warning she is in a foul mood,” King Garron said dejectedly.

“I was actually just on my way to see her Highness,” Phineas said, trying to sound cheerful. 

“Yes, well heed my warning, though I dare say she will not show her temper to you as she did to me. I must be on my way now and inform my wife I have spoken to Laurel. I also have a list of demands given to me by her Royal Meanness that I must see to before dinner. I have also been rudely told by Caleb that he will be taking my daughter and all the supplies in two days. Unless of course you might be able to persuade him otherwise,” King Garron said, once again attempting to get his way.

“Meaning no disrespect Sire, but I feel any attempts to change Prince Caleb’s mind will only lead him to become even angrier. I can assure you, if I even begin to mention it, he will go upstairs, take Laurel from her room, and ride off with her to Heathwin tonight. He will also leave his brother to make sure the supplies leave as he demanded, which will leave Prince Aiden in a very foul mood. This is not something neither one of us wants to deal with,” Phineas said, very emphatically.  

“Oh... I see. Very well then, if you will excuse me,” King Garron said, as he continued downstairs, a voice filled with self-pity.  

“Very good Sire. I shall see you at dinner then,” Phineas smirked, as he continued on his way. 

He was well aware of Laurel’s bouts of temper and knew that she was more than capable of making her anger and frustrations known. He still knocked on her door waiting to be asked to come in.

“Come in,” came the small and sad reply.  “Oh Phinny it has been a most horrendous day,” Laurel said in a tearful voice, as he entered the room.

Phineas smiled at her sadly, as he sat on the edge of her bed and held her hand comfortingly. 

“I am so very sorry your Highness. I have just left Prince Caleb and he informed me of all that transpired. If it is any comfort to you, he was most distressed about how he reacted, and wished me to convey to you that he loves you,” Phineas said consolingly. 

“I have no doubt about his love for me Phineas. I....I have never seen him so angry with me before. I truly did not know what he was going to do. For a moment....I actually feared he would punish me, as he threatened he was going to,” Laurel replied crying once again. “And then to see the dead Rabkins.....” Laurel trailed off tearfully.

“Again my Lady, I am so sorry for what you went through. But if I may, and I am in no way condoning Prince Caleb’s brusque reaction, I would like to explain it,” Phineas said, with a kind and sympathetic smile.

“He already told me he was worried about what could have happened,” Laurel said with a slight shiver.

“Yes, well there is a valid reason behind his fear. Do you recall the incident with Lady Morene and the story behind her death? Has Prince Caleb ever spoken to you concerning this?” Phineas asked her carefully.

“He only mentioned she was killed by the Rabkins as a result of breaking a peace agreement with them,” Laurel answered, in a shaking voice.

“He of course left out the more heart wrenching part of the tragedy. Prince Caleb was in pursuit of Lady Morene, as she was branded a rebel. Her exacting vengeance on an otherwise defenseless Rabkin Homestead, resulted in the killing of several villagers in Heathwin, by the Rabkins. Caleb was bringing her and her followers before the Tribunal. By the time he had found her, the Rabkins had found her first. She had been killed by them already, and they were preparing to take the bodies of those who had slaughtered the Rabkin Homestead, to assure the Kindreds the threat had been dealt with. Prince Caleb had to beg the Rabkin Elder for her body, in order to allow her to be buried next to her mother and brothers.  The days prior to her death, were quite tragic and unsettling, as Morene’s rebellious behavior caused horrible retribution by the Rabkins. The people of Heathwin themselves demanded Morene and the rouge Sentinels with her, be brought to justice. It was quite humiliating for her father, Chieftain McCullan. I feel returning the body of his former wife was quite traumatizing for Prince Caleb.  As you are aware, Prince Aiden told me, Caleb left the Lodge, for a fortnight to be alone. He did not even tell his brother where he went,” Phineas paused thoughtfully, allowing Laurel to think about what he had revealed. “So you see my Lady, I feel all he could think about was, what if what was done to Morene, who he did not love, was done to you, whom he adores,” Phineas said, with a sad smile.

Laurel sat for a moment not speaking, thinking again of Caleb’s reaction, how he had told her how hurt he felt, that she had not kept her promise.

“I understand Phineas. I am sure it must have been very upsetting for him, for all of Heathwin. Please understand however, I am too upset to join everyone for dinner. I just wish to be alone for the remainder of the evening.

Would you please tell them all this for me? Please let Caleb know I am not angry, only upset,” Laurel said, with a shaking heavy sigh.

“Of course your Highness. Is there anything I can get for you before I leave you?” Phineas asked, with a kind smile.

“No...I just wish to read quietly and rest Phineas,” Laurel said, with a pitiful sigh, as she lay back against her pillows.

“Very well your Highness. Should you need me, do not hesitate to send for me,” Phineas spoke with a warm sympathetic voice, as he turned and quietly left her to be alone.

Phineas smiled as he thought of Laurel’s heartbroken reaction to Caleb’s anger.  He was well aware of her temper, and when her father would become upset or scolding, it would only make her angry and argumentative. It was not the case with Caleb. She had never been able to deal with his being upset or disappointed in her. It would almost always reduce her to tears, as he recalled the stable incident, as well as several instances when Caleb had scolded her for being too fresh and impertinent. She would simply look at Caleb with her soft grey eyes, filling with tears, and her pouting lips trembling, because he had raised his voice to her. Caleb of course could never stay angry at her for long, soon he would be hugging her, telling her it was alright and not to cry. It would always end with him either playing some game with her, or going for a ride with the horses, or depending on how upset she was, buying her something from one of Gwenlais’ many shops.  

They are each other’s down fall, Phineas thought, laughing to himself and shaking his head, as he made his way downstairs.

As he reached the wide and spacious lobby of the castle he found Caleb, Aiden and Tolemais, as well as the young captain of the Guards, Deaglan, speaking together in concerned tones, with serious expressions.

“Is everything alright gentlemen?” Phineas asked, with a worried voice.

“No. No I am afraid it is not Phineas. The Ollam Sari, who persuaded Princess Laurel to go unattended, has disappeared. It is obvious she was behind this, though I doubt she acted alone,” Deaglan replied, in a frustrated voice. 

“For that reason and Garron’s obvious lack of seriousness about Laurel’s safety, we will be leaving for Heathwin in two days,” Caleb announced, his expression stern and frustrated.

Phineas looked at him with a knowing grin.

“I suppose I should not be too surprised concerning your decision. It is perfectly understandable with all that has occurred. I shall go and finish packing shortly,” Phineas informed him, preferring not to tell him of Garron’s suggestion to change his mind.

“I notice you just came from upstairs. I assume you have spoken with Laurel?” Caleb asked uneasily.

“Ah...yes I have. She is still a bit shaken from...the incident. She regrets that she will not be joining us for dinner. She did however want me to stress, that she is not angry, only tired and upset,” Phineas was quick to add, seeing Caleb’s crestfallen expression.

“Well I am sure you will understand if I do not completely believe that. Will you speak to the old gardener and have two dozen roses sent to Laurel’s room for me please? I will not try and go and see her myself, as I do not wish to upset her further. Please apologize to Lady Ellos for me as well, as I too, will not be joining everyone for dinner,” Caleb said, in a low and sad voice. 

“Of course Sire, I will see to these things right away,” Phineas said, as reassuringly as he could.

“I will be taking my leave gentlemen. My men and I will continue in our search, and report if we find the Ollam. I also wish you to know, we shall escort you all to at least the border Sire,” Deaglan informed Caleb.

“Yes, thank you Deaglan, I appreciate all your help,” Caleb said, as Deaglan smiled and left the lobby. “If you will all excuse me I will going back to the Lodge now, there is nothing more I can do here,” Caleb said, with sad resignation as he turned and walked out of the lobby.

“He is going to be miserable and bad tempered all night. Mark my words,” Aiden said with frustration. “Have some ale brought to the Lodge Tolemais. We are going to need it,” Aiden replied further shaking his head.

“Of course Sire. Is there anything else?” Tolemais asked with a wry grin.

“No. I am going to find Marina, I am now in need of cheering up,” Aiden said sullenly, as he made his way up the stairs.

Phineas and Tolemais only smiled at each other knowingly.

 

Later that evening after everyone had returned to the Lodge, Aiden’s assumption of Caleb’s mood had indeed been correct. Caleb refused to eat and only sat sullen and hardly speaking, in the large, open sitting room of the Lodge.

“She hates me,” Caleb muttered to himself, his hand covering his face as he rubbed his temples.

“She does not hate you Caleb. I am however sensing a strong dislike. If you are lucky she will forgive you before the wedding. You could always buy her another saddle and bridle,” Aiden said, smirking in amusement.

Tolemais and some of the other men sitting in the large open room of the Lodge, laughed quietly at Aiden’s remark. However the laughter stopped abruptly as Caleb looked over and glared angrily in Aiden’s direction.  Aiden simply smiled back at him sardonically.  Caleb pushed his head against the back of his plush leather chair, sighing miserably.

“Sire if I may offer a bit of advice?” Tolemais asked smiling with empathy.

“Oh, why not,” Caleb replied dryly, keeping his head back and looking at the ceiling.

“Your Princess was badly shaken, and most likely quite angry with her father. She has had all the women of the house sympathizing and ministering to her all afternoon and evening. The only male she has not been upset or angry with is Phineas, who will take her side if she is wrong or not. So with that, give her some time and space tomorrow, let her request to see you. That way you will know she is ready and she will not feel you are pressuring her,” Tolemais said trying to sound helpful.

“And what if she does not request to see me tomorrow Tolemais? We are leaving now, in less than two days. If by then she still refuses to see me, what am I to do?  Do I go and take her from her room, throw her over my shoulder, kicking and screaming?  Put her across my horse and carry her off to Heathwin? Yes, that would certainly be an interesting start to our marriage would it not?” Caleb asked bitterly.

“If need be, yes Sire, that is what you will do,” Tolemais replied sternly, as Caleb looked over at him. Tolemais then smiled again warmly. “But I do not feel it will come to that. I have seen how your lass looks at you. It would not surprise me if she should come here looking for you in the night. I feel you are both suffering from a bit of broken heart, nothing that cannot be mended,” Tolemais spoke with warm solace.

Caleb sighed deeply one last time and then stood up, rubbing the back of his head and wincing with pain.

“I am going to my room. I do not wish to be disturbed. If anyone knocks on my door you had better pray the Lodge is on fire,” he said angrily, as he walked off.

Aiden shook his head and smirked at his brother’s ill mood.

“Well I do not know about the rest of you, but I say this a good time to open a keg of ale,” Aiden said rather loudly, as the men cheerfully agreed.

 

Laurel sat up abruptly in her bed, gasping with fear, breathing heavily. She looked about her room, her eyes wide and terrified, her body covered in a cold sweat.  She sat for a moment longer, shaking uncontrollably. She made her way over to her dressing table and dipping her hands in the large basin, bathed her face with cool water. Taking the small towel she quickly dried and then put on her robe. She walked slowly and quietly into the hallway and looked about cautiously. She stepped noiselessly across the hall and slowly opened the door to Marina and Oriel’s room. She walked inside and sighed with relief to find them both sleeping peacefully. As she quietly closed the door behind her she walked back into her room, and finding her cape, quickly put it on. She then walked back down the hallway a few steps and entered Jamison’s room.  She walked over slowly to where she knew Owain was sleeping, having been told to stay in the castle close to Laurel, by Caleb.  Being careful not to wake Jamison, Laurel leaned over and gently shook Owain’s shoulder. Owain stirred awake and looked for a moment at Laurel, looking a bit disoriented.

“Laurel? Are you alright? What is it?” Owain asked in a concerned whisper.

“No I am not. Owain will you please take me to Caleb. I must speak with him. I know it is late, but it cannot wait until morning,” Laurel said quietly, her voice breaking with emotion.

“Of course Laurel. Let me grab my coat and boots, and I shall be right with you,” Owain said whispering, standing up placing his hand on Laurel’s shoulder.

Owain finished dressing quickly and met Laurel as she waited for him in the hall.  Taking Laurel’s hand he led her out of the castle to the stables, having to stop and talk to several night sentries as to why he was out so late with the Princess.  One of the night sentries on duty was Angus, who escorted them to the stables himself and very noisily announced to the stable hands to wake up and ready a horse for Owain and Laurel. Owain then swiftly got upon the horse, while Angus quite easily and gently placed Laurel on the horse in front of Owain. Owain putting his arms around Laurel’s waist then rode off quickly to the Lodge, as he knew his way there without thought. Owain was very worried about Laurel as she did not speak, the entire time they were riding, she simply leaned into his chest and shoulder, shivering from the cool night air.

“We will be there in just a moment Laurel, you can see the lights just ahead of us,” Owain said, trying to be encouraging.

Laurel looked over and could indeed make out the torches on the outside of the Lodge, and the candlelight and lanterns from the windows. Owain stopped the horse right at the front doors of the Lodge. He dismounted quickly and putting up his hands to Laurel helped her down from off the horse. Taking her hand once again led her to the Lodge door.

“At this hour the doors are most likely locked, so I will have to knock. It may take a moment or two for it to be answered,” Owain explained smiling at her warmly.

“Thank you Owain. I am sorry for being so much trouble,” Laurel said sadly in a small tired voice.

“You are no trouble at all Laurel. I am at your service whenever you need me. Never forget that,” Owain said with sincerity. 

Laurel looked up and smiled at him benevolently, knowing he meant it.

Owain continued to knock on the heavy door waiting for it to be answered.

“By the Maker. Who could that be at this hour?” Aiden asked with surprise.

“Cannot imagine Sire, but they better have more ale,” Rian, said with a laugh.

“I will answer it,” Aiden sounded slightly annoyed as he stood up and walked over to the door.

Opening the door, Aiden was surprised to see Owain smiling at him sadly.

“Owain what is wrong?” Aiden asked concerned.

“Laurel needed to see Caleb,” Owain said quietly, stepping aside and revealing Laurel standing in back of him.

Laurel looked up at Aiden smiling shyly, and looking very tired.

“Are you alright love?” Aiden asked with a concerned look as he led her inside. 

“I am fine Aiden, I just need to speak with Caleb. I know it is late, but I could not wait until morning. I did not think he would mind,” Laurel spoke in a tired small voice.

Aiden and Owain laughed quietly, at Laurel’s last remark.

“Come with me Laurel,” Aiden said smiling charmingly, as he placed his hand on Laurel’s back, and guided her towards Caleb’s room. 

The Sentinels in the Lodge smiled at her as she walked past them.

“Did I not say she would come looking for him?” Tolemais said with a very self-satisfied smile as he sipped his ale.

“Here you go old man. It looks like you could use one,” Rian said with a smile offering Owain a pint of ale, as Owain took the ale with a sigh and a wry smile.

 Aiden walked Laurel down the small corridor towards Caleb’s room.

“Well after his horrible mood he will be most happy to see you love,” Aiden smiled at her warmly. 

He then paused for a moment, thoughtfully, taking her arm and stopped walking, as he looked at her questionably.  

“Will he be happy to see you?” Aiden asked, looking at her with his soulful blue eyes.

“It is my wish that he will be,” Laurel answered quietly, smiling shyly.

“Ah good. That is what I was hoping you were going to say,” Aiden replied as he then resumed walking, leading her to his room.

They reached the room and Aiden knocked very loudly on the heavy door, smirking at Laurel the whole time.

“What?!” came the rather loud and brusque reply.

“You have company! So open the door!” Aiden answered back in the same tone.

The sound of loud heavy footsteps indicating Caleb’s general demeanor.

He opened the door suddenly and with a scowl on his face. 

“I told you I did not want to be dis...Laurel!? Is everything alright?” Caleb asked with concern as he gently took her hand in his, as his scowl turned to surprise at seeing her.

“I just needed to speak with you, it could not wait until morning. I had Owain bring me,” Laurel said timidly, her eyes filling with emotion.

“Of course mo stor, come in,” Caleb said warmly, as he led her into his room.

“I guess I will say goodnight then,” Aiden said pointedly as he was turning to leave.

“Just a moment dearest, I shall only be an instant,” Caleb said to Laurel, as he closed the door. “What is wrong? Why is she here at this hour?” Caleb asked Aiden in a hushed concerned tone.

“I do not know.  Owain said she woke him up and asked him to bring her here, that she needed to talk to you. You will have to ask her yourself. I am going to bed, as I am advising Owain to do the same. So I would make plans to keep her here tonight,” Aiden grinned at him.

Caleb simply nodded as Aiden made his way back down the hall, Caleb walked back into his room. He shut and locked the door as he looked over and saw that Laurel had walked over to the fireplace, and stood quietly warming herself. Caleb walked up to her and gently touched her face.

“What is it Laurel? What is troubling you at this hour?” Caleb asked her softly.

Laurel did not answer right away, she moved closer to him and put her hands on his chest and looked up to his face, her eyes soft, but sad.

“You will probably think it is silly,” she answered shyly.

“No, I am sure I will not. Please tell me what your concern is,” he answered warmly, continuing to caress the side of her face.

She sighed deeply before she answered. “I had a horrible nightmare that Rabkins got into the castle and killed my family, and then tried to kill me. I could feel their claws around my throat, and then I woke up,” Laurel told him her voice and lips trembling with emotion.  “Could it happen Caleb? Could they get into the castle?” she asked beginning to cry softly.

Caleb took her into his arms and held her tightly, caressing her back to try to calm her shaking.

“No mo ghra. It could not happen. There are far too many guards and security measures in place,” he said in a soft reassuring voice. “I am so sorry that I upset you today. I should not have forced you to see the bodies. I should have let you explain, that you were not aware of the Rabkins in the area. It is just when I saw you walking about with only the girls, I was angry and terrified at the thought of you being out there without protection, that you did not take the situation seriously.  I allowed my emotions to get the best of me. Ta bron orm,” Caleb said in a voice filled with regret. He gently kissed her forehead as he tucked her hair behind her ear.  “When I spoke to your father today he admitted he had not told you anything, which only left me angrier. That is why we will be leaving as soon as possible,” Caleb said in a soft but serious voice.

“May I ask something of you Caleb?” Laurel asked shyly.

“Of course dearest, what is it?” Caleb inquired of her, looking into her eyes intently.

“May I spend the night here, with you? I am too distraught to return home at this time,” Laurel asked in quiet voice.

“Did you really think I would be able to let you leave now? Of course you may stay mo ghra. Come with me, let me help you to bed, you feel chilled and are still shaking,” Caleb said lovingly.

He walked with her over to the large bed, and drew back the coverings. Helping her with her cape, he then placed it over a chair as Laurel slipped off her boots. She got into the bed and turned over on her side, as Caleb lay down next to her. He took her gently in his arms and kissed her softly, holding her face in his hands.

After kissing her, he smiled at her lovingly and was delighted she smiled back at him.

“There it is. I have missed that lovely smile. I was without it for over a week. Sadly I have still not seen it all day,” Caleb said to her, in his rich deep voice.

“I know, I have not had much to smile about, but I am feeling better now. Thank you for the roses you sent to my room,” Laurel said softly.

“You are very welcome my darling. Again mo ghra, I am very sorry I was upset with you. I do hope you understand it was mainly out of concern for your safety,” Caleb replied, as he gently kissed her forehead.

“I do, it is only I am not accustom to your anger being directed at me. It took me by surprise. I would never openly defy you Caleb. It would serve no purpose. I feel that I can disagree with you without being defiant and hostile,” Laurel said pointedly, her eyes looking serious and intense.

Caleb smiled at her thoughtfully, more than a bit impressed with her words and confidence in their understanding of each other.

“You most certainly can dearest. I do not wish for a mindless pretty face, or a frightened waif. I do not want you to feel you cannot speak your mind. I promise you, I will work very hard to not have my anger be directed at you. I regrettably admit my temper does get the better of me sometimes,” he looked at her his eyes warm but sad.

Laurel smiled at him again, reaching over to lay her hand on his face.

“A trait we have in common, is it not?” Laurel asked smiling at him impishly

“Yes I am afraid it is,” Caleb laughed at her lightly.

Laurel reached over to stroke his hair, before speaking again.

“Caleb, Father said that we would be leaving for Heathwin in two days. Is this true?” she asked quietly.

“Yes it is dearest. In light of everything that has happened I feel that this is the right thing to do,” Caleb said to her with a serious tone, though his eyes were still warm and loving.

“So it is safe for me to assume then that you will not change your mind about this?” Laurel asked him softly.

“No I will not, mo ghra. I do not wish to cause you any distress, but I stand firm with my decision. We will leave in two days. If you are unable to pack all of your things, you can either have your family bring them when they come for the wedding, or I will have then brought over during the Planting season. If there is anything you should need, you know that I will be more than happy to get it for you when we arrive in Heathwin,” Caleb said smiling at her, as her stroked her hair.

“I understand. It was not really my intention to change your mind. I simply needed to ask you, and now that I have, I do not wish to speak of it any longer,” Laurel said in a quiet, by determined voice.

Caleb smiled at her, knowing she only asked this because of her father more than likely pressuring her to do so.

“Of course Laurel. We have much more pleasant things we can talk about. Is there anything that is on your mind that you wish to discuss?” he asked her warmly. 

“No, I just am feeling overwhelmed by how the day went. I am finding it difficult to relax, my stomach and chest feel all fluttery. I still cannot understand why someone would want to end my life. Why am I such a threat to someone?” Laurel asked as she bit her lip, trying not to cry.

“You truly do not understand who you are, do you mo stor?” Caleb asked her, as he gently caressed her face, his heart breaking at the bemused expression in her eyes. “You are the first female child born to the Kingdom of Gwenlais in ten generations. Because of you, our Kingdoms will be united as one, the breach of mistrust and prejudice will be healed.  You will cause our two Kingdoms to be more powerful than they have ever been.

My love, you are the treasure of Gwenlais. It is written, the female child to be born to a Queen of Gwenlais, would unite the torn Kingdoms and heal the breach between us and the Rabkins.  And she would hold the heart of Heathwin. You are that child Laurel. The Rabkins of our Kingdoms know this. I am blessed not only because I will be your husband, but because I love you with all my being. Those who do not wish for the union of our Kingdoms, find you terrifying. Which is also why I will do anything to protect you,” Caleb said to her, with passionate conviction.

“I have never seen myself in that light Caleb. My parents certainly never discussed things in this manner, with me. The only thing Father ever mentioned was he would never give his daughter to just anyone. I always felt it was because so many depend on Gwenlais for food and trade, to give that responsibility to just anyone would be foolish,” Laurel said without guile.

“No my love, it is not responsibility, at least that is not how others see it. It is power. Most feel that with our marriage, Heathwin will have tremendous power. As we will then control what is grown and how it will be distributed. Those who have read the Olden Scribes writings, feel that power will come, because the one you marry, will control you. Some welcome it because of what the Sentinels do for the realms, others resent it, feeling no one deserves that power. There are those who feel the marriage was unnecessary, that we should have taken Gwenlais with force. Though that would certainly not solve anything. The distrust and prejudice would be intensified and the people would certainly not wish to farm and work under duress,” Caleb paused for a moment to gently caress Laurel’s face. “I also would not be with the one I love more than all things, or most likely our marriage would be forced upon you.  You would most assuredly see me in a different way,” Caleb said softly, his eyes looking pained at the thought.

“If that were the case, I know that at some point I would still come to know and love you for who you are Caleb. So you see, you would still control my heart, as I would hold yours,” Laurel replied softly, as she smiled at him warmly.

Caleb returned her smile and kissed her lovingly holding her close.

“Worry no more of what others think or feel my sweet Laurel. Soon we shall be back in Heathwin, and I will be able to keep you safe there. Your future subjects love you.  Love what your compassion and mercy did for Leland and his family, it is still talked about quite openly and often.  Three days after we arrive, a celebration with the family is planned to welcome you back to Heathwin. It will be a feast of one night. The Grand Hall will be opened to all our relatives, and there will be music and dancing. It will not be as grand as our wedding of course, as only the relatives will be there. Simply your new family, welcoming your return. I see that you wear the bracelet I gave you. I had Violet make it for you. She was quite happy to do so, as she is very fond of you,” Caleb said softly his eyes filled happiness, as he lifted her arm to kiss her wrist just under the bracelet.

“Yes I love it, I was very surprised when Phineas gave it to me. I look forward to seeing the family very much. I look forward to our new life together Sire,” Laurel said, her lips trembling with emotion.

Caleb noticed her expression and gently kissed her lips, holding her in his arms, and caressing her back, to calm her trembling.

“Shh. It is alright mo ghra. Close your eyes and take a breath, yes just breathe deeply,” Caleb said softly, as he could feel her sighing shakily. “I will arrange everything for you in the morning. All you have to do is pick out the things you wish to be able to have access to at the camp. I will take care of the rest.  I wish for you to sleep in tomorrow.  I will have breakfast brought for you in my room. Please rest as long as you can, do not feel obligated to hurry yourself. Try and relax now Laurel,” Caleb said softly, as he could still feel her tremble from her frazzled nerves, in his arms.

“I am trying Caleb. It is just every time I close my eyes, I can see them. I can see them in the castle. Are you sure none of them escaped?” Laurel asked in a shaking voice, filled with fear. 

“Yes Laurel. I am very sure, and I will tell you why,” Caleb said in a reassuring calm voice. 

He held her tighter as he began to explain how it was the Ogmore kindred themselves who assisted Caleb in finding the Rabkins from the East. How they looked at Laurel as their hope for the future, in healing the wide gap that long existed between their two peoples. That they considered it their right and privilege to help in protecting her.  How they had been watching her for several months, and ‘felt’ her kind heart, from observing her interaction with others.  Laurel began to relax as Caleb explained more about the strange race of beings, that to her, only represented death and mayhem. She was both frightened and curious by the fact that they had been watching her and felt the need to protect her. His explanation was done calmly and without resentment towards the Rabkins that had assisted him in finding the ones that were called 'the strangers'. 

“How is it Caleb that you have this understanding of the Rabkins that no one else has? Why do they trust you so much?” Laurel asked curiously, finding herself intrigued.

Caleb smiled at Laurel warmly and kissed her forehead, before explaining, happy that her curiosity was helping her to relax.

“When I was fifteen seasons, shortly before my encounter with the Dragon's Tooth, and shortly after the death of my uncles and grandfather, I was riding through the forest, I had ridden ahead of my body guards, and I came upon a lone Rabkin. He had been shot by a crossbow, and was dying. I got off my horse and went over to him, for some strange reason, I still cannot explain why, I was not afraid. Perhaps it was his eyes. They held no malice, only sadness and pain. I crouched down next to him, as he was speaking softly in their sing song way that they do, and then suddenly he took my hand. It was not vicious in any way, he simply reached over and took my hand in his. Before I knew what was happening, I could see his memories as if they were my own. I could feel his fear and pain, and could tell he was seeing all that I remembered as well. Watching my grandfather die, seeing the aftermath of a raid on one of the Clann villages, but I also saw the death and sadness he too had suffered through. Then it stopped as quickly as it begun, he smiled at me, and then died. I was shaking and sobbing for some time, before my guards found me kneeling down next to the dead Rabkin. They were very upset and brought me home immediately.  I told my father what had happened and of course he was understandably concerned, my poor mother was beside herself.  I was not able to get the Rabkin’s memories from my mind, I had no peace or sleep for almost a week. It was not until an older Scribe had advised that we try and seek out a Kindred that lived in the nearby forest.  My parents were of course against it, so I sought them out myself, to rid my mind of the images I could not escape.  When I finally found them, they as well as I were surprised, I could understand their speech, that I could feel they were nearby,” Caleb told her, in a soft far away tone.

“What did you do? Were you afraid?” Laurel asked quietly, her eyes wide with emotion, as she was mesmerized by his account.

“No, I was not. I told them what I had gone through with the Rabkin I had found. Their healer, a female, came up to me. She knelt down so as not to appear so tall and overwhelming. She opened her hand and placed her palm towards me. ‘Touch my hand, man prince’, she said to me. I placed my hand against hers and then the memories came rushing back again, vivid and intense as the first time. They stopped suddenly, leaving me sobbing and shaken once again. But then I noticed, I finally had peace, the images were gone. She smiled at me and touched my face. She told me I had experienced 'sharing'. The Rabkin I shared with was a young male, the son of one of their Elders. He had wanted to let his father know he died in peace and not alone. The Rabkins consider it a great tragedy to die alone. My father and some of the Sentinels found me moments later, I refused to let them harm the Kindred I was with. It was shortly after that time, a dialogue was opened, as they would only speak with me, and continue to do so to this day,” Caleb smiled as he ended his account to Laurel.

Laurel’s eyes were filled with tears as she looked at him in amazement. 

“It is no wonder you try so hard to make peace with them, to understand them. Was I wrong to think of them as vicious mindless monsters?” she asked sadly.

“Of course not dearest. The Rabkins you encountered were. You have not had the chance to see them in any other way. Perhaps someday you will, as they find you very special and are quite fascinated with you,” Caleb said calmly. 

Laurel pressed herself into Caleb’s side holding on to his waist tighter. 
“I hope that someday we will have peace with them Caleb, truly all that you went through was not for nothing,” Laurel said, with heartfelt conviction.

“It is my hope as well, mo ghra. Let us try and rest now, nothing will disturb us tonight. No harm will befall your family. The harm has been gotten rid of. Close your eyes and rest,” Caleb spoke in a reassuring soft voice, as he gently kissed her forehead, and held her closer. 

She sighed deeply and found herself unable to keep her eyes open.

“Shh. Close your eyes mo chailin milis,” was the last thing she heard before falling asleep.

 

When Laurel opened her eyes, she saw that it was still dark, the fire continued to burn warmly, casting a soft glow in the room. Turning her head slightly, she could see that Caleb was asleep, his arms still around her. Laurel shifted in the bed, which caused him to move and draw her closer, kissing her forehead lightly.

“What is it Laurel?” Caleb asked drowsily.

“Oh...I am sorry. I did not mean to wake you,” Laurel whispered.

Caleb smiled at her apology “I am a very light sleeper dearest. It comes from all those seasons of Patrol duty. Is something wrong? Did you have another dream?” he asked, still keeping his eyes closed.

“No. I just woke up, I am feeling a bit restless, I suppose,” Laurel said in a soft voice.

Caleb opened his eyes and looked at her, lightly caressing her face. Sitting up slightly as he turned on his side, he smiled as he looked down at her.

“Is there anything you need? Shall I get you something to drink?” Caleb asked, the sleep gone from his voice.

“No....no thank you. I simply have too much on my mind, and I am finding it difficult to relax, even in my sleep,” Laurel answered, her voice sounding weary but nervous.

“I shall help you relax. Turn over on your stomach and I will show you,” Caleb requested, smiling at her warmly.

“Show me what?” Laurel asked him suspiciously.

Caleb laughed at her tone and the expression she had on her face.

“Laurel, you silly little thing. You ask me, in that tone, while in my bed, in your nightgown.  You should know me enough mo stor, that if I was determined to have you, it would have happened already. There would be no need for pretense or games. Do you not remember that night in Heathwin, when I asked you to marry me then?  You would give yourself to me my love. I would not have to trick you into it,” Caleb replied his voice becoming serious, but still warm and loving.

“I am sorry Caleb. I did not mean to sound that way. It is just....” Laurel began to explain, her voice becoming emotional.

Caleb stopped her by leaning down and kissing her lips for a moment tenderly, holding her face in his hand.

“Shh. I know that you are feeling very anxious right now. Which is why I want to help you relax. I respect your vow mo stor and I will not try to convince you to do otherwise. If I wish to show you my love, or help you to relax, I know how far to go and when to stop.  Only one more day, and we will be leaving for Heathwin, mo ghra, then all the preparing will finally be at an end.  Now lie on your stomach and let me help you relax,” Caleb replied, in a soft reassuring tone, smiling at her lovingly.

Laurel smiled back at him, as she turned over, and putting her arms on the pillow, turned her head sideways, laying on her arm.

Caleb sat up on his knees, taking Laurel’s head and turning it gently.

“I know it feels a bit strange, but put your face in towards the pillow, you will see in a moment what I am doing,” Caleb instructed.

A moment later Laurel could feel Caleb’s hands on the back of her neck, his fingers lightly pressing into her skin in a rhythmic motion. She winced as she felt a twinge of pain, going down into her shoulder. Laurel moaned into the pillow, beginning to hold her breath.

“Caleb...stop it hurts” Laurel said, in a shaking voice.

“I know it does dearest. Your neck and shoulders are very tense, let out your breath, and let me continue for a bit more, and then it will no longer be uncomfortable. I am moving to your shoulders now. My poor sweet girl, just let it go dearest, I am here for you, it is all right,” Caleb replied, his voice warm and loving as he felt her body tremble with quiet sobs.

Caleb continued to gently massage her neck and shoulders for a few moments more until her felt her skin become more relaxed and pliable under his touch. Laying again on his side, he turned Laurel towards him and held her in his arms, kissing her face lightly, tasting her tears on his lips.

“I do not know why I am crying,” Laurel said in a shaking voice.

“It is just the tension leaving your body. You will feel better in just a few moments,” Caleb whispered.  “There now, how is that?” Caleb asked, as he saw and felt her exhale deeply.

“Much better. Where did you learn this?” Laurel asked, her voice calmer and no longer crying.

“I was Patrolling the Northern borders of Heathwin last season, just before winter. Lorcan was startled by a tree falling after a storm. He threw me and I landed quite hard as I was not expecting that reaction from him. An older woman in the village we were in, saw what had happened. I was clutching the back of my neck when I stood up. She was smaller than you, so I was not sure what she meant by helping me, so I just agreed out of courtesy. The next thing I knew she began to massage the back of my neck, and believe me, it was very painful at first, but within a few moments the pain began to lessen. We were there for several days, as they were troubled by raiders. So she would come to our camp the end of each day and massage my neck as before, and the pain just went away. I was so impressed I asked her to come back to Heathwin with us for a time, to show me and some of the Physician attendants, how she did this and she agreed. My mother suffered from debilitating headaches for a time, and she was able to help her with these. So she taught me and Aiden and all of the Sentinels who are Physician attendants a few simple techniques, and then she wished to go back home. Mother begged her to stay offering her a small cottage and a generous salary, but she said she was needed at home, so we reluctantly brought her back.  Aiden is actually better at it than I am, so Mother asks him to help her with her headaches, that she only gets rarely now. He has also used it to his advantage in other ways, the dog,” Caleb said with a wry grin, which caused Laurel to laugh. “I am glad you are feeling better dearest,” Caleb spoke smiling at her warmly.

“I am, thank you Caleb. I am actually feeling sleepy now,” Laurel replied drowsily, snuggling in closer to his side.

“Well good. We will sleep in, and have a quiet morning together. Then I will bring you back home and you and Tulla can get your things arranged. By the end of the day I will have all your things placed in a wagon. You will only see me for dinner, as I will be very busy getting the rest of the supplies organized. That will give you time to spend with Tulla and Marina. Let us get some sleep now mo ghra, very soon all the rushing about will be done with,” Caleb said, in a quiet soothing voice. 

“I look forward to that,” Laurel replied with a yawn, as she closed her eyes.

 

The next morning Caleb and Laurel woke together, and they had a relaxed breakfast.  Caleb told her how they would be staying an extra day at the river side camp, so she would have an opportunity to be rested before they arrived in Heathwin.  After an hour or so Caleb brought Laurel back to the castle and then went to meet with the harvesters and those in charge of arranging the supplies for the final trip of the season.  He and Aiden remained busy until dinner. Lady Ellos had dinner arranged in the private dining room, as it was to be Laurel's last night in Gwenlais, until she visited again, as a married woman. Dinner was quiet, Lady Ellos, tried to keep things cheerful by asking Caleb and Aiden questions about Heathwin. After dinner the children asked Caleb and Aiden to come into the sitting room to play games with them for a time.

“You must read to us again tonight Caleb, you will be leaving tomorrow,” Oriel,” said cheerfully, as Jamison looked over at him smiling happily.

“I would enjoy that very much Orrie, why do you not help your brother upstairs, and Laurel and I will be up shortly,” Caleb replied smiling at her warmly.  
The children walked out of the study giggling as they hurried up to their rooms.  Laurel and Caleb made their way up shortly after, once again finding Oriel waiting for them in the hallway.  She led them back into Jamison's room.  As they all settled in like before, Caleb's voice warm and soothing, caused the children to fall asleep by the end of the chapter he was reading. Laurel and Caleb quietly walked out of the room and into the hallway. They walked back downstairs and out into the side terrace, just off the sitting room.  Walking over they both sat down on a small wicker couch, just under the arbor, where grapevines grew thick and heavy. Caleb took Laurel in his arms and kissed her passionately but tenderly for a few moments.

“Tomorrow we leave for Heathwin my love. How are you feeling?” Caleb asked, smiling at her warmly as he stroked her hair.

“I am feeling so many things Caleb. Excitement, nervousness, a bit melancholy. My whole life is about to change come morning. I just hope I can sleep tonight,” Laurel replied in a soft voice, her eyes luminous with emotion.

Caleb smiled down at her lovingly as he gently kissed her forehead, and held her closely in his arms. Neither spoke for a while, content to enjoy the quiet of the night, and each other’s presence.  Soon clouds began to slowly drift in, covering the stars’ and the moons’ light like a soft blanket. A light chilling rain began to fall, and Caleb and Laurel made their way back indoors. 

“I shall say goodnight to you mo stor. Please try to get some rest, as we will be leaving first thing in the morning. Oiche mhaith dearest. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb whispered, kissing her one more time. 

“I love you too,” Laurel whispered back.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly and then turned and taking his long riding coat off the hook on the wall, and made his way out the side back door, that led to the stables, it would be a chilly ride to the Lodge.  As Laurel turned to walk back to the stairs, she noticed Marina and Aiden at the front of the staircase, talking quietly together.  Laurel stood back for a moment to allow them privacy, as they seemed to be engaged in quiet conversation.

She smiled as Aiden leaned in to give Marina a tender kiss on the cheek, reaching over to gently run a strand of pale gold hair through his fingers.

Marina smiled warmly, her beautiful face, lightly flushed by Aiden’s attentions. Marina then turned slowly and made her way upstairs, turning back a few times to smile at Aiden as he continued to watch her, until she was gone from view. He then turned and walked towards Laurel unaware that she was there, as he headed out the back doorway.  

“Oh, well hello love. I did not see you there,” Aiden said, smiling as he noticed her.

“Yes, I saw that you were pleasantly distracted,” Laurel replied, laughing lightly.

“Pleasantly indeed. Now why would you be standing here by the back door? Has Caleb gone back to the Lodge already?” Aiden asked, with is usual charming smile.

“Yes, we spent time on the terrace together before it started to rain,” Laurel answered.

“I am quite surprised he did not take you back with him. He will get no sleep tonight, as he intends on having us leave as soon as possible. All the wagons are already loaded and ready. I am still amazed everything was done so quickly,” Aiden replied.

“Caleb wanted me to get some rest as well. Though I know I shall not sleep either. It is strange to see my room so empty. Caleb had at least six servants assisting Tulla and I with packing up my things. It was done in only a few hours,” Laurel spoke, looking about anxiously.

Aiden noticed her nervous demeanor and leaned over to give her a warm hug.

“Do not worry Laurel, the drama of the last few days will be behind you soon. You will be back home with us in Heathwin. I dare say Mother has made your room even more comfortable and cheerful than the last time,” Aiden said as he released her gently from his embrace. “I agree with Caleb, you should try to get some rest.  We are used to not sleeping for a few days at a time, you however are not. So I will say goodnight to you then,” Aiden said, as he kissed her cheek, and then quietly walked out of the back door.

Laurel then slowly began to walk up the staircase, as she reached her room she was met by Marina and Tulla, who walked into the room with her.

They spent an enjoyable couple of hours together, talking of Heathwin, the two handsome brothers, and Laurel’s upcoming wedding. When Laurel then became quiet, Marina and Tulla left her to her thoughts, hugging her warmly goodnight.  Laurel changed into her favourite nightgown, and slipped under the warm covers of her bed, for the last time.

 

Sari sat waiting anxiously in the one room cottage, which was deep in the forest just over the border between Gwenlais and the Eastern territories. It had taken her until nightfall to reach it, having convinced one of the merchants to allow her to ride in his wagon for most of the trip. The glow of the fire in the hearth and the single pillar candle on the table in the center of the cottage was enough to illuminate the entire room, without being too visible from outside.  Being this deep in the forest alone was unsettling, as she waited impatiently for her lover to arrive. The sound of the door opening caused her to startle slightly, as she stood up from the edge of the bed and hurried over to the man in the black hooded cloak, melting into his warm embrace. They kissed passionately for a moment, then looked at each, as he gently caressed Sari’s face, her eyes filling with tears.

“I have failed us my love. I failed our Master. He will be very angry, but I beg of you, do not take the blame from me. I could not bear to have him hurt you again,” she said in a tearful whisper.

“We shall blame Tramaine for this Sari. I will send word that he should have been more aware of the Rabkins’ willingness to aid the wretched Prince. I am so happy you made it out of Gwenlais in time, I had the gates left open as long as I could. Deaglan and his guards are still hunting for you. You must remain here until it is safe, I shall be here as often as I can be. You will be safe here, no one knows of this place,” the man replied reassuringly. “Come now let us rest, I will have to leave at first light, so I will not be missed. The Princess leaves tomorrow. We will have to focus our plans here in Gwenlais. Worry no longer my love, there will be another time and another way to accomplish our objective. I still have one other plan to fall back on, which we will try first. If that fails, we will move forward with the next one,” he answered her.

“I am most grateful for you arranging my escape,” Sari smiled seductively reaching over to lower his hood. “Come my love, let me show you just how much,” she whispered taking his hand, and leading him over to the bed.



  
 
 
 
   
 
 
   

 20: THE RIVER CROSSING 
Laurel got out of bed earlier than she had planned, as she had been unable to sleep, knowing it would be the last night in her room. The realization that her life was about to change forever, filled Laurel with nervous energy. She dressed hurriedly in what had been left for her. Almost all of her things were packed, she was only leaving behind a few furnishings that she felt would not be needed. Fortunately last night had been relaxed and subdued. Dinner was not as cheerful as it could have been, as the mood was quiet but somber. Caleb and Aiden did not stay long that evening, as they still had much to arrange before their departure the next day. Laurel had chosen to retire early, only allowing Marina and Tulla to spend some time with her. She did not look forward to dealing with her father this morning, knowing he was still upset that she had not convinced Caleb to stay through to the Harvest festival.  Caleb and her father had also argued in the study, after dinner, neither would say what it was about.  Caleb had smiled and kissed her telling her it was not important. King Garron had grumbled he did not wish to talk about it. It was easy to see, who had won the argument.  After dressing she looked over the rest of her things she would be bringing with her.  Tulla then quietly entered her room, smiling warmly at her, carrying a tray with tea and sweet biscuits.

“Tulla, I did not expect you here so early,” Laurel said surprised as she walked over and embraced her loyal friend.

“I knew you would have trouble sleeping my Lady, I guessed you would be awake early. So I was hoping we could spend some time together before you leave,” Tulla said her eyes beginning to swell with tears.

Laurel hugged her again, her eyes misting over as well.

“I shall miss you terribly my dear Tulla. We have been together for almost seven seasons now. I hope you will be happy caring for my stepsisters. I do know that they are very fond of you, Marina herself told me she was happy you would be staying with them,” Laurel pulled away to look in Tulla’s face.

“I too have grown quite fond of them as well. But my Lady, they will never hold the place in my heart that you have,” Tulla said her lips trembling as tears fell down her face.

They embraced once more crying together, saying goodbye silently, both surprised this day had finally come. After a few minutes had passed they stopped their tearful embrace and walked over and sat down at the small table and chairs Laurel decided to leave behind. They talked quietly for a few minutes, and began to reminisce of the times they shared together.

There was suddenly a knock on the door with Phineas announcing it was him.

“Come in Phineas,” Laurel said quietly.

Phineas came in smiling warmly at both young women knowing this was an emotional time for them.

“I only came to announce your father wished to see you, in his study in a few hours your Highness, after you say goodbye to Mistress Gavenia. By all means though do finish your tea and biscuits first. Prince Caleb has not yet arrived, so I am sure you have plenty of time to do so,” Phineas said quietly as he turned to leave.

“Thank you Phineas. Will you please do me a favor?” Laurel asked a bit emotionally.

“Of course my Lady. What can I do for you?” Phineas asked.

“Will you escort me to the House of Healing, and then come with me when I go to see my father?  I have this feeling in the pit of my stomach, he may try to argue the point of my leaving and I will feel much stronger if you are with me,” Laurel said, her eyes glistening.

“I would be most happy to my Lady. I will be back within an hour to accompany you,” Phineas replied softly with a warm and caring smile.

Phineas closed the door quietly behind him, comforted with the knowledge she still needed him, knowing soon, too soon, he would be replaced by her new husband. Not that he was not happy for Laurel, he was in fact quite relieved in knowing how much Caleb loved her, and would take care of her.  She would indeed adjust and make Heathwin her home, as her new family already loved her, as well as the people of Heathwin themselves. He suddenly felt a deep emptiness, as he knew he would miss Laurel dearly. Then as quickly as it came the emptiness was gone.  Happy with the fact he could increase his visits to Heathwin with the excuse of going to see Laurel, and also see his beloved Adele, until she was ready to make their relationship public. A time which he hoped would not be long in coming.

 

In what seemed like only a short time, Phineas had returned to accompany Laurel to the House of Healing, and then the study. Laurel sighed heavily, as Tulla reached over and squeezed her hand encouragingly. Laurel stood up and walked out of the room with Phineas by her side.

“I hope he just says goodbye and does not make a scene Phineas,” Laurel said with resignation. 

“Well do not worry too much, your Highness. I shall stay with you the entire time. Lady Ellos will also be there as I understand. Let us go and say goodbye to Mistress Gavenia first of all, and not be concerned with your father as yet,” Phineas said trying to sound encouraging.

 

As they made their way to waiting horses, Phineas and Laurel rode silently to the House of Healing. Phineas looked over at Laurel several times with concern, as Laurel was not her usual self today. He hoped her saying goodbye to the Ollams and Mistress Gavenia in particular, would not be distressing for her. As they approached the House of Healing, both of them were surprised to see Mistress Gavenia, as well as all of Laurel’s Ollam instructors, waiting at the entrance. Laurel dismounted and walked up to Mistress Gavenia, who was smiling and holding her hand out to Laurel.

“Walk with me my child,” Mistress Gavenia said warmly, as she held Laurel’s hand, and led her to the pasture behind the building.

The other Ollams followed, not speaking, only smiling kindly at Laurel, some of them with tears in their eyes.

“I thought it would be most appropriate at this time for you to say goodbye to your mother. We all wished to be with you to offer our support,” Mistress Gavenia said, with uncharacteristic emotion.

“Thank you Mistress Gavenia. I appreciate your concern,” Laurel replied smiling warmly at her.

As they approached the burial site of Queen Milna, Laurel was pleased to see that the old gardener, had been so diligent in his care of the roses planted at the site. The slight breeze released the sweet spicy scent of the blooms, as they glistened in the light rain. They all paused for a moment as Laurel knelt down to smell the roses, and to feel the soft velvet petals upon her lips, as if kissing her. 

“I have come to say goodbye Mamm. I am leaving for my new home in Heathwin. I know you would be pleased that I am marrying Caleb. He is a good man, and he loves me very much. My new family is very kind and loving as well. I will be wearing your gown as you hoped I would. I love you Mamm, and I shall miss you every day,” Laurel said, in a soft tearful voice. 

Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand Laurel then stood up, as Mistress Gavenia embraced her warmly.

“She would be so proud of you this day Laurel,” she said as she held her close.

“Thank you Mistress. I knew she always loved Caleb,” Laurel said, her voice still teary.

Mistress Gavenia pulled away to smile at her.

“It is not for that reason only my dear,” the older woman said, as she looked over and gestured to the other Ollams.

They stepped forward and Blathnaid, Laurel’s primary instructor, held in her outstretched arms, a garment Laurel knew so well. Laurel put her hands to her mouth in surprise as the Ollam, tearfully handed her the white and silver trimmed tunic worn only by the Ollams. Laurel held the tunic against her, as her instructor and then the other five Ollams each embraced her warmly. They then stepped away, in order for Mistress Gavenia to help Laurel to say her pledge.

“It has been decided Laurel, after observing you in your duties as a doe med to the House of Healing of the Kingdom of Gwenlais, that now, we bestow upon you the title of Ollam of Gwenlais. Are you ready to take your vow?” Mistress Gavenia asked her, her voice filled with pride.

“I am Mistress,” Laurel said clearly and strongly, smiling with tear filled eyes.

“Do you Laurel, student of the healing arts of the Ollams, pledge your life in the service of others? To aid in restoring the health of others? To offer and bring peace and comfort to any and all who need or request it? To never stop in the pursuit of knowledge, of all that is beneficial? To never place your suffering above that of others?” Mistress Gavenia asked the vow, she had asked many others before. 

“I do so pledge,” Laurel replied with conviction.

“Then by my right as Head Mistress Ollam of Gwenlais, I bestow upon you the title, Laurel Ollam of Gwenlais. May the Maker bless you in your pursuit of knowledge, and your service to others,” Mistress Gavenia said her voice filled with emotion, as she once again embraced Laurel.

The other Ollams again stepped forward to embrace her and wish her well. Blathnaid once again came forward, to speak to Laurel.

“I am so proud of you dear Laurel. I know as I was trained by your mother, she too would be proud of you. You have gone further more quickly than any student I have ever known. Your mother believed you to be the child spoken of in the Olden Scribes words, I too believe you are. But never feel this will make you above others, you are to help heal the torn Kingdoms, not to add to the prejudices and misconceptions,” Blathnaid counseled.  

“I will remember, and I will do my best,” Laurel said sincerely. 

“That is all any of us can ask of you, my dear. Now Laurel, we must return you to your dear counselor. I am sure your Prince will be ready to bring you home at any time. We release you from your service to us, to now go and be of service to your new home, and all who may need you there,” Mistress Gavenia spoke in a soft voice, entwining her arm through Laurel’s as she led her back to the House of Healing.

Phineas was beaming with pride as he saw Laurel approach him with the others, holding on to the tunic tightly.  Phineas embraced her and then helped her upon her horse.

“One more thing my dear,” Mistress Gavenia said as she held her hand out to one of the attendants, that was waiting on the terrace. 

The attendant stepped forward with a leather bag, on it was engraved the symbol used by the Ollams to represent healing. The herbs Yarrow and Lavender encircled by branches of Rosemary. The attendant handed the bag to Mistress Gavenia, who then handed it to Laurel, who had a look of bemusement when given the bag.

“This was your mother’s bag. In it is her herbal pouch as well as her personal Ollam diary. It will give you great insight to your mother’s knowledge and experiences. With this…she will always be with you,” Mistress Gavenia said, in a soft and wistful voice. 

“Thank you. Thank you all so much. Know that I love you all, and always will, and will take you with me in my heart,” Laurel said with trembling lips, as she looked upon them one last time, before turning her horse and leaving with Phineas by her side.

When they reached the castle courtyard, Laurel looked over at Phineas, who smiled at her warmly.

“Did you know Phineas?” Laurel simply asked.

“Yes my Lady. Mistress Gavenia informed me yesterday of the decision. She asked me to not tell you, as they wished to tell you themselves, in their own way,” Phineas replied, reaching over and squeezing her hand lightly. 

 

Laurel and Phineas entered the study to find King Garron and Lady Ellos, sitting behind the desk. Lady Ellos, gave Laurel a warm and sympathetic smile. Her father was looking at the supply and harvest list and did not look up for a moment, until she and Phineas were seated.

“You wished to see me Father?  Did you know that I was to be given the title of Ollam today?” Laurel asked, trying to sound casual and calm, though her stomach was aching with anxiety.

“Of course I did. That is why I am most upset you will be leaving within the hour, as I have just been informed. Your betrothed is wasting no time, seeing he and his Sentinels were breathing down the necks of the harvesters all night. They have actually finished on schedule. I am quite disappointed you were not able to convince your boorish future husband to not stay until after the Harvest Festival. I felt we should celebrate your achievement, as well as Ellos and I’s wedding anniversary.  But no, he insists you must be on your way,” King Garron replied, in a caustic tone.

“Garron, please,” Lady Ellos spoke, chiding him for his demeanor.

“Her Highness could only do so much Sire. Prince Caleb is very determined to reach Heathwin as quickly as possible. Because of what has happened, you cannot blame him,” Phineas said, trying to reason with King Garron.

“This was to be your last Harvest Festival, Laurel. Surely if you had tried harder he would have given in to you. What? You only save your tantrums for me? You could not have argued the point with him a bit more?” King Garron asked bitterly. 

“I cannot believe you just asked me that! Is that what you wish me to do Father?  Fight with him, because you cannot? After the last two days here I cannot wait to leave! I am sick of the bickering and the accusations!  I am just happy Mother is not here to see you act this way! Thank you for making my last day so memorable!” Laurel yelled, as she stood up and left the room hurriedly.

Phineas sighed deeply, putting his head in his hands for a moment before he spoke. King Garron, looked agitated and sullen, as Lady Ellos left to pursue Laurel, giving her husband a bitter frown.

“You do realize Sire, that he will be livid when he sees her Highness this way?” Phineas asked, in an exasperated tone.

“He has only himself to blame,” King Garron replied, in a low and hostile voice.

Phineas left the room, to catch up to Laurel, shaking his head sadly as he closed the door.  Reaching the top of the stairs, Phineas saw Marina hurriedly go into Laurel’s room, he slowed his pace, allowing the ladies of the house to once again to tend to Laurel in her emotional state. 

How sad he thought to himself, that twice already she had been reduced to tears, before she was to leave her home, for the last time as the Princess of Gwenlais.

“Phineas! Is Laurel ready to leave at this time?” Caleb asked, walking up behind him.

As Phineas turned to look at Caleb, the look on his face gave Caleb his answer. 

“What did he say to her?” Caleb asked in a low voice filled with frustration, his face showing his anger.

“It is really not important what he said. It is just the fact that he was not worried about upsetting her. King Garron is not accustomed, to not having control of what goes on around him. Especially if that lack of control concerns his daughter. I can tell you that they will more than likely not speak before she leaves. Allow me please to go into her room first, I will have the ladies leave, and then you can go into see her when there are less distractions. If there was ever a time for her need for your patience and compassion, this is the time Prince Caleb. Princess Laurel was just bestowed title of Ollam, and her father did not respond in the manner he should have. Also she said goodbye to her mother,” Phineas said, his voice unable to hide his worry and concern.

“I understand Phineas. I will wait here for a few moments,” Caleb said quietly, putting his hand on Phineas’ shoulder.

Phineas smiled sadly then turned and walked into Laurel’s room. In a few moments, Caleb smiled at Lady Ellos, Marina, and Tulla leaving Laurel’s room, as they looked down the hall at him. They then turned to walk into Lady Ellos’ private chambers.  Phineas walked out of the room, shortly after. Walking towards Caleb, his face showing his frustration, Phineas stopped in front of him.

“She is understandably upset, I am not able to console her, I am sure you will have more success than myself. I will go and finish readying my things for our departure,” Phineas said, trying to calm his own frazzled nerves, from the morning events.

“Do not worry for Laurel any longer Phineas. I will look after her, and help her to depart as well. Once we are at the camp, I am sure she will feel more relaxed by then,” Caleb said, trying to sound reassuring.

Phineas nodded in acknowledgement and then made his way back downstairs. Caleb shook his head in disbelief, not completely surprised by King Garron’s actions, but certainly disappointed. He walked into Laurel’s room, without knocking, finding her lying on her bed.  Caleb saw her shoulder’s shaking from her crying, as he walked over not speaking. He sat down on the edge of her bed, gently reaching over and moving her hair away from her face. 

“Ta bron orm, mo chailin milis,” Caleb spoke to her, his voice soft and soothing. “Turn over to me my love, so that I may look at you,” he said in the same low voice.

Laurel sniffed in her tears, but did not comply with Caleb’s request, finding herself too emotionally exhausted to move. Caleb gently turned her over, to have her lie on her back, smiling down at her warmly, as he wiped the tears from her face. Caleb then placed his hands behind her, and lifted her up to him, holding her close as she leaned into his chest.  He caressed her back and kissed her forehead, as he felt her body slowly stop shuddering from her crying. 

“Please do not make me speak to him Caleb. I wish just to leave and no longer have to deal with Father again,” Laurel implored, in a small exhausted voice.

“Of course dearest. I would not force you to do this. Shh, relax now my love. We will leave as soon as you are ready. Everything has been completed. The wagons are already making their way out of the city as we speak.  The horses have been prepared, everything is on schedule. Take a deep breath and we will leave when you are calm enough to do so,” Caleb answered her, in a soft low voice. “Do you wish to tell me what he said to you?” Caleb asked her gently.

“No. It does not matter. He is angry because he did not have things go as he wanted. We both said cruel things, and I cannot face him again. I will be content to wait until our wedding to speak with him,” Laurel replied, as she griped the sides of his leather coat.

Caleb kissed her forehead again, as he smoothed her hair. 

“Alright Laurel. Let us leave now my love, let me help you with your cape,” Caleb said as he stood up, and taking her hands helped her off the bed.

He then walked over to the small table where her cape had been placed. 

Laurel stood up and wiped her eyes and reaching down, picked up her mother’s Ollam bag, from the foot of the bed. She walked over to Caleb who held her cape for her, and then placed it over her shoulders. Laurel then placed the bag over her arm, and taking Caleb’s hand walked out of her room.  She found Aiden as well as Marina and Tulla waiting for her. Aiden smiled at her warmly, but Marina and Tulla were both crying quietly as they looked at her. Laurel walked over and embraced them both, then taking Caleb’s hand once again began to walk down the long staircase with him. Aiden turned and looked at Marina, with a charming smile, as he wiped a tear from her cheek, and then gently kissed her goodbye.

“I look forward to seeing you lovely ladies once again at the 

Wedding,” Aiden said, trying to be cheerful.

He then also turned and walked down the staircase. He walked up to Laurel and Caleb, who stood for a moment in the large entryway, as Laurel said goodbye to some of the servants who assembled to wish her farewell. She looked down the corridor towards her father’s study for a moment. Seeing no sign of him she turned tearfully away, as Caleb led her out the door.

They met Phineas outside, as their horses waited for them. After mounting they made their way down the long hill, past the House of Healing and the Ollam village, and finally into the city. The people of Gwenlais, lined the streets, calling out to Laurel, wishing her farewell. Some handed her flowers, and trinkets, several shop owners came forward with gifts of clothing or jewelry.  Caleb rode close to her, his hand resting protectively on hers as they continued out of the city. Some were crying, especially older ones, who had watched her grow up. Laurel began to cry once again as she waved one final farewell as she rode out of the city gates.

 

King Garron turned away from the window with tears in his eyes, regretting his words and actions, as Lady Ellos looked on in sympathy.

 

The trip to the river was quiet and uneventful, but Caleb felt uneasy as Laurel was unlike her usual happy vivacious self. She was pensive and melancholy as they rode down the wide path. The argument with her father had made her cry for almost an hour into the trip. Caleb and Phineas’ attempts to comfort her were to no avail. Caleb felt badly about rushing her to prepare to leave Gwenlais for the last time. Yet with all that had occurred, getting her to Heathwin without delay, seemed the best option. Since the issue with Leland and the Scimitar had been resolved he was certain she would be safer there.  Her father had proven to Caleb he did not take the threats to her life seriously enough.  She rode with Phineas by her side the entire trip, only speaking when she was asked a question or a comment made, that would require her to speak. The cool and cloudy weather did nothing to help her mood.  After half a day’s ride, they reached the low wide shallow end of the river and the wagons containing the food crops and supplies were brought over first.  The temperature was always cooler by the river, and would continue to be so, the closer they came to Heathwin. Caleb watched as the wagons and other riders crossed the river with care, as the water was deeper and the current moving much swifter than was normal this time of the season. 

Deaglan and the small troop of Guards with him then said their goodbyes. 

“I look forward to your wedding Sire, as well as my training in Heathwin. I thank you for giving me the opportunity,” Deaglan said, smiling shaking Caleb’s hand.

“Not at all Deaglan. I look forward to both occasions as well,” Caleb smiled back at him.

Deaglan then looked over sadly at Laurel, noticing her sad and subdued demeanor.

“I am sorry her Highness is so distraught on her way to her new home. I hope she feels better as the day goes on,” Deaglan said, with a bit of sadness.

He had known Laurel her entire life, and only wished for her happiness. He was comforted with the knowledge she would indeed be marrying someone who would love and appreciate her.

“Thank you for that Deaglan. I will do everything possible to insure that takes place,” Caleb smiled at him kindly.

The two men then said goodbye once more, and the Guards then departed.

Caleb rode over to where Laurel was waiting on her horse.

“Why do you not ride with me dearest?  We will lead your mare across, the river is running a bit high from the rain,” Caleb spoke, in a concerned voice, looking at her intently, as he was unsure of her reaction.

“I will be fine Caleb. I will just take my time, I am more than capable,” Laurel said, a bit defensively.

“I am well aware Laurel of your abilities, I would simple feel better if you did not cross the river on your own,” Caleb said, sounding a bit impatient, as her tone was becoming argumentative.

Laurel looked at him with stormy eyes, pouting slightly.

“I will ride next to you. Will that ease your concerns Sire?” she said sounding spiteful and sulky.

Caleb looked at her, frowning with exasperation, but he did not wish to argue with her at this moment. The thought did occur to him to simply take her off her horse and throw her over his saddle, but he knew it would only make her angry. He looked over at Phineas, who just smiled sadly at her.

“Very well Laurel. We shall cross in a few moments. Do not attempt to go into the river until I am next to you,” Caleb spoke to her sternly, before crossing over the river himself to check on the wagons that had just crossed.

Aiden was waiting on the other side.

“Everything is secure. I was just about to send the wagons into the camp,” Aiden informed Caleb.

“Very good. I need to go back for Laurel. Our Princess is in a bit of a snit. I wanted to take her over the river myself, but she began to argue the point. I am trying to be patient, but I feel we are in for a rough night. Her argument with her father did not help the situation,” Caleb said sullenly.

“I knew he was not going to make her departure easy on any of us. He did not get his way Caleb. He was quite insistent you wait until the Planting season to take her back,” Aiden scowled, remembering King Garron’s foul mood, the other night.

“Having us wait until the Planting season was not an option and he knew it. He simply wanted to distress Laurel enough to get her to try and change my mind,” Caleb replied angrily. 

“If she had tried to do so, would you have conceded?” Aiden asked, with a grin.

“Absolutely not. I know that would not be what she really wanted, it would only be to appease her father. I would not give him that privilege. Also I could not trust she would be safe. I am going to bring her over now, have someone light a fire, so she can relax and stay warm while we are assembling the tents. Do not say anything to Phineas, I will inform him of the sleeping arrangements. He will more than likely offer his very strong opinions,” Caleb smirked, at the thought of Phineas trying to argue his point with him.

“I have no doubt.  I will have him take first watch with me, that way he will not be milling around your tent like a sulking buzzard,” Aiden said, with a light laugh.

“I appreciate that. Let me go and bring Laurel over to this side of the river and then we can all start to settle in,” Caleb said as he turned his horse, and rode through the water once again.

She looked frustrated and impatient as Caleb approached her. Phineas was still smiling sadly at her, well aware of her frustration and ill temper.

“Are you ready to go across now dearest?” Caleb asked her smiling, trying to calm her mood.

“I have been ready. I really feel you are being overly concerned again,” Laurel said curtly.

“Perhaps I am. You will just have to indulge me for the time being. Come along now, so that you can get into camp and rest a bit,” Caleb spoke in an impatient tone.

They moved their horses forward, Caleb moving slower than usual to allow Laurel to direct her mare more carefully into the cold water. Laurel looked over the side and noticed the river was indeed running faster and higher than it normally did this time of the season. The cold mountain rains were early this year, signaling the possibility of an early winter. Laurel continued to move her mare forward slowly, noticing her horse was nervous and jittery on the unstable surface of the river bed. Laurel began to regret her decision to not ride over with Caleb, as the mare began to nicker nervously, the river being quite loud. Suddenly and without warning, the mare startled and began to slip, Caleb reached over and grabbed the reins, attempting to calm the animal. The horse slipped further and in panic reared up on her hind legs, taking Laurel completely by surprise. She lost her grip on the reins and fell backward into the rushing freezing water.

“Laurel!” Caleb screamed, as he still had a hold of the mare. 

Aiden rushed forward as he began to make his way to the other side when he noticed the mare’s apprehension. Caleb quickly went over to the edge of the spot where Laurel had fallen in.  He saw that Laurel was immediately pushed up to the surface of the water by the currents, and she had grabbed at the boulder next to her, clutching on tightly, her fingers bleeding from the rough surface of the boulder. Caleb brought his horse over as closely as he was able to move, grabbing Laurel’s hand from the other side of the boulder she held fast to. 

“Give me your other hand Laurel!” Caleb shouted, over the roar of the river.

Laurel’s eyes were wide with shock and fear.  As she was about to reach for Caleb, she felt for and realized her mother’s bag was no longer over her shoulder. She looked about frantically and saw that the bag which contained her mother’s personal Ollam items was held fast on a rock by the strap, bobbing up and down furiously with the swift current.

“Laurel! Give me your hand!” Caleb demanded, as he reached over to try and get a stronger grasp on the shoulder of her cape.

“My mother’s bag Caleb! I must try to save it! I can almost reach it!” she yelled back to him, as she stretched forward to grab the bag, her fingertips barely touching the heavy leather strap.

“Never mind the bloody thing! Give me your other hand now!” Caleb yelled at her, as he tightened his grip on her hand that he held, and began to pull her up the side of the boulder by her cape.

The weight of her soaked cape began to pull her under the water, gasping as water entered her mouth.  Caleb was losing his grip on her hand, he quickly undid the clasp on the cape sending it flowing with the river’s current.

Aiden rode up next to Caleb, and was able to reach over and grab Laurel’s shoulder, Laurel could no longer reach for her mother’s bag. To her despair, she saw it loosen from the rock by the water’s rushing current, and drift swiftly downstream.

“No!” Laurel yelled in frustration, as she once again began to go under.

Now that she was no longer struggling against him, and with Aiden, holding on to the shoulder of her dress, Caleb was able to grab her easily and pulled her up over the top of the boulder. She was shivering visibly as he picked her up into his arms and rode with her over to the opposite bank. She began to struggle and protest, as she wished to look at the river’s edge to see if she could find her precious bag.

“You do not need to look for the bag, it has washed down stream by now. You need to get out of these wet clothes, you are freezing,” Caleb said angrily, his patience now at an end.

“No! Caleb put me down I need to find it! Put me down!” she began to shriek at him hysterically, struggling in his arms.

Caleb got off his horse, and took her in his arms, as he put her down angrily, standing her in front of him, grasping her by her shoulders.

“Stop it!” he yelled above her voice. “The bag is gone. I am sorry but there is nothing that can be done. Now calm down, and come with me to the fire, so you do not go into shock from the cold,” Caleb tried to reason with her.

“No! You are so selfish! I almost had it and then you grabbed me away!” Laurel yelled, her voice hysterical, her lips, and cheeks becoming blue, from the cold.

“You would rather have me hold you in that freezing river, possible end up washing away with your bag, instead of pulling you out?  Now where is the sense in that? Come with me now, I am no longer going to stand here and listen to this foolishness,” Caleb continued, with his scolding angry tone.

He took her by the arm and began to walk towards the camp, only to be met with her further, resisting him. He turned and looked at her sternly, her body shivering so violently, she had difficulty standing. She was at this point completely overcome with cold and hysteria. She then began to curse at him in Kedesh, a barrage of crude insults, meant only to anger him, to match her own feelings of anger and frustration. Caleb looked at her intensely for a moment, his eyes blazing with his temper. All that were in hearing range stopped talking and stared at her in surprise. Some of the men were smirking, but most were just looking nervously in their direction.

“What did she say? What did she say?” Phineas repeated himself nervously, in rapid succession, standing only a few feet away from Laurel and Caleb.

“You do not want to know,” Aiden said, smirking with surprise.

Caleb walked over to his horse and came back with his long cloak. He turned Laurel roughly around, so her back was to him. Quickly untying the laces of her dress, he then pulled it roughly down off her body, leaving her standing in just her chemise and underskirt. Laurel gasped in shock, as she began to cry, fearing he would take retaliation, for her cursing at him, in front of the Sentinels.

“I must stop this,” Phineas panicked as he went forward, only to be held fast by Aiden.

“Phineas wait. Let Caleb handle this, it will be alright,” Aiden said, in a calm voice.

Caleb then gently placed his cloak over her shoulders, and wrapped it tightly around her shivering form. He took her in his arms and placing her on his horse, then got up in back of her. He held her against him as he rode into the camp, towards the fire that had been assembled.

“You see? I told you it would be alright. He adores her Phineas. Caleb would never hurt or humiliate Laurel,” Aiden said, smiling releasing his grasp.

“How did you know?” Phineas asked visibly shaken.

“I know my brother,” Aiden stated with conviction, heading towards the camp.

When Caleb reached the fire he quickly dismounted, and then reached up and carried Laurel over to the fire, sitting her down gently. He knelt down in front of her, gently pushing her hair away from her face. She was still shivering, her face flush with her tears.

“I want you to stay close to the fire, while the tents are being assembled. I will come for you as soon as the tent is ready. Brarn, here, will look after you while I am busy,” Caleb said softly, gesturing to an older Sentinel with a soft grey beard and kind twinkling blue eyes.

“It will be an honor your Highness. I have already started a pot of tea for you,” he said with a deep rich voice, smiling at her warmly.

Laurel looked up at him and nodded her acknowledgement. Caleb then placed a hand on the side of her face, smiling lovingly at her.

“You are right. I am indeed selfish. For I did not want to go through the pain you did, by watching something precious to me, be lost to me, washed down the river,” Caleb said, in the same quiet voice.

Laurel looked at him, and began to cry again. 

“I am so sorry Caleb,” she spoke in a whisper, through her tears.

Caleb smiled at her once more. “Do not be mo ghra,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I will be back very soon. Allow Brarn to look after you, and stay close to the fire,” he said, in a loving calm voice.

Caleb stood up and giving Brarn a concerned look, walked in the direction of the tent site. He was immediately met by Phineas, who was looking in the direction of the fire, where Caleb had brought Laurel. 

“Phineas I will require your assistance in getting my tent ready for Laurel,” Caleb looked at him expectantly. 

Phineas at once looked at Caleb at the mention of readying his tent for Laurel. 

“What do you mean for Laurel? Surely you do not intend to have her Highness stay with you in your tent?” Phineas asked him incredulously.

“Yes, that is exactly what I intend. She stayed in my room at the Lodge in Gwenlais and in Heathwin. So what difference would it make for her to stay in my tent at the river?” Caleb asked him pointedly.

“The fact that we are in the middle of the wilderness, with no real social bearing being in place here. Not to mention I was not happy with your treatment of her after she fell in the river,” Phineas saying, in a more frenetic tone.

“Not happy were you? How do you think I felt, clinging to her hand, praying I did not lose my grasp on her? Or when finally getting her out of the river, watching her become hysterical, and going into shock from the cold,” Caleb said to him, on the verge of losing his temper.

Phineas looked at him feeling regret that he had spoken so sharply at him.

“I was upset to see you treat her so roughly. I was also terrified to see her fall into the river. I must ask you to excuse my anger a moment ago. I will be more than happy to help arrange her things to make her more comfortable. If you will please allow me a moment to check on her, I shall begin to assist you in organizing your tent for her Highness,” Phineas spoke in a calmer more subdued tone.

Caleb looked at Phineas thoughtfully for a moment, then smiling wryly, gave him a friendly slap on the arm, as he and Aiden often did to him.

“Of course. Please be sure she has had something warm to drink as well as the biscuits I had kept out for her,” Caleb paused for a moment before adding, “This was supposed to be a happy day for us Phineas. I will never forgive her father for this,” Caleb said bitterly.

“I dare say I will find it difficult as well,” Phineas said smiling sadly, as he turned to walk away.

When Phineas arrived at the fire, he was happy to see her not shivering as badly, as she was now covered with a blanket, and having a warm drink.

She smiled weakly at his approach. He sat down next to her smiling warmly, as he gently laid his hand on her shoulder.

“How are you feeling your Highness? I am happy to see you not looking quite as cold as earlier,” Phineas enquired, in a soft low voice.

“I am feeling a bit better than earlier. I do however look forward to getting out of these wet undergarments,” Laurel said, in a small tired voice.

“I was requested by Prince Caleb to find some personal things for you in order to help you feel more comfortable. Is there anything in particular you would like me to unpack for you?” Phineas asked her.

“All I can think of at the moment is just a warm nightgown and robe, and my brushes if you can find them,” Laurel requested meekly.

“I do not feel that will be too difficult at all, as your things were put in a smaller wagon, in order for them to be easily accessible,” Phineas said smiling. Phineas then paused looking at her intently, saddened by her defeated demeanor. “I must confess I was concerned at Prince Caleb’s initial reaction, when he took you out of the river, and you became upset at losing your mother’s bag. Western men have the reputation for not being, shall we say, tolerable to bouts of female temper. I am however relieved that he did not do what others would have, simply to save face.  I hope this will continue to be his position, Prince Aiden felt that it always has been. I myself do believe that Prince Caleb does indeed care for you deeply, in spite of his sometimes brusque behavior,” Phineas said expectantly.

“I do as well. Yet, I too was startled by him at first. I felt I had gone too far with my temper. Though he has been very compassionate since then,” Laurel said quietly.

“I am certain he will remain that way. He is quite concerned about your comfort right now, as that is the reason he requested my assistance. So I shall take my leave of you now in order to secure your things. I shall see you again I am sure this evening,” Phineas smiled at her reassuringly, as he walked back to the tent site.

Sometime later after the completion of the tents’ assembly, Caleb walked backed to where Laurel sat huddled by the fire, his cloak still wrapped tightly about her.  She looked up at him, and Caleb felt pained at heart, to see her looking pale and somewhat frightened. He crouched down next to her, gently moving a few stray tendrils behind her ear. Her eyes looked sad and tired, from her frightening experience of falling into the freezing river.

“The tent is all ready for you my sweet. I will bring you there now, so you can change and have a bit of supper soon.  Then we will retire early, as this has been quite an arduous day for us both,” Caleb spoke in a soft and soothing tone, as he gently kissed her forehead.

“Alright, I am feeling quite sore and tired,” Laurel said, in a small exhausted voice.

Caleb smiled at her sadly as she still seemed frightened and timid of him, he picked her up gently in his arms and carried her to his waiting tent.

The tent was only a short walk away, slightly apart from the others in the encampment. Caleb holding her in his arms, shifted her gently, as he opened the tent’s heavy flap to the inside. He had lit a small lantern on a low square table, off to the side of the tent. Two heavy armless chairs were next to the table, as well as a low long table that held some of Laurel’s personal belongings, a few books, a small carved chest that held her brushes, and a few toiletries. A trunk which held some of her clothing had also been placed in the tent. Caleb placed her down gently, as she looked about shyly, still clutching Caleb’s cloak tightly around her. Off to the far right side of the tent, was a large well cushioned camp bed, which looked more like a large mattress on the tent’s floor, covered in blankets, four large pillows, were at the top of the bed, while she noticed one of her warm nightgowns and a heavy soft robe had been placed on the bed as well.

“I hope what was laid out for you is acceptable,” Caleb inquired of her softly.

“Oh yes, it is fine as I wear them when the weather becomes chilly,” Laurel answered still timidly, her eyes roving about nervously.

“Alright dearest, I will take my leave of you for a short time, there are still a few things I need to see to.  I will be back soon with supper for us. Why do you not change, and perhaps lie down for a bit? You could certainly use the rest,” Caleb spoke in a concerned tone, as he caressed her cheek with his thumb. 

“I think I will just change, I really am too anxious to lie down just yet,” Laurel said, her voice still shaking with emotion.

Caleb looked at her with heartbroken concern. He had wanted her trip back to Heathwin to be enjoyable and exciting, as her last trip had been, especially now, as he was taking her home.

“Come here dearest,” he directed gently, as he took her in his arms and held her to him.

Holding her close, he could feel her body tremble against him, he slowly lifted her face to look at him, her eyes still showing sadness and just a bit of trepidation. He gently kissed her lips a few times and stroked her hair.

Smiling at her lovingly, he slowly caressed her back.

“I will be back shortly my love, change after I leave so you can get warm. Please try to get some rest if you can,” Caleb said to her quietly.

“I will try, perhaps I will just read for a bit,” she said, attempting to sound more cheerful.

“I had Phineas take out two of your favourites, and then tonight after supper I will read to you before you fall asleep in my arms. We will sleep at our leisure tomorrow. There will be no rushing about, only relaxing and talking of your new life in Heathwin,” Caleb spoke, in a warm soothing voice.

“We will be sharing the tent then?” Laurel asked, sounding a little surprised.

“Yes Laurel,” Caleb answered patiently. “I am bringing my Bride to be, home with me this time, not escorting you for a visit. Phineas will be sharing a tent with Aiden this trip. Again my love, you have nothing to worry or to concern yourself with,” Caleb said smiling at her warmly, as he touched the side of her face.  

He kissed her tenderly on her lips and then turned and walked out of the tent. Laurel sighed shakily and began to undress, her body was cold and sore from her fall in the river, and having to wear her wet undergarments for a period of time. The warmth and softness of her heavy nightgown, was a welcome relief. After putting on her soft winter robe, she felt herself finally stop shivering. She placed Caleb’s cloak across her trunk as it was slightly damp from her wearing it after her fall. Laurel looked about anxiously not sure of what to do. Caleb had wanted her to lie down and rest, but she was feeling too fretful to do so.  She decided to sit at the small table and try to read for a time. Laurel was unable to concentrate on the words, as she found herself reading the same lines repeatedly.  Her mind kept going back to how Caleb had taken off her dress at the river, and how for a moment she was frightened of him, fearing he was going to punish her for cursing at him in front of the other Sentinels.  When he simply covered her with his cloak and gently took her in his arms, she was left feeling both relieved and confused.

Her own father would have never tolerated her behavior, the fact that Caleb did, and did not retaliate was surprising. She still felt concerned about his overall mood, and thought she would keep a bit of a distance if at all possible between them, until she felt sure of his intentions.

 

Laurel felt a hand on her shoulder, gently rousing her from sleep. A soft voice calling her name. 

“Laurel. Laurel, wake up mo ghra,” Caleb said, speaking to her quietly.

She sat up suddenly, feeling startled, as she had for just a breath’s moment forgotten where she was. She looked about, her eyes wide and confused.

When her vision cleared and she was able to focus, she looked up and saw Caleb’s handsome face smiling warmly back at her.

“Why did you not rest on the bed dearest? I found you with your head in your arms, lying on the table,” Caleb enquired gently, as he knelt down next to her softly caressing her back.

“I must have drifted off while I was reading,” she answered groggily.

“I have brought us some supper. After you have had something to eat, you really must lie down. I do not wish for you to become ill before we reach Heathwin,” Caleb said with concern.

“Alright,” Laurel said in a small sad voice, her eyes cast downward.

Caleb gently placed his hand under her chin, lifting her face to look at him.

“I am sorry the day has been so sad and exhausting for you. I truly wished for this to be a happy and exciting occasion, as it marks the beginning of our life together. What can I do for you darling, to help ease your sorrow?” Caleb asked her, his heart breaking at her sad bearing.

“I am afraid at this time there is nothing to do. I am grieved that the things that were lost today, can never be replaced. The only thing that I have left of my mother is her wedding gown. Her personal things she had as an Ollam, I will never have again,” Laurel’s voice breaking with emotion, as tears fell down her cheeks.

Caleb took her in his arms and held her close to him, smoothing her hair as it lay softly down her back.

“I am so very sorry my love. I wish there was a way to get them back for you,” Caleb said in a soothing deep voice. “Let us have a bite to eat, and then you can lie down, as I prepare the tent for the evening. I will read to you from one of your books to help you relax. We will simply start our day over again tomorrow. Things will be much more relaxed and comfortable in Heathwin,” he said trying to be reassuring, as he pulled away gently to wipe the tears from her face. 

Caleb then placed the tray of food on the small table, he arranged two bowls of steaming fragrant stew and freshly baked skillet bread, as well as warm mugs of spiced tea. Laurel sat back in the chair looking at the food despairingly, as she found it difficult to even think of eating. Caleb noticed her expression and smiled sadly at her, knowing she would often go without eating when she was sad or anxious.

“Please Laurel. You must try to take but a few bites, especially after falling into the river. You need to keep your strength up,” Caleb spoke patiently as he gently clasp her hand in his. “Just a few bites of the stew and a piece of bread. Then just sit and finish your tea, that is all I ask,” he implored her quietly.

“Alright Caleb I will try,” Laurel replied in a soft shaky voice.

They ate their meal quietly and Caleb was happy to see that Laurel had eaten more than he expected. As she sat back in the chair sipping her tea, he stood up and softly kissed the top of her head. 

“I need to go and take care of a few things, why do you not let me help you into bed, before I go?” he asked quietly.

Laurel looked up from her tea and looking over at the bed, shook her head slowly before answering.

“No, I am fine. I will just sit here and finish my tea, and wait for you to return,” she answered timidly.

Caleb crouched down beside her, as he gently tucked her hair behind her ears once again. 

“Is there any reason you are afraid to lie in the bed Laurel?” Caleb asked her pointedly, his eyes soft but intense.

Laurel looked at him her eyes tearing as her lips began to tremble at his question. 

“I am just upset about what happened at the river,” she whispered.

“I have no doubt you are dearest. I am as well. Let me assure you there is nothing to be afraid of.  It was a very emotional and frightening experience.

Please let me help you put it behind you. I will hold you in my arms and be here for you all night. There is nothing to fear,” Caleb said, in a loving soft voice.

“You are not angry at me for cursing at you?” Laurel asked, in a voice choking back tears.

“No, no my love. Is that what you were worried about? My poor sweet Laurel. I was terrified of losing you down the river, which was what I was upset about. I am well aware your cursing was a result of being hysterical and in shock from the cold.  No, I am not angry with you. I am very grateful you are alright. Come here my darling,” Caleb said has he placed her tea on the table, and lifting Laurel up in his arms carried her over to the bed.

Caleb laid her down gently and covered her to her shoulders, he then gently kissed her face several times, as he leaned over her, his arms on either side.

“Rest now Laurel, I will be back very soon. It is alright if you fall asleep, I will let you know when I return. Ta ghra agam ort,” he said, softly kissing her once more.

“I love you as well,” Laurel whispered back.

Caleb smiled at her warmly as he stood up and quietly left the tent. 

Laurel gave a soft shaking sigh and fell asleep almost instantly in the warmth and comfort of the bed. 

 

It was dark when Laurel opened her eyes, at hearing a noise in the tent. She could see a wide iron pot in the middle of the floor filled with embers from a fire, brought in to take off the initial chill of the night air. She did not sit up but instead glanced around and saw Caleb’s form outlined in shadow, as the only light in the tent was from the glow of the two moons. He was standing over near the table next to another trunk that had been brought in. Caleb seemed to be looking into the trunk and pulling out clothing from it. He then began to undress and change into the clothing he had taking from the trunk. Laurel watched him in silent fascination, even though she was not able to see him clearly, his muscular form could be seen in the outline of the shadows. As he finished dressing he walked over and took a book from the table and lighting the lantern, turned to walk over to the bed. Laurel closed her eyes not wanting Caleb to realize she had been watching him.  

He approached quietly, placing the lantern on a low small table next to the bed.  He slowly and carefully got under the covers, drawing Laurel over to him with one arm while holding the book in his other hand. Laurel turned over on her side and opened her eyes, to find Caleb smiling warmly at her.

“How are you feeling my love? Are you feeling more relaxed since you rested a bit more?” Caleb asked her in a deep soft voice, which caressed her ears like a kiss.

“Yes I am. Are you sure you are not too tired to read? I will not mind if you should need to sleep now,” Laurel asked, with some concern.

“I feel fine dearest. Everything has been all taken care of. Aiden has just introduced Phineas to the wonders of the first watch. It will not be so bad for him. He will sit and mostly listen to old Patrol stories and then get up and walk around, sit back down and listen to more stories. It will tire him out quite proficiently, which will make him less annoying in the morning,” Caleb said smiling warmly at Laurel, especially after hearing her giggle.

“I was meaning to ask you, how is Aghna? I have been concerned about her since her scare in the river,” Laurel enquired, of her beloved mare.

“She is fine dearest. After she was calmed down, she was given a feeding of warm mash and covered in a nice wool blanket. I have had her placed with Lorcan, they have grown quite fond of each other. Funny how that has occurred is it not?” Caleb asked smiling at her.

Laurel giggled at the thought of her mare being enamored with Caleb’s stallion. “Well she does find him to be a handsome brute,” Laurel answered, giggling once more.

“Is this a trait she shares with her mistress?” Caleb asked her, in an enticing voice.

“Oh yes, I find him quite handsome as well,” Laurel answered giggling again.

“Well thank you, I find it most reassuring you find my horse handsome,” Caleb smiled at her roguishly, leaning over and kissing her forehead. “I am so happy to hear you laughing. My heart was breaking at your sadness earlier," he said, in a soft loving voice.

“I do not wish to dwell on sad things Caleb. Even though my heart still pains at losing my mother’s things, I wish to think about our future together. About my new life in Heathwin,” Laurel said in quiet reflection.

“I am very happy to hear you say that my love,” Caleb said warmly, as he brought her closer to him, and kissed her tenderly on her lips. 

Caleb kissed her for a few moments until he felt her moving comfortably in rhythm with him. He placed the book on the side of the bed and began to caress her face and stroke her hair as he continued to tenderly kiss her. He did not kiss her deeply, as he wanted her to relax and enjoy his affectionate attentions without becoming overwhelmed by him.  When he felt her body soften against him, he slowly stopped kissing her, gently moving her hair from her face.

“I have brought over the poems of Athract. Her poems are light hearted and relaxing, I thought it would be a suitable way to end such an arduous day,” Caleb replied smiling warmly.

“I agree. I always have pleasant dreams reading her poems before going to sleep,” Laurel answered smiling, as she curled up against Caleb her arm over his waist.

“I feel we could both use a few pleasant dreams tonight. But before I start reading, I wanted to know if you found the bed comfortable? Are you warm enough? I brought in an ember pot. I could bring another if you wish,” Caleb enquired, kissing her forehead softly.

“I am very comfortable Caleb, especially now that you are here. I do not wish you to leave again,” she answered, sounding drowsy and putting her arm tighter around his waist.

“Very well dearest,” Caleb said lovingly, as he kissed her forehead and then began reading softly to her, his rich voice soothing and comforting in the dark still night.

 

Caleb opened his eyes, wide awake as the undeniable presence filled his mind. He sat up and looked over at Laurel, as she lay peacefully sleeping. He got out of the bed carefully, so as not to wake her, and throwing on his long riding coat and boots walked quickly and quietly out of the tent.

As he made his way through the camp he was met by Aiden, who walked up to him hurriedly.

“I had a feeling you would be awake. You have company,” he said, with a knowing grin.

“Do you know what they want?” Caleb asked, as they continued walking to the edge of the camp.

“Caleb. You know they only speak to you. My guess is they know that Laurel is here. There is only three of them, and they are unarmed, with no warrior present. I am not completely sure but it looks to be your old friend Bleddyn is one of them. It is most definitely one of their Elders,” Aiden explained, as he led Caleb forward.

As they reached the edge of the camp Caleb could feel the presence even stronger, as he noticed everyone standing still and looking forward. Then standing just ahead of them were three Rabkins. They looked passive and unaffected by all the Sentinels, standing close and staring at them intently.

Caleb stepped forward smiling, as he placed his right arm out straight in front of him. The tallest Rabkin smiled back, stepping forward as well to meet Caleb, his arm also outstretched in front on him, as he placed his arm over Caleb’s and grasped his elbow.  It was indeed the Rabkin Elder, Bleddyn. His prominent neck frill, of feather like hair, blowing gently in the light breeze. His large crimson eyes kind and benevolent.

“Good sunrise to you man Prince Caleb,” Bleddyn greeted in their melodious speech. 

“Good sunrise to you also Elder Bleddyn. What be the privilege of seeing you?” Caleb asked respectfully, as Rabkin Elders rarely presented themselves personally without envoys or warriors.

“This be Eira, my mate. She also be Healer of our Homestead. She wish to share with the child Ollam. Also to give her gift,” Bleddyn gestured over to the female Rabkin, her long braids swaying in the breeze. 

She smiled and bowed her head slightly to Caleb. Caleb smiled at their referring to Laurel as the child Ollam, as Rabkins lived for several hundred seasons.  He was not surprised by their request, and paused for a moment to be sure he presented Laurel’s personal feelings without sounding disrespectful.

“Meaning no disrespect Elder Bleddyn. The strangers cause the child Ollam to be fearful of the Kindred people. She may not wish to share as yet with Eira, your mate,” Caleb said, as graciously as he could. 

The three Rabkins looked at each other nodding and smiling sadly.

“Man Prince Caleb. You tell please, child Ollam, we wish no harm. Only wish to give sympathies for death of Queen Ollam. To give her special gift,” Eira spoke softly, her eyes warm and caring.

Caleb smiled back, impressed with their caring concern, and intrigued by wanting to give Laurel something. He leaned over to Aiden, Phineas, and Owain, who were watching with fascination Caleb’s interaction with them.

“They wish to meet with Laurel to express their sympathies concerning her mother. The female, Eira is a Healer, and she wishes to share with her,” Caleb informed them, in a hushed tone.

“No, no, no. This cannot take place. Her Highness has suffered enough Caleb. She will be far too distraught to deal with this....introduction. Tell them no Caleb,” Phineas said in a harsh whisper, as he looked nervously over at the Rabkins, who seemed to be amused by their conversation.

“I think you should talk to Laurel first, Caleb. They did after all help us to find the Rabkins that were sent to hunt for her,” Aiden offered, looking over at them for a moment. “They obviously mean her no harm,” he said looking at Phineas, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“There may never come another opportunity as this,” Caleb said, looking at them both intently. “I am going to speak to Laurel, and ask what she would like to do. I will not force her to share with the Healer, Phineas. I will however stress the importance of, at the very least, to greet the 

Rabkins,” Caleb said, as he tried to address Phineas’ concerns.

“Please Caleb. Be patient with her. She may be very apprehensive,” Phineas said, his voice and face filled with concern.

“I will be very loving and understanding of her fears Phineas. I do not wish for her to be traumatized by this. If I approach this calmly it should ease her distress,” Caleb again, tried to relax Phineas’ concerns.

Caleb then turned once more to the three Rabkins, who were looking curiously, but amused at the interaction between the three men.

“I will speak to the child Ollam now Bleddyn. She still be sleeping, so it may be a few moments before you speak with her,” Caleb spoke, trying to express himself reasonably.

“Of course man Prince Caleb. We will wait patiently for the child Ollam. We be most happy to speak with her,” Bleddyn said, with what appeared to be a smile. 

Caleb smiled and bowed slightly as the Rabkins returned the respectful gesture. Caleb then turned and made his way back to his tent. He was happy and relieved to find that Laurel was awake and sitting at the small table, brushing out her hair, still in her robe.

“Maidin mhaith dearest. How are you feeling this morning?” Caleb asked softly, as he knelt down in front of her.

“Much better this morning. I woke up and found you were not in the tent, I assumed you were bringing breakfast, so I got up and tried to make myself a bit more presentable,” Laurel said smiling sleepily, as Caleb reached up and touched her face.

“You look beautiful my love. I was not in the tent because we have received visitors this morning. They wish to meet with you my sweet Laurel,” Caleb spoke, in the same soft tone.

“Who are they Caleb? Why would they show up at the camp?” Laurel asked, with a bemused expression.

“The Rabkins who assisted us in finding the ‘strangers’ who were hunting for you, have come to see you. They wish to meet you, and if you are willing, a female named Eira, their Healer wishes to share with you,” Caleb spoke purposefully, watching for her expressions.

Laurel looked at him with wide eyes, and then looked away for a moment, as she took all of what Caleb told her to heart. He reached up and gently caressed her cheek again, smiling lovingly at her.

“How many of them are here?” Laurel asked quietly, as she looked back at him.

“There is only three. Bleddyn, a Rabkin Elder, I know very well. His mate Eira, and a youngling whom I do not know. I promise you dearest they mean you no harm. They only wish to meet you. I will be with you the entire time. This is a very rare occurrence my love, Rabkin Elders do not seek out humans, I am so far the only one. This could be the beginning of our long awaited end, of the conflict between our races,” Caleb said, with a quiet conviction, as he searched her face.

“Alright Caleb,” Laurel said quietly, after pausing for a few moments. “I shall meet with them. I do not wish to share with Eira at this time. I....I am afraid to do so Caleb. I am afraid it will be too much for me to deal with,” Laurel said, in a shaking voice.

“Of course mo stor. You do not have to share with Eira. I have explained this to them. For you to just come with me to greet them, is more than enough. Thank you my love. I truly appreciate you doing this. They will greatly respect your gesture,” Caleb said, then kissed her tenderly.

Caleb stood up and holding Laurel’s hand, helped her to her feet. He took her in his arms and held her close, lightly caressing her back, and kissing the top of her head. He held her closely for a few moments, before speaking.

“Are you ready to meet our guests dearest?” Caleb asked her, in a deep soft voice.

“I suppose I am. You should take me now, before I lose the courage to do so,” Laurel said, with a nervous giggle, trying to hide her fear.

Caleb stepped back slightly to smile at her. 

“Come mo ghra,” he said warmly, taking her hand and leading her out of the tent.

 

As they made their way to the edge of the camp where the Rabkins were waiting, all eyes were on Laurel and Caleb, some smiled encouragingly at Laurel, but all nodded their heads in respect and acknowledgement, of what she was about to do. Laurel paused for a moment as she was finally able to see the Rabkins standing quietly just ahead. Her eyes went wide with fear and curiosity. The first thing she noticed immediately was how these Rabkins seemed to exude an air of calmness and dignity. Their long pointed ears were upright, and their eyes showed no malice or anger. They all wore bracelets and necklaces of brightly colored beads and woven grasses. Around what would be their waist they wore long straight skirts of woven vines and leaves. Their graceful deer like heads, turning slightly in curiosity as Caleb and Laurel once again resumed their approach. When Caleb and Laurel stood directly in front of them, Caleb then began to speak to them, using their speech, which took Laurel by surprise, though she was aware he could speak to them.

“Kindred people. I wish to present to you, the child Ollam, her name be Laurel,” Caleb introduced Laurel to them, in a dignified manner. 

Bleddyn stepped forward, holding out his arm in front of him, looking as if smiling. Laurel looked up to the towering Rabkin, and began to tremble, Caleb then placed his arm around her and leaned down to speak to her.

“Put your arm out in front of you dearest. It will be alright, as this is a common greeting,” he whispered reassuringly.

Laurel swallowed hard and did as Caleb instructed, her arm still shaking.

The Rabkin Elder then placed his arm gently over Laurel’s, his long fingers resting lightly on the top of her shoulder.

“We most honored to meet child Ollam. Have great sympathies for loss of Queen Ollam,” Bleddyn said in a quiet and calm tone, as he lowered his arm.

Caleb then related to Laurel what had been said, speaking loud enough for Aiden, Phineas, and Owain to hear as well. Laurel then looked at Bleddyn, smiling with trembling lips.

“Thank you very much. I appreciate all that you have done in trying to keep me safe. It is an honor for me as well, to meet you,” Laurel replied, as calmly as she could.

Caleb smiled and then translated to the Rabkins, Laurel’s words. They looked at each other nodding and murmured what sounded to be words of approval. Eira then stepped forward to greet Laurel. Her greeting was different than that of Bleddyn, as she was female. Eira slowly reached out and placed her hand on the side of Laurel’s face, her long graceful fingers going past the top of Laurel’s head. Eira’s expression was kind and patient, sensing Laurel’s nervousness.

“I most happy to meet child Ollam. Wishes to express sadness for loss of birth she. Has great respect for Queen Ollam,” Eira said in a soft tone, her eyes conveying her feelings clearly.

Caleb then translated to Laurel her words of condolence.

“Birth she?” Laurel asked Caleb curiously.

“It is their word for mother. It quite literally means, the one that caused your birth,” Caleb explained.

Laurel then smiled at Eira, feeling more relaxed in their presence.

“Thank you Eira. It is most kind of you,” Laurel said in a small voice, but no longer shaking.

After Caleb translated what Laurel had said, Eira smiled then gestured to the young Rabkin to step forward. It appeared to be a young male, his eyes also kind and very curious, as he reached out and gingerly took Laurel’s hand. He then lifted her hand up to his face as he bent down, and closing his large eyes, brought her wrist to his nose. He softly pressed his nose to her wrist and breathed in deeply. Laurel’s eyes went wide in surprise and wonder at his gesture, as the two older Rabkins, smiled in approval.  Laurel became startled and began to pull away slightly, as the young Rabkin, pressed her wrist closer to his nose.

“It is alright dearest. Do not be afraid, he wishes to remember you, so he is taking in your scent. It seems we all look very similar to them. This is quite the compliment my love,” he explained to Laurel, again loud enough for Phineas, Aiden and Owain to hear.  

At this explanation Aiden and Owain chuckled softly, while Phineas stood looking alarmed and swallowing nervously. After the young Rabkin was finished, he then gently released Laurel’s hand and bowed his head slightly. Eira then spoke to him and gestured towards the pouch made of woven reeds, which the young Rabkin had over his shoulder. The young Rabkin appeared to be smiling broadly as he reached in the pouch and pulled out a leather bag. He then handed it to Laurel. Laurel gasped in surprise, holding out her trembling hands to receive her mother’s lost Ollam bag. Laurel looked at them smiling as tears ran down her face. Opening the bag with shaking fingers she found her mother’s precious Ollam diary still wrapped in the protective oilskin, only slightly damp, from the river. Hugging the bag to her chest, Laurel was overcome with emotion and began to weep openly, her head bowed slightly. Caleb placed his arm around her shoulders tightly, as he looked up at the Rabkins curious expressions.

“Child Ollam is most happy. Our females sometimes weep when joyful,” Caleb explained, smiling at them warmly.

“How did you find it?” Laurel asked, as she desperately tried to compose herself.

“My youngling finds it at river’s edge, while fishing. He brings it to me, I see it has Ollam symbol on bag. We knows child Ollam at river camp. It is most special, so child Ollam must have lost it,” Eira explained, after Caleb translated Laurel’s question.

“Thank you. Thank you so much,” Laurel said, with gratitude as she reached over and placed her hand on the young Rabkin’s arm, and then on Eira’s. 

“Most welcome child Ollam,” Eira said warmly, not needing a translation from Caleb to understand Laurel’s gesture, as Eira again placed her hand on the side of Laurel’s face.

They looked up at Caleb and smiling, suddenly turned to leave. Laurel noticed this and then realized what she had to do.

“Wait, please,” Laurel spoke out, causing the Rabkins to stop and turn around. “Caleb. I will do it. I will share with Eira,” Laurel said quietly, looking up at Caleb intently.

“Are you sure dearest? You do not have to,” Caleb asked her, in a calm voice.

Laurel looked over at Phineas, who was smiling at her warmly with tears in his eyes, he nodded at her understandingly.

“Yes Caleb, I am sure. It is the least I can do for all they have done for me. As long as you are with me, I shall be fine,” Laurel said, holding his hand tightly.

Caleb smiled at Laurel, his heart bursting with love for her. He kissed her forehead and smiled at her adoringly.

“Of course my darling. I shall be right next to you the whole time. There is nothing to fear. You will not be left with memories that will not leave. It will only be a glimpse of her life, as she will also glimpse yours as well,” Caleb explained patiently.

Laurel nodded her acknowledgement as she then looked over at the waiting

 Rabkins, knowing Caleb would be translating her decision.

“Kindred people, the child Ollam, wishes to share with Eira,” Caleb stated simply.

They smiled at each other as Eira stepped forward, then kneeling down, placed her hand towards Laurel her palm facing towards her. Caleb helped Laurel to kneel as well, as he too kneeled down next to her, holding her other hand.

“Place your hand against hers Laurel, then close your eyes and take a deep breath,” Caleb murmured softly into the side of her face, his lips brushing against her temple.

Laurel did as he instructed and after placing her hand against Eira’s she suddenly felt a strong sense of peace envelope her.  Closing her eyes, Laurel smiled slightly, as she released her breath softly. Then suddenly just as Caleb had described came a rush of images in her mind. She could see Eira as a youngling, gathering plants and flowers, with who seemed to be her mother. Suddenly Laurel felt overwhelmed with fear and dread as she saw men seated on horses, running towards them, swords drawn and shouting. She saw a tall Sentinel who looked almost like King Fergus, younger, angry and stern, his eyes filled with hate. Then she saw Eira’s mother viciously cut down by the man, as she could hear Eira screaming and feel her running frantically, hiding under thick undergrowth, waiting for the men to leave. The image flashing back looking upon the broken and cut body of Eira’s mother, hearing Eira’s mournful wailing. Then another scene rushing to her, seeing Bleddyn taking Eira as his mate. Watching Eira heal the wounded of her Kindred. Then to Laurel’s wonderment, seeing her mother as a young doe med, being approached by Eira, handing her mother a strange looking blue fern.  Her mother unafraid as she took the fern, then she could see how Eira turned and walked back into the forest. Then the rush of fear and terror once again, as she saw yet another attack upon the Rabkins, their Homestead slaughtered without any mercy being shown, even to the younglings. Laurel could feel the intense despair of Eira, as she held a dead youngling in her arms, her first child. Laurel could then sense that Eira was also seeing her memories. Meeting Caleb and Aiden for the first time. Walking through the fields and forest of Gwenlais, gathering herbs and plants with her own mother.  Visiting her mother at the House of Healing, as she tended to the sick. Caleb spanking her at the stables, then the image of him smiling and presenting her with the new bridle and saddle she had wanted. Then the horrible image of Laurel holding her mother’s torn body as she wept over her. Another image flashed of her being held by Caleb after her attack by the Dragon’s tooth. The memory of them dancing together at the Festival. Caleb whispering he loved her, at the Lodge. The terrifying attack by the Scimitar. Her pleading for Leland’s life before the Tribunal. The pain and pride on Caleb’s face as she did this.  The beauty and wonder of the fire swallows’ return.  Helping to deliver a child for the first time. Another image of her and Caleb’s passionate encounter in her room. Her argument with her father, and falling into the river. Then suddenly as it began, the images stopped.

 

Laurel’s eyes flew open, as Eira’s hand was no longer against hers. Laurel found herself, shaking uncontrollably, as Caleb held her tightly in his arms. She found it difficult to catch her breath, as she felt tears streaming down her face.  Looking up she saw Eira smiling at her warmly, with what appeared to be tears in her eyes, as the Rabkin once again, gently placed her hand against Laurel’s face.

“So sorry child Ollam. So sorry for loss of birth she,” Eira said with empathy.

Just as Caleb as told her, she found herself being able to understand Eira’s words. Laurel suddenly knew how to answer Eira back in her own language.

“I sorry as well friend Eira. So sorry for all your loss and suffering,” Laurel said, through her tears.

“You now be called friend of Kindred people, child Ollam. Eira bond with you. Life friends now. Our youngling bond with you also one day,” Bleddyn kneeled down, and explained to her.

“I look forward to that day Elder Bleddyn,” Laurel replied, in a tired and shaky voice.

“We leave you now man Prince Caleb. Leave child Ollam to rest. Our eyes will behold each other again child Ollam Laurel,” Eira said, as she and Bleddyn stood, and then walking into the forest, the three Rabkins disappeared from sight. 

Caleb then helped Laurel to stand as she was still shaking from the intensity of the experience. 

“How are you feeling dearest?” Caleb asked her, as her held her against him.

“I am fine....only very tired,” Laurel answered, no longer crying.

Aiden, Phineas and Owain stepped forward, with broad smiles on their faces.

“That was truly the most amazing thing I have ever beheld Laurel,” Owain said, in a voice full of admiration.

“I am so proud of you my Lady,” Phineas gushed.

Aiden only placed his hand on her back and kissed the top of her head, smiling tenderly at her, feeling no need for words.

“Thank you all, my dear friends. Caleb, I feel the need to lie down, I am so very weary,” Laurel said, in a soft voice.

“Of course mo stor. Let us go back to the tent,” Caleb spoke in a loving tone, as he held her hand and began to lead her back.

They took no more than a few steps when Laurel moaned softly and crumpled almost to the ground, as Caleb caught her. Taking her up in his arms he kissed her temple and whispering words of love to her in old speak, carried her back to the tent. Phineas was understandably alarmed and began to inquire of her condition frantically.

“She is alright Phineas. She is only very tired. Sharing can be an exhausting experience, but not harmful. She needs to sleep for a bit,” Caleb said, in a calm reassuring voice, as he walked back into the tent.

All the Sentinels looked in their direction, most shaking their heads and talking quietly, others just smiling and looking at each other in wonder at what they had just witnessed. 

“I will give the lass much credit. I would not have done it,” Tolemais said to Rian. 

“Aye, me either. I do not care how handsome Caleb is,” Rian said, with a sly grin, as Tolemais and the others within hearing range laughed.

 

Laurel opened her eyes to find Caleb lying next to her, holding her close and gently brushing the hair from her face. He smiled adoringly at her as she blinked her eyes sleepily and smiled back at him.

“How are you feeling dearest?” Caleb asked, in a soft deep voice.

“I feel as if I have just awoken from a very long dream,” Laurel replied in a small tired voice.

“I am sure you do. It is well into the afternoon. Supper will be ready soon,” Caleb smiled at her, as he kissed her forehead.

“I cannot believe I have slept so long,” Laurel said with surprise as she looked about the tent, then noticing the sun was indeed not as bright as when she had first gotten up. She looked at Caleb thoughtfully for a moment before speaking. 

“At Mother’s grave site, someone planted a strange blue fern there, next to the roses. I told the gardener to let them remain, as it looked like it was done with much respect. No one has ever claimed to have done this. I now know where they came from,” Laurel related in a soft whispery voice.

“How do you know mo stor? Did you see something concerning this when you shared with Eira?” Caleb asked, as he gently caressed her cheek.

“Yes. I saw Eira handing my mother, when she was only a doe med, the same blue fern. It looked as if Mother was standing at the edge of the forest and Eira stepped out for just a moment and gave it to her. Mother was not afraid, only curious. Mother never spoke of this experience, or of the Rabkins often, but when she did it was never in a negative way. They are really not as different as we are. They have the same feelings of love and loss and joy as we do,” Laurel said, her eyes filled with emotion.

“Yes dearest. That is very true. I myself never realized this until I experienced sharing as you did. Thank you Laurel for doing this. Perhaps now we can finally begin to put an end to all the fear and pain our two peoples have caused each other,” Caleb answered as he caressed her cheek.

“I hope we can as well. Too many lives have been lost from both sides. I will help you Caleb, I will help you to do this, in whatever way I can,” Laurel spoke with soft voice, but still filled with conviction.

“Of course you will mo stor. You are the Treasure of Gwenlais. The Kindred people know this. I have believed this for some time. Now more than ever,” Caleb said warmly, as he leaned down and kissed her deeply.

 

The next morning proved to be busy, as everyone began to ready for their departure to Heathwin. The wagons and two dozen Sentinels were sent ahead the day before, as the heavy wagons required more time to arrive. Only the sturdy wooden frames of the tents would remain, as it was seldom, that travel between Heathwin and Gwenlais would happen after the harvest supplies were received. Four tents would remain in the camp to accommodate Laurel’s family and the escorts accompanying them for the wedding. After the family returned to Gwenlais the camp would then be closed down for the winter.  Caleb had Owain take Laurel for a walk around the camp perimeter and by the bank of the river, as a diversion while the camp was being disassembled. Owain told her of how happy the family would be to see her again, especially his young sister Imagin.  

“If you do not mind my asking Laurel, what was it like to share with the Rabkin? You did not appear to be in pain, but it most certainly appeared to be an intense experience. Caleb has never related his experiences with me, or to many others for that matter, only to the King and Aiden,” Owain asked with a curious smile, as they walked about.

“It was very intense at times. I saw Eira’s life and some of her most painful memories. It was beautiful and tragic, much like a story we may have read as children. She saw parts of my life as well. I do not feel I was harmed in any way from sharing with her, but in a way, I feel different. I feel a small part of me has changed,” Laurel spoke in a faraway thoughtful tone.

“In what way Laurel?” Owain asked her, with mild concern.

“I cannot explain, as it is all still new. Only that it is different,” Laurel replied, smiling at him warmly.

As they continued to walk along the river bank, Laurel suddenly stopped when she noticed a short but lush looking plant, with small red, heart shaped blossoms. She knelt down and gingerly touched the red flowers, their soft and delicate texture, just a whisper of a sweet scent released as she touched them. Owain smiled at her curiously, wondering what she found so interesting about this, what appeared to him, a weed.

“Owain! I know what this plant is!” Laurel looked up at him, smiling with bright enthusiasm.

“And why does this make you so happy dear Laurel?” Owain asked in amusement as he knelt down next to her.

“Because yesterday, I did not know what it was! The Rabkins call it gwaed y galon. They use the flowers to treat deep cuts and to stop bleeding and infection. Oh I wish I could take it with me,” Laurel, sighed as she touched the flowers once again.

“Here, I shall help you with that,” Owain replied with a smile, as he took out his dagger and began to dig away at the plant.

Laurel smiled at him warmly and also used her hands to help clear away the dirt, until she was able to lift it carefully away.  Owain stood up and holding out his hand, helped Laurel to her feet. She stood holding the plant carefully in her hands, as they then began to walk back to the camp. Laurel found several other plants she suddenly became aware of and took snippets of branches from them as well.

“What is this one?” Owain asked curiously, as he smiled charmingly at her, pointing at a large scraggly looking bush.

“It is nothing, just a weed,” Laurel replied, matter of factly. 

As they walked back towards the camp, Caleb who had been busy with arranging Laurel’s things and sending out two Sentinels ahead to assure him all was secure, smiled in curious amusement at seeing Laurel holding the plant carefully in her hands. Laurel walked up to him smiling in delight as she showed him the plant.

“What do you have there dearest?” Caleb asked, with a light laugh. 

“Caleb I have just discovered a new plant, well at least it is new to me,” Laurel gushed animatedly, as she went on to explain her excitement. “So you see, it is only since sharing with Eira, that I have been able to recognize all these new plants. Do you feel it has something to do with this?” she asked in wonder.

“I do not see any other reason for it mo ghra. I am very happy that something so important to you happened as a result of your sharing experience. What however do you wish to do with the plant? We will be leaving shortly,” Caleb explained, still smiling at her enthusiasm. 

“Well…I was hoping to bring it with me back to Heathwin. Do you suppose I could have a pot of some sort to place it in?” Laurel asked, as she glanced about.

“You could go and speak to Brarn. He may be able to help you, as he is in charge of all the cooking supplies. Hurry though, I am only waiting for the two Sentinels to return that I sent out to scout ahead, they should be back at any time now,” Caleb instructed as he leaned over and kissed her cheek. “When you are finished meet me at the beginning of the trail, I will be there with the horses, Owain will bring you there,” Caleb said as he glanced over at Owain, who nodded in acknowledgement, as Caleb turned to leave.

“Come Laurel, trust me we do not want to leave Caleb waiting too long, he has already informed me he is most anxious to head out,” Owain said with a wide grin, as he led Laurel over to Brarn.

The older Sentinel who had first cared for Laurel after her fall in the river, was more than happy to provide an oversized mug for her to use. He smiled warmly at her gleeful appreciation, his soft blue eyes twinkling in gentle amusement. Owain then led her quickly back over to the river bank, to fill the mug with dirt, then kindly insisted they go to meet with Caleb. By the time they arrived, Phineas and Aiden were there waiting, as Caleb gave Laurel and Owain, an annoyed smile.

“Really dearest? It took you that long to secure your little plant?” Caleb asked, with a sardonic grin.

“Well I did not wish for it to be crushed, or what would the point be to dig it up?” Laurel asked, with an impish smile.

Caleb did not answer, he only smiled once again and shook his head, as the group mounted up and began to make their way down the long path, which soon led them into the forest.  They rode on talking and conversing happily, as the mood was now relaxed and lighthearted. Caleb himself was in a very happy and contented mood as he was finally bringing Laurel home to stay. His mind and heart more relaxed, knowing he would no longer have to wonder or worry concerning her whereabouts. He and Aiden would grin or chuckle whenever Laurel would point out to Owain, when she recognized another plant or flower. It was just becoming dusk when they finally reached the city of Heathwin. The lanterns along the wide paths were just starting to be lit, the Great Lodge stood before them, illuminated with all the lanterns lit, the doors to the Grand Hall wide open, beckoning them, welcome home.  Caleb helped Laurel off her horse and then took her hand and led her up the wide stairs to the Lodge entrance. He stopped just before entering, taking her face in his hands, he kissed her passionately, for everyone to see, the onlookers just smiled warmly at the Prince’s openly affectionate gesture.

“Welcome home my darling,” Caleb said in a deep soft voice, smiling at her adoringly.

“Thank you my Prince,” Laurel answered back in a soft whisper. 

They walked in hand and hand and were warmly greeted by all of the household staff, as Queen Alana had arranged it herself. She and King Fergus were the first there to warmly welcome her back. Aiden and Owain began to laugh quietly as they walked into the Hall, seeing all the staff lined up to welcome Laurel home. Phineas just smiled and shook his head, not at all surprised by the Queen’s formal but enthusiastic reaction to Laurel’s final return to Heathwin. Queen Alana walked up to Laurel embracing her warmly as she then instructed the staff to come up and reintroduce themselves and welcome Laurel back. This reintroduction took almost half an hour, with Caleb shaking his head and rolling his eyes impatiently from time to time, the Queen giving him a disapproving look each time she caught him doing this. When the last of the staff had finally welcomed Laurel back, Queen Alana put her arm around Laurel’s shoulders and began to lead her towards the staircase.

“Come with me dear, I have had a lovely bath arranged for you, and then we will all have a nice relaxed supper in the sitting room,” Queen Alana explained, as she led Laurel upstairs.

“Mother, the poor girl has barely arrived and you are already planning her evening. I have not even had her things brought in the Lodge as yet,” Caleb spoke up, in an impatient tone. 

Queen Alana stopped and turned to look at Caleb with an irritated expression, as Laurel bit her bottom lip, trying not to giggle at the interaction between the two.

“Caleb. Do you not think I have already taking care of all that Laurel will require for the evening? Now really, you have had her all to yourself for well over a fortnight. I am sure you can manage for a time while the poor dear bathes and relaxes for a bit. Come along Laurel, I do not wish for your bath to become cold, because someone is fussing over nothing,” the Queen said in an impatient voice, as she turned and led Laurel up the stairs to the private quarters. 

“It was not over a fortnight, we were on Patrol,” Caleb muttered grumpily.

“You brought this all on yourself old man. You finally brought a girl home that Mother likes,” Aiden said with a laugh as he hit Caleb on the back, and Owain laughed at Caleb disgruntled expression.

“Please son, I am begging you, to not insist that Laurel stay in your room this evening. Your Mother has been running the staff ragged with fixing Laurel’s room to the point of it being an obsession. Do not laugh, you have not seen it. Laurel has all new bed linens, flowers are everywhere, new curtains. She actually had Kerrie paint a picture of the rolling hills of Gwenlais, so that Laurel does not become homesick. Which I might add was no easy task, as your poor cousin, has not yet been to Gwenlais. Go and see it for yourself,” King Fergus said in exasperation.

“Well I am most happy that her Majesty is so happy with Princess Laurel’s arrival, especially with what she had to deal with when leaving Gwenlais,” Phineas added shaking his head sadly.

“Do not tell me. Garron was less than enthused with Laurel’s departure,” King Fergus said, with a wry smirk.

“That is a gross understatement Father,” Caleb replied, his face showing his frustration.

“Well tell me upstairs in the sitting room, we shall all have a glass of wine. Come along Owain, I have already informed your mother you would be spending the night, it is much too late and tiring for you to ride all the way to Tipperary this evening,” King Fergus said with a warm smile as he directed everyone upstairs.

As everyone settled into the sitting room, several servants along with Lucas, brought in the first course of bread, cheeses, apples, butter, and a rich fruit chutney, with various pickled vegetables. Laurel and Queen Alana walked in shortly after, with Laurel wearing a lovely pale blue night gown, with a matching robe, which had trumpet sleeves outlined with delicate lace. Her long chestnut hair, billowing softly as she walked in the room.

“Now who is this lovely creature who has just entered the room? I was not aware we had wood nymphs, in Heathwin,” Caleb said to Laurel with a charming smile, as he stood up and led her over to sit with him on one of the plush couches. 

Laurel just rolled her eyes and smirked at him as she blushed at Caleb’s remark, which caused everyone to laugh at her reaction. The Queen smiled with satisfaction, happy with Caleb’s response to her gift to Laurel. They soon were enjoying a hearty meal of beef and mushroom pie, with corn pudding and roasted root vegetables. Dessert was simple, with various biscuits and fruit compote made from apples and the harvest season berries, with clotted cream. After dinner everyone enjoyed warm conversations, with Aiden and Owain playing a game of Fidchell, as King Fergus and Phineas began a game of Tablut. Queen Alana sat in her favourite chair, once again with her embroidery. Caleb and Laurel were snuggled together on the couch, Laurel’s head resting against his chest, smiling and content to mostly just listen to the warm voices around her, with the smell of a freshly lit fire in the hearth. Laurel’s eyes began to become heavier, finding it difficult to keep them open. King Fergus suddenly cleared his throat, causing Caleb to look at him, as the King nodded at Laurel’s struggle to stay awake. Caleb then looked down at her smiling warmly.

“Would you like to go to bed mo stor? We are all aware of how exhausted you are,” Caleb asked softly, leaning down to talk to her. 

“I suppose I should, as I am having a difficult time staying awake,” Laurel replied, as she sat up and smiled drowsily at him.

“By all means dear, go and get some rest. Tomorrow shall be busy enough for you,” Queen Alana stated, with a sympathetic smile.

“Tomorrow?” Laurel asked looking at Caleb, with sleepy bemusement. 

“Yes, dearest we meet with the Chieftains tomorrow,” Caleb smiled back at her sadly, has he tucked her hair back.

“Oh yes, I had completely forgotten,” Laurel said, with a bit of trepidation.

“It is only a formality my dear, nothing to be concerned with,” King Fergus looked up from the Tablut board, to smile at her reassuringly. 

“I will be at your side the whole time my Lady,” Phineas added with a kind smile as well, as Aiden and Owain also smiled at her warmly.

“Come along dearest, let me bring you to your room,” Caleb said in his soft deep voice, helping her to her feet and leading, her out of the sitting room as she said goodnight to everyone.

When they entered Laurel’s room, Caleb laughed lightly at all the new and very feminine touches his mother had added to Laurel’s room. 

“Why are you laughing Caleb?” Laurel asked in amusement.

“Father was telling me how much effort Mother put into your room, and I can see he was not exaggerating,” Caleb replied as he laughed again, walking with Laurel over to the bed.

“I have never seen so many flowers in one room. And the bed, have you seen so many coverings and pillows?” Laurel asked with a giggle. “Though of course I do appreciate it very much,” she stated climbing into the luxurious bed, as Caleb pulled back the coverings. 

“Of course you do my love. There now all tucked in for the night,” Caleb said with an enticing voice as he adjusted the covers, then leaned down and kissed her tenderly goodnight.

After their kiss Laurel smiled at him letting out a shaking sigh.

“What is it Laurel? Are you concerned for something?” Caleb asked her, in a warm quiet voice.

“No…I am very tired but also a bit restless, so much has happened in the last few days. I was just thinking of Father, and hoping that he is no longer upset,” Laurel answered in a small voice, shaking slightly with emotion.

“I have no doubt mo stor, he is already regretting his actions. It is good for you to be away from him for a time, then he will appreciate seeing you when he arrives for the wedding,” Caleb said, trying to be comforting.

The look on her face did not make Caleb feel any better as he could see she was forcing herself to smile.

“Get comfortable I shall be back in a bit,” he spoke softly, as he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

Caleb then turned and walked out of the room. A short time later Caleb returned in sleeping attire. He added more wood to the fire that had been lit in the fireplace, then blew out all of the candles. Laurel giggled as Caleb moved the coverings aside and got into bed next to her, taking her in his arms and covering them both.

“I was told specifically not to have you come to my room, but I was not told to stay out of yours,” Caleb explained, which caused Laurel to laugh at him. “There now mo chailin milis. Relax now and rest. I will stay with you all night. I only need leave before Imagin arrives, or I will not hear the end of it. Are you feeling better at this time?” he asked her as he kissed her temple.

“Yes, much better Sire,” Laurel sighed deeply, as she turned on her side and snuggled into his side her head against this chest.

Soon she was sleeping soundly, as Caleb smiled to himself, happy with the thought he had finally brought his Princess home.

 



  
 


 21: A LONG DAY 
Laurel woke up achy and sore from the long trip from Gwenlais. She had not anticipated Caleb having them stay an extra day at the camp. She understood his reason for it, but after all that had occurred she had hoped to make their way to Heathwin, and finally begin to settle in. Her nerves were still thin and frazzled from the terrifying experience of falling into the river and the despair of losing her mother’s herbal pouch and personal Ollam diary. Her encounter with the Rabkin Kindred and her sharing with their Healer had left her emotionally drained, yet fascinated by her new ability to recognize herbs and plants she had not been familiar with. They were not hurtful in anyway, simply curious about her. She was very grateful at their returning her mother’s bag to her. Caleb had also startled her at first, when he took her soaked dress off her roughly, in front of everyone. Then his tender compassionate treatment immediately following had just left her confused in the beginning. Phineas had told her of the reputation the Western men had, with how they sometimes treated women, especially women who they felt were argumentative and disrespectful. She had really not been overly concerned with Caleb being that way. She was aware he was intense, passionate, and quite physical in nature, but did not feel he would ever demonstrate the reputation Phineas spoke of. When he stayed the night with her, she did admit it helped her to relax and fall asleep, as the newness of everything was wonderful but still overwhelming. She realized her life would be different, now that she was living here in Heathwin, their wedding only a fortnight away. She was however not looking forward to meeting with the Chieftains today, as she was still fatigued from the trip. King Fergus and Caleb had said it was only a formality, but Laurel still felt uneasy about it. She slowly got out of bed and walked over to the balcony door, and looked out on to the day. It had rained in the night and the balcony itself was still wet, so she decided not to go out. She turned as she heard a soft knock on her door.

“Come in,” Laurel said her voice still heavy with sleep, as Imagin walked in casually, smiling as she entered. 

“Good morning Laurel,” the young girl said cheerfully. “I am here to help you begin your day,” Imagin continued, with her happy and friendly demeanor. 

She walked over to Laurel giving her a warm hug. Laurel could not help but smile at Imagin, as she had grown quite fond of Caleb’s young cousin. Laurel had felt badly when she discovered how angry Caleb and Aiden had been at Imagin for begging Laurel to plead for Leland’s life in behalf of her mother and aunt. Both brothers felt Imagin, though very sweet and charming, was also quite spoiled and manipulative. That she had gotten away with too much for too long. Her going behind Caleb’s back to make the ridiculous request of Laurel, was in their eyes, the final straw. After that day, Imagin was a bit more careful in how she spoke to either brother, as she had a tendency to still be impertinent at times. But Laurel had never been angry at the young girl, for her petition. She recognized Imagin’s youth and compassion, Laurel felt if anyone was being manipulative it was the girl’s mother. Imagin released her embrace and walked over to Laurel's wardrobe, opening it to find something suitable for Laurel to wear to the meeting with the Chieftains.

“You will probably want to wear something simple and mature looking. You do not want to appear too frilly and girlish in front of the Clann Chiefs,” Imagin advised, still smiling as she looked through Laurel’s clothes.

Laurel was surprised to find all of her things had been moved to her room in the early morning hours while she was still sleeping, more than likely directed by Caleb.

“I do not want to appear in front of them at all,” Laurel said grumpily, as she sat in her favourite overstuffed chair.

Imagin looked over at Laurel with a sympathetic smile, then turned to continue her search for the right outfit for Laurel.

“How about this one Laurel? It has a fitted bodice with laces in the back, and it is a very serious color. Do you not think?” Imagin asked, as she brought the dress over for Laurel’s inspection.

Laurel smiled at Imagin’s description of the plain, dark blue dress. The dress was somber looking, with no embellishments of any kind, save the shape of the fitted bodice, with its long flowing skirt.

“It will be perfect Imagin, thank you,” Laurel said, still sounding sleepy and disinterested.

There was a knock on the door and Imagin immediately went to answer it.

Upon opening the door, she smiled and opened the door wider.

“Good morning Caleb,” Imagin said brightly, causing Laurel to look up from her seat.

“Good morning Imagin,” Caleb smiled at her as he entered the room. “And how are you this morning, mo ghra?” Caleb asked Laurel, as he walked over to her and bent down to kiss her lightly on the lips.

Imagin smiled at them and returned to finishing getting Laurel’s things ready for her.

“Must we go to the Council chambers today Caleb? I am so tired, I do not wish to deal with this today,” Laurel inquired, sounding pitiful and weary.

Caleb smiled as he kneeled down next to her, brushing her hair away from her face. He could not blame her for how she felt. She had suffered through a very difficult week. Being rushed to ready herself to move to Heathwin, having to deal with Caleb losing his temper at her for not having an escort in Gwenlais, the argument with her father, and the stressful events at the river. He was quite impressed with how well she did with her experience of sharing with the Rabkin female, Eira. His mother had been correct in her assumptions of Laurel perhaps being able to help with negotiations with them. They respected any who practiced the art of healing.

“I am sorry mo stor. I am afraid this will be the only time I can get all the Chieftains together before the wedding. They are all busy with their own affairs and concerns. It will not take that long. Just remember what I told you. It is just a formality, do not let them bait you with their questions, should they start to tease you. I am actually more concerned with Phineas in that regard,” Caleb said looking at her with a smirk. 

Phineas was still unhappy with how Caleb had at first treated Laurel at the river. He had told Caleb that he had been overly rough with her. Then when Caleb insisted Laurel remain in his tent, this simply made Phineas even more disgruntled and opinionated than usual.

“I will talk to him during breakfast, so that this will go as smoothly and quickly as possible. After we have finished, then we can do whatever you wish,” Caleb said softly as he lovingly kissed her forehead.

“I may only wish to go to sleep,” Laurel said grumpily as she began to rub her eyes, trying to wake up. 

Caleb smiled at her compassionately, taking her face in his hands he kissed her lips softly.

“I have no objections to that at all mo ghra,” Caleb said to her quietly, still holding her face. 

Laurel smiled at him sleepily, Caleb was completely enchanted by her and found himself unable to resist her. He began to kiss Laurel again until hearing a noise behind them which caused them to both look. Imagin stood smiling at them cheerfully. Caleb had actually forgotten for a moment she was there. Laurel began to laugh at Caleb’s annoyed expression. 

“I wanted to tell you that I have gotten all of Laurel’s things arranged for her. All that she needs to do is dress,” Imagin said beginning to giggle.

Caleb looked back at Laurel smiling.

“I believe that is her polite way of telling me I need to leave,” he said smiling as he stood up. “I will be in my room, let me know when you are ready to go for breakfast,” Caleb said smiling as he left the room.

A short time later Laurel made her way across the hall to Caleb's room, he had left his door opened, so he could easily see if she was approaching. She looked at him still smiling sleepily, her eyes looking tired and fatigued. Caleb felt badly that she had not been able to rest properly as he had hoped by staying the extra day at the camp. 

She still looked lovely he thought, wearing her dark blue dress, the boned bodice accentuated her figure, so no other adornments were needed as far as he was concerned. 

Imagin had arranged Laurel’s hair simply, by pulling back just the front, allowing the rest to cascade down her back. She wore no enhancement on her face, allowing the pure beauty of her features to be seen. 

How could they not be captivated by her, he thought to himself.

“Are you ready to go to breakfast dearest?” Caleb asked her warmly, as he walked over and embraced her. 

He smiled when he felt her arms encircle his waist, as she rested the side of her face against his chest.

“I suppose so, though I am not very hungry,” Laurel replied quietly.

“I am sure. Just try to eat a little bit of something, before we have to leave. I do not wish for you to become ill from lack of food, during our meeting today,” Caleb said in a concerned tone, holding her closer against him.

“I will be fine, I will feel better when it is over with,” Laurel said wearily, as she began to pull away.

Caleb released her from his embrace, taking her hand, they walked down to the dining room together. The family was already seated, Phineas looked over at Laurel, concern on his face, as he noticed how tired she seemed to be. Laurel noticed his expression and gave him a reassuring smile. Caleb did not miss their interaction and smiled at them wryly. 

“So are you ready for your meeting with the Chieftains my dear?” King Fergus asked her, with a smile.

“I suppose as ready as I will ever be. In all honesty I told Caleb I wished we did not have to go today,” Laurel replied, with a tired smile.

Queen Alana looked over at her sympathetically, reaching over and gently squeezing her hand.

“Is there no other time this can be done Caleb? The poor girl is obviously exhausted,” Queen Alana said, with a disapproving glance over at him.

Caleb looked at his mother, not hiding his annoyance with her question.

“Mother if I could have it done another day I would, I had to twist arms to have the meeting today as it is,” his voice grating.

“I am sorry. I did not mean to cause tension between us. I am just complaining too much. Let us not worry about it any longer. It will be done with soon, and then we can just put it behind us,” Laurel spoke up in an attempt to calm the tension in the room. 

Aiden smiled at her benevolently before he spoke up.  

“Caleb, I feel we should depart ahead of Laurel and Phinny, instead of with them. That way we can have everything arranged and then all Laurel has to do is arrive. No awkward standing around waiting for everyone to show up.

She will be able to have at a short time to relax after the three of us leave,” Aiden said, looking at Caleb meaningfully. 

“I agree with Aiden, Caleb. I think that would be the best way for us to do this,” King Fergus said, with a calm smile.

“I am of course agreeable to anything that will make this easier for Laurel to deal with,” Caleb said, as he reached over and took Laurel’s hand, smiling warmly at her. “Which of course reminds me. Phineas, you will have to remember to stay calm during the meeting. You are there to give Laurel support and to be her escort, not represent her. She must speak to them herself. If you become irritated and do all the talking you are just going to give them an excuse to become rude and aggravating,” Caleb said to him pointedly.

“Not that they need an excuse,” the Queen said rolling her eyes, and taking a sip of tea.

Laurel glanced over to her, smirking at the Queen’s demeanor. 

The Queen smiled back at her and then replied, “Just be your normal charming self my dear and everything will be fine. You have more than proven yourself to them at the last meeting,” Queen Alana stated, referring to Leland’s trial.

“I will be at your side the whole time my Lady. I will do my best to refrain from speaking out, but I will not allow them to disrespect her,” Phineas said quite emphatically, as he looked at Caleb. 

“I am sure that will not happen Phineas,” Caleb said, trying to sound reassuring.

“Let us not worry anymore about this, we really should all just enjoy our meal. I would much rather talk about the lovely plans for the wedding, a much more enjoyable subject,” Queen Alana said, with obvious enthusiasm.

The rest of the meal went by fairly quickly, the conversations were indeed centered on the upcoming nuptials. Caleb would look over at Laurel with a concerned expression, from time to time, as she was not her usual talkative, vivacious self. She simply smiled tiredly at everyone, and only picked at her food. He began to regret having to put her through the formalities of the meeting with the Clann Chiefs today. Caleb reached over and holding Laurel’s hand began to caress the top of it with his thumb as he smiled at her comfortingly. Laurel looked at their hands for a moment, and then looked up at Caleb smiling at him demurely, her grey eyes looking soft and warm.

“Caleb..... Caleb,” King Fergus said smiling broadly, at his son’s distracted demeanor.

“Yes?” Caleb replied casually, as he looked over at his father with a relaxed expression, still holding Laurel’s hand.

“We should probably make our way over to the Council Chamber now," King Fergus said in an amused voice.

“That is of course if you are able to tear yourself away from your pleasant distraction,” Aiden replied, with a charming smile.

Laurel giggled at Aiden’s remark, as she looked over at Caleb. He smiled and standing up, leaned down and kissed her lightly on her lips.

“Do not worry about anything dearest. I promise I shall make it worth your effort later,” he whispered in her ear, smiling at her enticingly as he stood up to leave.  

She lowered her eyes, biting her bottom lip and blushing. Phineas looked over at her smirking, though he had not heard what Caleb had whispered to her, by Laurel's reaction it was obvious something of a personal nature. 

“We shall see you soon Phineas,” Caleb said hitting Phineas on the arm, as he walked past him.

“Yes. Do not concern yourselves, we shall be on time,” Phineas replied, still smirking at Laurel.

“Well my dear, shall I tell you what to expect?” Queen Alana asked her, with a gentle smile.

“That would probably be helpful your Highness,” Laurel answered, beginning to feel a little anxious. 

 

As King Fergus and his sons made their way into the Council Chamber, they were surprised to see all four Chieftains waiting. They had not yet taken their seats but were standing and talking amongst themselves.

“There you are,” Remy stated rather loudly, smiling broadly, getting the attention of the other Chieftains. Looking behind them he then asked curiously, “Where is your Bride to be Caleb? I thought she would have arrived with you.”

“We had a very stressful trip back to Heathwin. She is feeling quite tired, and we wished to not have her rushed. She will be arriving soon with Phineas,” Caleb answered with a hint of trepidation in his voice, as he mentioned Phineas.

“Phineas! Why would you feel the need to bring that pompous irritating sop?” Remy asked, in a loud bothered voice.

King Fergus just shook his head and made his way over to his seat, as Aiden hit Caleb sympathetically on the back, following his father.

“Phineas arrived in Heathwin as Laurel’s escort, he will be here until after the wedding. As Laurel’s counselor, he will be coming with her here, to offer her his support,” Caleb explained, becoming impatient. 

“I fail to see the point in having him here. He is just going to get all puffed up and speak to us as if we are all blithering idiots,” Remy spoke, becoming more agitated by the minute. 

Caleb sighed in frustration, then suddenly noticed a page walking over quickly to where King Fergus sat, Aiden standing next to him. Aiden looked over to Caleb meaningfully, as the page turned and left the room hurriedly.

“Gentlemen, we should all take our seats now, as I have just been informed that the Princess has just arrived outside the Chambers, she should be in at any moment now,” King Fergus announced. 

Caleb gave a glance over to the main door, before joining his place by his father’s right side. The seating remained the same as it was during the trial, except that there was no need for any other extra seats in the spacious chamber. The sound of the door being opened echoed throughout the chamber as the room had become still. Laurel had requested just before she entered the chambers, that an announcement not be made, but instead asked a page be sent instead. She did not wish for any unnecessary displays.

Laurel and Phineas entered quietly without ceremony, her arm in Phineas’ smiling warmly at Caleb the whole time. Caleb looked at her, smiling lovingly at her as they walked forward.

“Look at her. Is she not lovely? How could they not adore her?” Caleb leaned over, and whispered to his father and brother.

Aiden just smirked at Caleb’s remark, as his father chuckled quietly.

They stopped several feet in front of where King Fergus and Caleb and Aiden stood. In unison, Phineas bowed from his waist, while Laurel gave a deep curtsy. All three men inclined their heads slightly, to show they recognized this show of respect. Laurel looked up briefly, saw Caleb smiling at her warmly, the King grinning broadly, while Aiden gave her a quick wink. Turning to face the Chieftains they offered the same respectful gesture, they too slightly inclined their heads.

“Princess Laurel, let me start off by saying on behalf of us all, welcome to Heathwin, and that we hope your journey back to us was a pleasant one,” McCullan said, in a clear and commanding tone.

“Thank you Chieftain McCullan I am most happy to be back in Heathwin,” Laurel said, smiling charmingly.

“Glad to hear it lass,” McCullan said, pausing for a moment. “As you know, the laws of Heathwin require that we as the Clann Chiefs meet with you in order to recognize your union with Prince Caleb. We will ask you a few questions, in order for us to fully appreciate and understand your way of thinking. These questions will help us of course to reach our decision   concerning how we will look upon your union, but it will in no way prevent it from taking place. Do you understand your Highness?” McCullan asked, with a slight smile.

“I do Sir,” Laurel answered back respectfully.

“Very good. My question is this. You are a very young Ollam, soon to be the wife to the heir of the throne of Heathwin. If your husband requested that you leave your position as healer, would you do so without contesting?” McCullan asked.

Laurel paused for a moment, looking over at Caleb briefly, who just smiled at her.

“I would do what would be in the best interest of my husband and of Heathwin. I do not feel he would ever request this of me, but if Prince Caleb felt that I needed to do so, then yes I would,” Laurel answered honestly.

McCullan smiled at her nodding his approval.

“My question your Highness is, how do you feel with Prince Caleb’s idea of trying to negotiate peace with the Rabkins?” Chieftain Argon asked her, in a quiet voice.

“I have met the Ogmore Kindred, and I have shared with their Healer. I do not feel they are the evil vicious creatures I once thought them to be. I feel that if we have the opportunity to learn more of them and perhaps from them, then we should by all means make the effort to do so, Chieftain Argon,” Laurel said with conviction.

Murmurs of amazement went up among the Chieftains, as they looked at Laurel in surprise.

“This is truly an unexpected turn of events, Princess, considering what you suffered at the hands of the Rabkins,” Chieftain Argon exclaimed, with a slight smile.

“The Rabkins of the Ogmore as well as the Cydros Kindreds, had nothing to do with my mother’s death or the attempts made on my life. If anything, they were instrumental in helping Prince Caleb find the Rabkins who were. For this reason alone, I owe them a debt of gratitude,” Laurel spoke with calmness and assuredness.

The Chieftains looked at each other and smiled in astonishment, at her confidence and statement.   

“She is doing beautifully,” King Fergus whispered to Caleb.

Caleb could not help but be moved with pride by her poise and the intelligence in her answers.

“My question your Highness is, how soon would you want to provide your husband with an heir?” Chieftain Phariss asked, with a wide smile on his face.

King Fergus rolled his eyes as Caleb and Aiden simply shook their heads and smirked, knowing that, Chieftain Phariss was very light hearted and enjoyed causing a reaction. Laurel smiled in surprise, blushing at his question, while Phineas stood in shock his mouth slightly gaped.

“How dare you ask her Highness this! I feel it is completely unnecessary and you have no right to ask her anything of this nature,” Phineas said, with an infuriated tone.

“I really would rather hear what she has to say,” Phariss said, still smiling broadly.

Caleb just looked up at the ceiling shaking his head. Phineas went to protest again, but Laurel placed her hand on his arm to calm him.

“You do not have to indulge his perverse sense of humor your Highness,” Phineas continued in his angry and louder tone.

“Perverse you say? I feel Master Phineas, that it was a very honest question. She is after all going to be marrying the future King of Heathwin, we will need to see some little future kings running around at some point. I simply wanted to know how soon we can expect it,” Phariss clearly enjoying causing Phineas to be upset, and also enjoying the expressions that Caleb was glaring over to him.

“I think we will just let nature take its course Chieftain Phariss,” Laurel spoke up suddenly.

“Oh. Well alright. That is all I wanted to know,” Phariss answered slyly, as he smiled at her.

“You should not have answered him your Highness, it will simply encourage these hooligans,” Phineas spat out with disdain.

With that reply all four Chieftains looked at him contemptuously.

“One more question your Highness,” Remy spoke up, as he got up from his seat.

He walked over to stand in front of Laurel and Phineas. Looking at them for a moment, Laurel’s eyes wide, but with an amused smile on her face, not sure what the older man would ask. Phineas simply glared at him. 

“I have known Prince Caleb his entire life. We are all aware this will be his second marriage, and that he has certainly had his share of... shall we say pleasant acquaintances,” Remy stated, ignoring Caleb’s moan in the background. “In light of this, I wish to know....are you a virgin?” he asked casually.

Laurel began to giggle in shock and embarrassment. Phineas at that point became completely incensed. 

“I cannot believe even you, could be this ignorant and deviant, to ask her this question! You are truly the most vile, disgusting, little man I have ever met!” Phineas yelled at him in rage.

Remy replied by simply punching Phineas full in the face knocking him to the ground. Causing all the Chieftains to laugh raucously. Laurel screamed in shock as she knelt down next to Phineas cradling his head in her arms. Caleb began to step forward to come to their aid, but his father grabbed his arm shaking his head at him.

“Wait, see what she does, how she handles this,” King Fergus said to him, as Caleb looked on concern on his face, while Aiden just shook his head and began laughing.

“Oh Phinny, are you alright?” Laurel asked, him her voice and tone clearly indicating how upset she was.

“I will be fine my Lady, I just need to lie here for a bit,” Phineas replied in a weak voice, as he covered his right eye.

Remy still stood in the same place as he, and the rest of the Chieftains continued to laugh. Laurel placed Phineas’ head down gently, as she stood up slowly, her face flushed, her eyes flashing her anger. Remy looked at her his face wearing a surprised countenance, as he stopped laughing, when he saw her glaring expression.

“Oh no, there is the look,” Caleb whispered.

“You! How dare you!” Laurel yelled at all of them. 

They all stopped for a moment to stare at her in surprise. She then began to curse loudly and with much profanity at the Chieftains in Kedesh, hurling her insults at them proficiently. They all just stared at her for a moment in complete shock at her words, not quite believing the foulness in which she spoke. Then all at once they all began to laugh at her in a great bellowing sound. Laurel looked over in complete aghast at their reaction only to see King Fergus, Aiden and, yes Caleb, laughing as well. She walked over quickly and stood in front of them.

“You are laughing at me?!” she asked Caleb, yelling at him shrilly.

Caleb stopped laughing immediately, and began to shake his head. 

“No, no I am not,” he answered breathlessly, still trying to control his mirth.

She then cursed at him as well in Kedesh, with equal vehemence and profanity. Caleb looked at her in surprise then in complete annoyance. He could not believe what came out of her mouth, yet again. The room fell into complete silence to only explode again in a moment with bellowing laughter. Aiden was so beside himself he was sitting on the floor, while King Fergus shoulders shook with his uncontrolled laughter as he covered his face leaning into his hand. Laurel trembled with anger and frustration as she quickly made her way out of the Council Chamber. Caleb watched her for a moment, shaking his head at her, smirking sardonically.

“Caleb, you had better go after her,” King Fergus said, as he struggled to speak from laughing so hard.

Caleb went after her quickly, hoping to catch her before she got out of the building. He stepped out of the Chamber and into the spacious sun drenched corridor, light spilling in from the windows in the ceiling. He saw Laurel walking quickly towards the door, her long skirt rustling behind her.

“Laurel!” Caleb called out to her, his voice resonating off the ceiling.

When she did not respond to him, he became quite irritated.

“Really, are you going to make me run to catch up to you?” he asked her, his voice not hiding his displeasure.

She stopped for a moment, turned and looked at him, her expression still angry and vexed. She answered him with another Kedesh insult, which caused him to stop in his tracks for a moment, looking at her in complete surprise. She then turned and hiking up her skirts a bit, began running towards the large door at the end of the corridor. He began to laugh to himself quietly, as he ran after her. He caught up to her quickly as she reached the door and began to open it, he reached up and slammed it shut, taking her arm and turning her to face him.

“I am not speaking to you!” Laurel yelled at Caleb, looking up at him. 

Her face flush with emotion, her eyes stormy and filled with unbidden tears of frustration. Caleb looked at her, his eyes no less penetrating, and his expression stern and impatient. 

“You do not have to speak to me, but you are not leaving without me either,” Caleb replied, his voice low and intense.

“I have my own horse! I do not need to go with you!” Laurel answered in the same angry tone, her voice shaking with emotion

Caleb held Laurel by both of her arms, and pulled her against him, lowering his face closer to hers, closing his eyes he then gently kissed her forehead, several times before he spoke.

“You are exhausted, and very upset, and I do not blame you. I am however not going to let you ride back yourself. I will have your horse brought back to the stables. Please take a breath and calm down, and we will go home together in a few moments,” Caleb said, in a calm deep voice.

“I wish to leave now. I do not want to see anyone at this time....not even Phineas,” Laurel replied in a quieter, but still shaking voice.

“Very well mo stor, we will leave now. You will ride back with me on my horse. We will take our time, there is no need to rush back,” Caleb answered calmly, as he kissed her forehead again.

“I am still mad at you,” Laurel said pouting.

Caleb just smiled at her as he led her out of the door. They rode silently back to the Lodge, Caleb had his arms tightly about Laurel’s waist. She felt herself calming down from the incident at the meeting, the air was warm with the bright afternoon sun, but with still a slight breeze. The slow rhythmic movement of Caleb’s horse and the sound of his hooves hitting the path was comforting, as she let out a deep breath. Caleb felt her exhale deeply, and smiled. He had chosen to take the long way home in order to allow Laurel time to calm down.

“Are you starting to relax a bit my love?” he asked, his voice deep and soft in her ear.  

She smiled slightly in spite of herself, at his question.

“Yes, a bit I suppose. Though I am still not very happy about what happened.  I can still hear their wretched booming laughter in my head. And I am very disappointed in Aiden and your father, for laughing also. There was nothing funny about it,” she said grumpily, slightly pouting.

“I see. And what of me? Have you forgiven me yet?” Caleb asked, with a low seductive tone, his face close to her ear.

“No. I am still angry with you as well,” Laurel said curtly.

Caleb smirked at her rather quick response. Even though she said she was still angry with him, he felt from her body’s response as he held her, she was not as angry as she was claiming to be.

“Hmm. Well I suppose I will have to do something about that,” he replied in the same low tone.

“What do you mean? What exactly do you plan on doing?” Laurel asked in an annoyed voice.

“Oh you will see,” he said casually, smiling roguishly.

“You are not going to tell me?” she asked, her voice sounding more irritated.

“No,” Caleb stated simply, shaking his head as he spoke, still with the same smile.

Laurel turned away from Caleb with a huff, her eyes becoming stormy with her rising temper. Frustrated at her inability to do anything else, as she was seated in front of him, and he still held her tightly in his arms.

 

Aiden helped Phineas to his horse, still being shaken from Remy's blow to his eye. It had swollen shut at this point and his head was throbbing.

“You should have kept quiet, Phinny, Caleb warned you this would happen,” Aiden reminded him smiling broadly.

“I still feel I said and did what had to be done. I could not stand by and let them insult her Highness that way,” Phineas said defensively.

“You were actually more insulted than she was,” King Fergus said chuckling as he got on his horse. “Aiden, I think we should go home the short way, through the forest, we do not need to have Phineas fall off his horse from getting dizzy on the path. Besides that, more than likely Caleb took Laurel home along the path to take their time and allow her to calm down.  Hopefully by now she has stopped cursing at him,” he said beginning to laugh as he pictured the scene again in his mind. 

Aiden laughed as well, and in spite of his throbbing head, Phineas could not help but smile. The route through the forest was certainly less smooth than that of the main path, but it was less bright and much faster to the Great Lodge, much to the relief of Phineas whose head was pounding mercilessly.

King Fergus had word sent to Master Elphin to meet them in the private sitting room, so as to tend to Phineas' bruised and swollen eye. They entered the Lodge with the Queen already waiting at the top of the stairs, her expression shocked and then becoming angry as she looked at Phineas.

“This is completely unacceptable Fergus. Remy had no right whatsoever to do this,” Queen Alana said clearly upset.

“It is quite alright your Majesty. As was pointed out, I was warned something like this might happen. I feel more upset that it caused the Princess so much distress,” Phineas said regrettably, as Aiden helped him into the sitting room.

“Yes about that. Where is Laurel and Caleb, and what happened? I have already heard the most ridiculous stories concerning Laurel’s behavior from the returning page,” the Queen asked incredulously.

They entered the sitting room and Master Elphin was there waiting for Phineas, directing Aiden to assist his patient to a large overstuffed chair.

“What exactly have you heard my dear?” the King asked, continuing the conversation.

“That after Phineas was assaulted, Laurel flew into a rage and began cursing at the Chieftains and then turned on Caleb. I am finding that all very hard to believe,” the Queen said, with an annoyed tone, as she sat in her favourite chair.

Aiden and his father exchanged knowing smiles, before the King replied to his wife.

“I am afraid to inform you my dear that is exactly what happened. Poor Laurel was so upset at seeing her dear counselor on the floor, that she completely lost her temper and began to unleash quite a barrage of curses in Kedesh. We were all so surprised we started laughing in shock and she unfortunately saw Caleb laughing also, and then let him have it as well,” King Fergus explained, beginning to chuckle again at seeing the Queen’s shocked expression. 

Aiden stood shaking his head laughing to himself as Master Elphin carefully tending to Phineas, was smiling broadly in amusement of the situation.

“If someone could please indulge me for a moment, what exactly did her Highness say?” Phineas asked, struggling to swallow the bitter liquid that Master Elphin had given him for the pain.

“That is right! Phinny does not speak Kedesh,” Aiden exclaimed clearly amused. “Well, should I tell him?” he asked, with a bright smile.

“I do not see why not. He deserves to know. I must warn you my dear, our little Princess was quite foul,” King Fergus said to the Queen laughingly.

“Oh please, just get on with it,” Queen Alana said, rolling her eyes.

“She called all the Chieftains, ignorant, foul smelling, boorish spent slaves of Yak women. Who deserved to have their balls hung from their necks,” Aiden said gleefully, as his mother and Phineas both let out shocked gasps.

“Oh, that is not the worst of it,” Aiden continued. “She looked over and saw Caleb laughing, well we were all laughing, but she was angrier with him doing so. And then she looked him right in the face and called him a gork loving son of a toothless whore. I nearly wet myself at that point, the look on Caleb’s face when she said that was priceless,” Aiden said, laughing again uncontrollably.

The King and Queen exchanged looks and also began laughing at the thought of Laurel standing in the Council Chamber cursing at the Clann Chieftains. Phineas who was now feeling the effects of the pain medicine began laughing as well.

“I am so proud of her,” Phineas said, trying to regain his composure.

“Well then what happened after all that?” the Queen asked breathlessly.

“The poor girl was so flustered and angry at this point because we were all laughing like fools, except for Caleb of course, that she turned and stormed out of the chambers. I told Caleb he should go after her and he did. I am not sure where they are right now,” King Fergus said, as he wiped his eyes.

“I have nothing but new found respect for her Highness standing up for herself like that. Good for her I say, those bullies deserved it. Now if you no longer require my services I will take my leave. Let me know if you need anything else Master Phineas,” the Physician said as he left the room.

A moment after the Physician's departure, Mauve entered the room informing them that the two Chieftains, Remy and McCullan, were requesting to see the family. The king had her show them in. They walked solemnly into the room, their expressions stern and serious.

“We are here to inform you we have reached our decision, concerning Princess Laurel and Prince Caleb’s union,” Remy said in all seriousness.

“This is unheard of. You usually take two days to reach a decision,” the Queen informed them, becoming defensive.

“After what went on at the Council Chamber this afternoon, it did not take us long to make up our minds,” McCullan said sternly.

The family glanced uneasily at each other waiting to hear what had been decided.

 

As they reached the front of the Great Lodge, Caleb swung down from his horse, and then reached up to help Laurel down. She looked at him with narrowed stormy eyes, her lips still slightly pouting. She did not speak when he continued to smile at her as he helped her down. He motioned a nearby servant over to instruct him to have his horse brought to the stables. Laurel simple walked ahead into the Lodge, walking through the Grand Hall towards the main stairway to the private family rooms. Caleb caught up to her quickly still smiling at her as he held her hand, ascending the stairs.

“Why do you keep looking at me that way? I do not find you amusing,” Laurel said, her voice becoming increasingly angry.

“I would like to remind you mo stor, that if anyone has a reason to be angry right now it would be me. Are you forgetting what you called me in front of the Chieftains and my father and brother? People, I might add, who will enjoy telling me repeatedly how much they enjoyed your little tantrum,” Caleb said, in a slightly scolding tone.

“It was not a tantrum. I was very angry and frustrated at what they did to poor Phineas. Then they had the nerve to laugh about it, and then laughed at me. And when you laughed at me... well I was just beside myself at that point, so you deserved it,” Laurel said, in an insolent tone.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Caleb walked over quickly to the corridor, still holding Laurel’s hand causing her to run lightly to keep up with him.

Turning her to face him, he looked down into her eyes, smiling only slightly, his eyes intense and penetrating.

“So you have absolutely no regret, about what you called me?” Caleb asked in a low voice.

Laurel saw that he was on the verge of losing his temper, and was still feeling angry herself. After thinking for a moment however, decided to tease him a bit, not willing to let him off so easily.

“I do not recall what I said exactly,” she said, smiling at him coyly.

Caleb pulled her closer to him with his hands around her waist, smiling at her sardonically. 

“You proceeded to tell everyone, quite boldly, that I enjoy intimate relations with gorks, and my mother being of ill repute, and having no teeth,” his voice low and sultry.

Laurel stifled a laugh as she looked at him biting her lower lip.

“Well I do regret that. I had no intentions of insulting your mother, she had nothing to do with this,” she said, unable to stop from smiling.

“Really? That is all that you regret? Give me a reason why I should not bring you in my room right now, take you across my knee and give you a good spanking, and you had better be convincing,” Caleb said, still smiling but his voice low and edgy.

Laurel’s eyes widened at his words, not sure if he was teasing or not. “Because you love me, and realize that you were still partly to blame for me losing my temper, and being so close to our wedding day, what a shame it would be, to do anything that you might regret,” Laurel said, softly smiling up at him sweetly, her hands resting on his chest.

Caleb laughed at her words. She could be utterly charming when she chose to be, though he was still not amused by her cursing at him in front of everyone, yet again. 

“You are correct. I do love you, and I will concede that I should not have laughed, but that does not change the fact that this makes it the third time you have sassed or cursed at me in front of people. I believe I am seeing a pattern here,” Caleb replied, holding her flush against him.

 “Oh. Oh yes,” Laurel answered pausing for a moment. “That is not a pattern. It has all been just unfortunate coincidences,” Laurel said, still smiling at him.

Caleb laughed at her again, her wit was her saving grace and she knew it.

“Well I suppose I cannot blame you for coincidences now can I?” Caleb asked her, not really expecting an answer. 

He bent down and slowly began kissing her mouth, allowing her to adjust to his intensity. When he felt her relax and move in rhythm with him, he became more passionate, kissing her deeply and ardently. When he heard her moan softly at the passion of the moment, he suddenly pulled away, waiting for her response. She opened her eyes and looked at him expectantly.

“I still feel I should bring you in my room. I have to admit you were quite convincing,” he said in a quiet voice his eyes softer and less intense.

“Why? Are you still angry?” Laurel asked, a bit concerned.

“No, not at all. I was never angry with you dearest, just a bit annoyed,” Caleb said laughing quietly. “I just feel I should show you how much I wished I had not laughed at you. I wish to make up for all the nonsense you had to be party to today. Also at some point someone will come looking for you and they will not likely look for you in my room, and I know they will think twice before knocking on my door. I want to have you to myself for a bit. Did I not promise I would make it worth your effort?” Caleb said in a low seductive tone, as he gently kissed her forehead. 

“Do you really think we should?” Laurel asked, her eyes soft and questioning.

“I do,” Caleb said softly kissing her face. “You must know by now you have nothing to worry about. I am capable mo stor of showing you love without losing my self-control,” as he gently stroked her hair.

Laurel looked up at his smiling face and seeing nothing but tenderness and love in his eyes. She smiled back and simply nodded her head in agreement not feeling the need to speak. Caleb smiled back at her and taking her hand led her into his room, shutting the door quickly behind them. He then held her in his arms and began to slowly move his hands up and down her back, which he always did when he was attempting to calm her or help her to relax.

“Here dearest, let me help you with your dress,” Caleb mentioned casually, as he began to untie the laces on the back of her dress.

“What are you doing?” Laurel asked, a bit surprised.

“I am untying the laces Laurel, so I can help you out of your dress. You must be uncomfortable by now. The bodice is quite tight,” Caleb said, very matter of factly. 

“Well...um yes it is,” Laurel mentioned, hesitantly.

Caleb looked at her and smiled as he continued to reach behind and unlace the dress. 

“No need to feel shy dearest. I have seen you in your chemise and slip before. To be perfectly honest it looks like another type of dress to me. With the exception of your neck and arms it fully covers you. I always felt you women wore far too much clothing, underneath,” Caleb said lowering his voice, as he grinned at her roguishly. 

Laurel blushed as she smiled at him shyly. Caleb finished with the last of the laces, quickly pulled the dress over Laurel’s head, surprising her how effortlessly he had done it. Placing the dress over a chair he then smiled at her and kissed her forehead.   

“Come lie down with me mo ghra,” he whispered to her.  

He picked her up in his arms and laid her down carefully on his bed.  

He reached down and removed her shoes and sat down to remove his boots.  He placed his heavy riding coat across a chair and then slowly got into the bed lying down next to her. He began to kiss her again gently, he slipped his hand under her chemise to caress her softly and carefully across her stomach. Laurel sucked in her breath sharply in surprise of his touch.

“Shh. Do not be afraid my darling. Allow me to give you pleasure. I will not do anything to upset you. If you wish me to stop at any time just tell me.  Close your eyes and take a breath,” he said to her in a calm voice.

Laurel nodded her head and complied with his wishes, closing her eyes and exhaling as she did. He began to slowly and gently caress her once again his touch light and weightless, moving back to her stomach, up to her face and neck, kissing her face the whole time, she slowly brought up her hands to run through his hair. He continued his gentle touches before asking her to turn on to her stomach. She opened her eyes and looked at him, unsure of what he wanted.

“Just lie on your stomach Laurel, I only wish to continue to love you. Does this not make you feel loved and relaxed?” Caleb said, smiling at her patiently.

“Yes it does,” she said softly.

“You have had such an exhausting week. I only wish to help you relax and show you my love. I will not go back on my word, just because I have you here in Heathwin. I shall massage your neck as I did back at the Lodge at Gwenlais,” Caleb said with gentle reassurance, as he softly kissed her face. 

She turned over as he asked, folding her arms over a pillow resting her head on her arms, taking another deep breath. Caleb then began to gently massage her back and shoulders kissing the back of her neck lightly. He continued this for a few minutes allowing her to adjust to his touch. After he felt her relax he gently moved his hands down her back, lightly touching her backside and moving his hands down to gently grasp her hips as he brought his lips to the base of her spine. He began to move his lips slowly and gently up her back until he reached her neck. He repeated this several times until he heard her whimper lightly and begin to tremble. He turned her over gently to face him and was surprised to find she was crying.

“What is it Laurel? What is wrong?” he asked her softly, with concern.

“Nothing, I am just very tired, and bit overwhelmed I think. I am sorry,” she said in a shaking voice.

Caleb smiled at her tenderly and held her in his arms.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. I am sorry if I was too much for you,” Caleb said in a soft voice filled with concern. He smiled at her gently and softly kissed her face. “This is only the beginning my darling. I have so much more to give you. I look forward to showing you just how much you mean to me. For now I am more than content to give you just a taste of love here and there,” he said to her, holding her closer to calm her trembling “Just rest now, my poor Laurel. It has been a ridiculously long day. We will take a short nap and I will have dinner brought up to my room. I have shared you enough with others today. Does that sound agreeable to you?’’ he asked, as he kissed the top of her head.

“It sounds lovely,” Laurel answered drowsily.

“You answered their questions wonderfully mo stor. Father was very impressed with you as was I. I am very proud of you,” he said softly.

“Thank you,” Laurel giggled, no longer able to keep her eyes open.

Within a few moments Caleb heard her breathing softly in sleep. He smiled to himself as he gently covered her with the blankets feeling very content with how the day was ending. After they had rested for a short time Caleb woke up, and moving carefully out of the bed, lit several candles and then quietly left the room. He walked across the hall to Laurel’s room and entering it walked over to her wardrobe. He opened one of the beautifully carved doors and stood in front of it looking carefully through Laurel's things until his eyes rested on what he was looking for.  He reached in and pulling out a lavender colored robe, smiled knowing that Laurel would be delighted he had thought of getting it for her. Just as he was about to step back and close the door he heard Imagin enter the room.

“Oh there you are! I have been...oh!” Imagin replied with surprise as Caleb stepped back and shut the large door of the wardrobe. “Oh. Caleb, it is you. Where is Laurel?” she asked in a confused voice.

Caleb smiled wryly at the girl, knowing she did not expect him to be here.

“She is resting,” he said casually as he began to leave the room.

“Resting? Where?” Imagin asked following him out of the room.

“Does it matter?” Caleb asked her pointedly.

“Ah... no. I suppose it does not. It is just that I have not seen her all afternoon and I was just concerned,” Imagin said, in her typical honest fashion.

Caleb turned and smiled at her, pleased that she had grown so close to Laurel. 

“She has had a very long day, and her temper and nerves were a bit frayed. She is resting now and I am sure she will be her usual adorable self tomorrow. You do not have to worry about her anymore this evening,” Caleb told her reassuringly. 

“Is there something I can do before I leave to go home?” Imagin asked, hoping to see Laurel before she left for the evening.

Caleb looked at her with a smirk, knowing what she was trying to do.

“Actually there is something you can do,” Caleb said, as Imagin’s face brightened up. “You can go to the kitchen and tell the servers that Laurel and I will be having dinner in my room this evening,” he said, with a knowing grin.

Her face instantly fell to a sulky pout with Caleb’s instructions. 

“Very well. If that is all I will go now,” Imagin said, looking and sounding very crestfallen.

“Yes that will be all thank you,” Caleb said, watching her sulking and walking slowly away. 

“And I would appreciate it if you made to it the kitchen this evening,” Caleb finished, raising his voice a bit to make his point.

She then picked up her pace and made her way down the stairs. Caleb smiled shaking his head as he walked back to his room. He was pleased to find Laurel resting comfortably in his bed, smiling at him when he walked back in the room. 

“I have brought you a robe my love. I assumed you would want one. I also saw Imagin before I came back. She was quite surprised to find me in your room,” Caleb said smiling as he walked to the bed, as he leaned down and gently kissed her face.

“Poor Imagin. I hope you did not tease her too badly,” Laurel said, smiling at him.

“No more than necessary. I had her tell the servers to bring us dinner in here this evening,” Caleb replied kneeling down next to her, playing with her hair.

“Caleb are you sure that the family will not mind us not joining them tonight?” Laurel asked softly.

He smiled at her knowing her real concern was for Phineas.

“I am sure everyone will be fine this evening, and so will Phineas. I will check on him myself later, then you will not have to give it another thought,” he said in a soft voice.

“Do you not think I should go and see him myself Caleb? I feel so badly for what he went through,” Laurel said with remorse.

“Phineas is fine Laurel. I told him not to become angry when the Chieftains spoke with you. That they would just continue to bait him. He did what he felt he had to and they enjoyed their little game. I do not want you to become upset anymore tonight. So after dinner, I will have the servants ready a bath for you, while you relax I will go and see Phineas, reassure him you are fine, and then I will come back, and read some lovely poetry to you. Does this meet with her Highness approval?” Caleb asked her smiling warmly at her.

She touched his face and smiling at him leaned over and softly kissed his lips. He smiled with surprise at her gesture, as she did not usually initiate their affectionate attentions. 

“It does indeed,” she said lovingly.

Just then there was a knock on the door, Caleb walked over and opening the door allowed the servants to bring in their dinner. They placed two trays on the large table in front of Caleb’s room. The two women smiled at Laurel before leaving.

“Well this will give the servants plenty to talk about,” Caleb smiled broadly at Laurel. 

After putting on her robe, Laurel walked quietly over to the table. As they began to enjoy their meal Laurel paused and looked thoughtfully at Caleb from across the table.

“What is going through that lovely head of yours?” Caleb asked her smiling.

“I was just thinking about something you said to me earlier and I was wondering if you were just teasing me or did you mean it,” Laurel said, with a thoughtful expression “I am ashamed to admit that I tease you far too often to remember anything specific,” Caleb said smiling, reaching over to take her hand.

“You said to give you a reason why you should not take me to your room and spank me. Would you have? If you had been angry? You have once before when I sassed you at the stables when I was little,” she asked, with frank honesty.

“Could you not tell I was playing with you?” Caleb asked her, with a hint of sadness in his eyes, as he reached over and touched her face.

“Yes, I suppose this time I could. But, I do know that it is not unheard of, for some men to not have an issue with being that way. You were also very angry with me in Gwenlais, after seeing me without an escort. You threatened to punish me then Caleb,” Laurel looked at him, with a sad and heartbroken expression.

“There is a complete difference with the incident at the stables mo stor. I was giving a naughty insolent child, a few swats on the bottom. What happened in Gwenlais was a very unhappy misunderstanding between us. I was completely unaware that your father had not warned you and you were pressured by Suri to leave without an escort. We had just found and fought with the Rabkins that were there waiting for you. So, needless to say I was more than distraught. I simply let my emotions get the better of me. I just wrongfully assumed you were being stubborn and insolent. Sadly that is more of the personality I was used to dealing with for a time. I am well aware that there are men who have no issues treating their wives in that manner. My grandfather and uncles were those type. My father taught my brother and I that is was overly harsh and wrong, as he had witnessed his father striking his mother several times. As I have grown, I have come to agree with him. Morene knew I felt this way, which I feel is why she would often act the way she did. She pushed me too far one day, by fighting with me yet again, in front of the Patrol. Berating and humiliating me, to the point I was beyond caring how my father may have viewed my actions. When we returned home that night, I punished her for it. She was shocked and humiliated, and the next morning left for several days. Her father sent her back to the Lodge telling her it was within my right, as I was not brutal to her, where she might gain sympathy. I simply embarrassed her, by spanking her like a disrespectful child, though harder than I ever would a child. I left the door open and everyone was fully aware of what occurred, which is why she was so humiliated. I nonetheless, felt badly about it, I apologized and never punished her again. She took it as a sign of weakness and just became more belligerent. I knew after that, our union would not last much longer,” Caleb said, looking away from her, for a moment.

Laurel watched him, her eyes becoming sad and tearful. Caleb took her hand and brought it up to his lips and kissed it gently.

“I will never give you reason to be afraid of me Laurel. I am aware how sensitive you are, my sweet girl, especially what happened after the Rabkin incident in Gwenlais when I returned from Patrol. I know I told you I was going to punish you then, but after what occurred and your reaction, that is something I feel I will never bring myself to do. Though I am asking you, to please never do what you did today again. They thought you were amusing today, they will not always feel that way. I will never humiliate you in front of anyone, and they will expect me to do something, and I will not. They also will not respect you. Do you understand how important this is?” Caleb asked her, with a soft sad tone.

“I do. I am so sorry I lost my temper in front of the Chieftains and at the river. I did not mean to shame you,” Laurel said, tears streaming down her face.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, “Come here my love,” he said softly, as he gestured for her to stand.  

He pushed out his chair, pulling her gently onto his lap. He put his arms around her as she draped her arms about his shoulders, laying her head against the side of his neck.

“After all that you have had to endure, and everything you have been through, losing your temper in defense of a friend is hardly anything that would shame me. As far as what happened at the river, all the men were well aware of what was the cause of that. You almost drowned, lost something precious to you, and you were soaked and freezing, not to mention, hysterical, and going into shock from the cold. I look back on it now and realize I treated you a bit roughly in the beginning, but that was unintentional. I was only concerned with getting you out of that freezing soaked dress and getting you warm,” Caleb paused thoughtfully for a moment. “I must have frightened you that day,” Caleb spoke quietly, turning his face to kiss her forehead.

“I was a bit nervous, I was afraid I had taken my temper too far and that you would be upset with me, for cursing at you in front of the men. Phineas himself was concerned, he felt at first you might not have a choice but to save face and act accordingly. He told me the men in the Western realm have that reputation,” Laurel admitted to him, in a shaky voice.

“Is that why you were so timid of me that first night? When you asked if I was angry with you?” Caleb asked her, with a serious expression.

Laurel did not speak, but answered by slowly nodding her head.

“I do not appreciate he told you that, but I have to admit it is true. I hope to change that mind set in time. I am sorry you were concerned about my being angry with you then. It was nothing you had to worry about at all. Again my love, I will never hurt you, not intentionally, and never if I am angry,” Caleb then held her closer, softly caressing her back. 

He then grinned at her with a gleam in his eyes. Looking at her before he spoke.

“I will however not be able to promise you that, I will not tease you and still play these little games with you. You are already far too good at it and too hard to resist. I know you too well mo stor, and you will not be able to help yourself. You are bound to do something naughty and insulting, and I will find myself giving your little bottom a swat or two. But never in front of anyone, and it will only be because I am playing with you, never to punish you. If there is ever an occasion that you feel I am being too rough, just tell me,” Caleb smiled, at her lovingly.  

Laurel smiled at his remark, knowing it was impossible for them not to tease and jest with each other quite often. Also Caleb, given his passionate nature, tended to be quite physical in how he played with or teased her. Taking comfort in his reassurance he would never do anything to hurt her purposely or in anger, she allowed herself to relax and enjoy being with him. They both looked up towards the door leading to the bath as they heard the servants beginning to prepare the room for Laurel’s use.

“Why do you not go to your room, and get what you need to wear for sleep. I will go to see Phineas and the rest of the family, who must be in the sitting room at this point. I will let them know you are fine and will be retiring after your bath. Then I will meet you back here after that,” Caleb suggested.

“I thought you would be reading me poetry tonight,” Laurel said, sounding a bit disappointed.

“I am, right after you have had your bath. Just walk through the door,” Caleb said smiling at her, gesturing to the door on the other side of the room.

“But you just said you were telling everyone I would be going to sleep after my bath,” Laurel said, looking slightly confused.

“You are. You will just be sleeping in here tonight,” he said in a low enticing voice. Noticing Laurel’s shy expression as she bit her lip again, he then added, “It will not be the first time we have shared a bed mo ghra,” smiling wryly.

“I know. It is just that we are so close to our wedding day. It just makes it more significant, because this will end up becoming my room as well,” she said her face blushing brightly.

He smiled at her warmly and softly kissed her lips.

“I look forward to that time. I am afraid though that after tomorrow between Phineas and my mother, we will have hardly any time alone, until after our wedding. So I will just have to steal you away whenever I can,” Caleb said, in a deep whispery voice, as he kissed her again.

Laurel felt her stomach flutter at the mention of their wedding day, as it was only little less than a fortnight away. The door leading out of the bath to the corridor, could be heard closing.

“Well that means they are done. Why do you not get your things and I will go to say goodnight to everyone for us. Then I will meet you back in here shortly,” Caleb said as he kissed her one last time, helping her to her feet.

“You are not telling everyone that I will be spending the night in your room, are you?” Laurel asked, with a bit of concern.

“No, I think Phineas has suffered enough trauma for one day. I will just tell him what I said earlier, you will be going to bed after you have bathed, he does not need to know where that will be,” Caleb answered smiling wryly. “Now, no more concerns about anything else tonight. Just go and relax for a bit and I will take care of everything,” Caleb said as he left the room.

As Caleb walked down the hall towards the sitting room he could hear loud laughter coming from the sitting room. His brows knit together a little confused by what he was hearing, for it sounded like McCullan and Remy were in the room with the rest of the family. As he entered the room he was surprised to see that they were indeed in the sitting room.  His father and Aiden laughing, as his mother looked on with an annoyed expression, and Phineas still bruised and swollen, just sat smiling, quietly enjoying a glass of wine. Dinner had been set out for everyone and they were just finishing the meal when Caleb walked in.

“There he is! The gork loving....never mind!” Remy announced loudly. 

Walking up to Caleb, shaking his hand and hitting him soundly on the arm.

“And where is that lovely, cheeky lass of yours?” the older man asked, with twinkling eyes.

“She is probably taking a bath right now, and then going to bed after. She has had a rather exhausting day,” Caleb answered Remy, but really was directing his answer to everyone in the room.

“Oh, well that is too bad. I was hoping to give her the news myself,” Remy said, with apparent disappointment.

“And what news would that be?” Caleb asked, looking over at his father.

“The Chieftains have already made their decision concerning Laurel and your union,” Fergus answered him smiling.

“Really? So soon? What is your decision then?” Caleb asked, looking at the two men intently.

“She is in!” Remy said, enthusiastically hitting Caleb’s arm again, laughing out loud.

“After what she did for Leland and his family this past Planting season, she had already won the Clanns over. This was just a formality,” McCullan said smiling at Caleb.

“We had to have a bit of fun with her of course, and old Phinny here just made it that much more amusing,” Remy said with a laugh. “I swear when she starting cursing at us in Kedesh, I thought I would laugh myself to death.  And then when she cursed at you, I feared I would not survive from laughing so hard,” Remy said, to Caleb laughing loudly again.

“I was never so proud of her. I did not know what she was saying at the time, but she certainly stood up for herself,” Phineas spoke up, smiling at the memory.

“No Phinny. She stood up for you. All I could picture was that little girl yelling at Caleb, back in Gwenlais seven or so seasons ago, for not being able to go hunting. Telling him in front of the Patrol what an unjust brute he was. Do you remember that Caleb?” Aiden asked, with a wide grin.

“Vividly,” Caleb answered smiling back.

“Well she has got spirit and loyalty. Two admirable qualities to be sure.  Tell the lass welcome to her new home,” Remy said, smiling at Caleb.

McCullan stood up and walking over to Caleb shook his hand.

“She is a fine young woman Caleb. You are a good match. You should be proud of her,” he said, his eyes conveying more than his words.

“I am, and thank you,” Caleb replied sincerely.

“Well, we will be on our way now, I need some ale. Good night!” Remy said, loudly as he left the room.

McCullan smiled at Caleb, and giving a slight bow of his head to the King and Queen, also took his leave.

Caleb looked over at his parents and smiled warmly at them.

“I did not really expect that this evening,” he said with surprise in his voice.

“She no doubt made quite the impression,” King Fergus said quietly smiling.

“I still feel it was ridiculous to make her so angry she lost her temper that way. And what was done to Phineas is inexcusable,” Queen Alana said, in an irritated voice.

“I will admit it was not the most pleasant experience, but if something good came from it then it was worth it,” Phineas said quietly. “How is she by the way? I have not seen her since. Perhaps I should check on her,” he stated starting to rise from his seat.

“It is alright Phineas. She is either still in the bath or sleeping. She will be at breakfast in the morning,” Caleb said to him.

“You have certainly done a good job with keeping her to yourself this evening. Do you plan on allowing us to see her tomorrow? I had a nice quiet morning planned for her, going over the flower arrangements for the wedding. Before the family arrives for dinner,” the Queen asked Caleb, with a small grin.

“Of course. I plan on keeping things nice and relaxed for her tomorrow before the entire family shows up and overwhelms her once again. I will be going back to my room for the evening so I will say goodnight,” Caleb announced as he turned to leave.

“Yes you do not want to keep her waiting too long,” Aiden said, with a broad grin.

His parents and Phineas then turned and looked at Caleb expectantly. Caleb looked surprised for only a moment and then smiled at everyone.

“Is it really that obvious?” Caleb asked still smiling.

“Quite. Why else would you be in a hurry to get back to your room so early in the evening?” Aiden replied with a wink. “I have to say Phinny you seem quite relaxed about all of this,” Aiden mentioned looking over at him with a wry grin.

“After what her Highness went through for me today and the fact that this is my second glass of wine, I only wish for her to have a relaxing and peaceful evening. I have no doubt you will be able to provide that for her,” Phineas said looking at Caleb.

“Good night Phineas,” Caleb said smiling warmly at him.

As Caleb made his way back to his room he could not help but think about all that had happened in just one day. The eventful meeting with the Chieftains, their silly argument, the loving and intimate time they shared that afternoon. To have the Clann leaders reach a decision so quickly was in itself unusual, but not entirely surprising. He was also pleased with Phineas’ relaxed and trusting demeanor. Stopping by the library briefly, he selected the book he would be reading to Laurel tonight. He enjoyed the fact that something as simple has reading poetry to her brought her so much pleasure, as she had stated she loved the sound of his voice when he read to her. He entered his room slowly and was pleased to find Laurel sitting at the foot of the bed in her nightgown and robe, brushing her hair.

He took in the sight of her, relishing the fact that this would soon be something he would see every night. He smiled at her, walking over to the bed, and bending down kissed the top of her head. She looked up surprised and then smiled at him. 

“I did not hear you come in,” Laurel said softly, her voice sounding relaxed and sleepy.

“You look so much more relaxed now than before I left you. Did you enjoy your bath?” Caleb asked, as he combed his fingers through her hair.

“I did. In fact when I left, there was still three large pitchers of warm water. You may want to use them for yourself,” she suggested.

“I probably will at that. Do you wish me to wake you if you should fall asleep before I return?” Caleb asked, noting her sleepy eyes.

“Yes, you have to. I have been looking forward to you reading tonight,” she said softly.

Caleb laughed quietly at her enthusiasm, even though she seemed to be fighting sleep.

“Well then I promise not to be gone very long,” Caleb said, as he kissed her again, before going into the other room.

True to his word he was finished within a short time and being sensitive to Laurel’s sense of modesty he changed in the bath to more comfortable apparel. As he returned to his room, he saw that Laurel had indeed fallen asleep waiting for him, holding the book in her hand. He walked over to the end of the bed and watched her sleep for a moment, noting how petite and delicate she appeared in the very large bed. He smiled remembering that she certainly did not look, or sound petite and delicate at the Council Chamber, that afternoon. He walked quietly over to the other side of the bed and climbed in carefully, adjusting the covers around them. He then leaned over to her, gently brushing her hair out of her face.

“Laurel. Laurel do you still wish me to read to you?” he whispered close to her ear. 

He watched her stirring a bit saying something that was not clear. She turned over and in her sleep reached to him, putting her arm across his waist, burying her face in his chest, settling down and falling back to a sound sleep. Caleb smiled at her, sinking down into the bedding and holding her close. He reached over to put the book down next to him. Suddenly Laurel said something he could not understand, but her tone and body made it clear she was unhappy and irate with whoever she was talking to in her dreams.

“Shh. It is alright. Go back to sleep dearest. There is nothing here to upset you. I am with you. Go back to sleep,” Caleb whispered to her, his voice deep and soothing, as he held her closer to him. 

She sighed deeply and then he felt her relax and curl herself into his side. He stroked her hair as he watched her features return to their peaceful expression. He looked forward to telling her the Chieftains decision concerning her and their union, and how Remy had said to welcome her home in the Clanns behalf. She would be disappointed she had missed him reading to her, but there would be plenty of chances for that. He had brought his Bride to be home. He kissed her once more and then opening the book began to read aloud softly, before he too succumbed to the exhaustion of the day.

 

“I am so relieved the Chieftains accepted me. I will admit that after I lost my temper I was afraid they would not,” Laurel said with a bright smile.

“It was only a formality. Nothing more to be concerned with, mo chailn milis,” Caleb replied smiling adoringly.

Caleb held Laurel closer, easily feeling her waist through the thin material of her nightgown, as he kissed her deeply, exploring her mouth gently. He felt her tremble in response to his affection, hearing her moan softly, as he continued his ardent attentions. He smiled intermittently feeling her arm move beneath his, as she reached up to touch the back of his neck, curling her fingers in his hair. Caleb then slowly decreased his affections, until they finally just lay in each other’s arms, smiling at each other.

“I look forward to waking every morning this way, my darling,” Caleb said to Laurel in a soft deep voice.

“I do as well Sire,” Laurel replied smiling sweetly, her eyes bright and warm.

“I am very happy to have you here with me, mo ghra. I can no longer imagine you not being here in Heathwin,” Caleb spoke, in a warm and loving voice, reaching over to tuck her hair behind her ear.

“I feel very much at home here Caleb. I look forward to seeing the family once again tonight. I have missed all the bawdiness,” Laurel giggled, thinking of her new down to earth family.

“Yes, well I hope you are not too overwhelmed by their enthusiasm to welcome you back home,” Caleb replied smirking. “Do you wish me to get you a bit of breakfast, or would you care to sleep for a while longer?” Caleb asked, moving his thumb across her cheek.

“I am not hungry as yet, and not really sleepy either. Could we just lie here for a little longer?” Laurel asked back, in a soft drowsy voice.

Caleb laughed lightly at her question, taking her in his arms holding her closer.

“Did you really think you had to ask me mo stor?” he murmured into her hair.

He smiled warmly when in a few moments, he could hear her breathing quietly in sleep once again, as she moved closer to him in peaceful slumber. Caleb softly stroked her hair, and gently kissed her forehead, not surprised she had drifted off again. The past several days had been tiring and exhausting for her. Caleb held her a bit longer before moving carefully out of the bed, and covering her back up. He walked over to start a fire, as he knew Laurel was still not accustomed to the morning chill. When satisfied with the intensity of the fire, he walked to the wardrobe and dressed quickly. Caleb then walked over to the bed, leaning down and kissing Laurel softly, moving the blankets just under her chin. He left the room quietly to join the family for breakfast allowing Laurel to continue sleeping. 

“How is our Princess this morning?” King Fergus asked Caleb, as he sat down at the table with the rest of the family.

“Tired. She fell asleep again. She woke up earlier than I thought she would, looking about the room a little lost. She stayed awake for a while, and I asked if she wished to have breakfast. She only wanted to lie down a bit longer, and before I knew it she fell back to sleep,” Caleb answered smiling, as he began to fix his plate.

“I am not entirely surprised. It has been quite the arduous week for her. Between the argument with her father, falling into the river, and meeting the Rabkins and the Chieftains, it is a wonder the poor thing is not ill from exhaustion,” Phineas remarked concernedly, taking a sip of tea.

“Well the poor girl needs to rest as long as she can today, Caleb. Be sure that she stays quiet and comfortable, as the whole family will be here to see her this evening. Bring some breakfast back to your room for her,” Queen Alana directed, looking worried.

“I was already planning on doing that Mother. Do not worry, she just needs to sleep in a bit. I had every intentions of keeping the day quiet for her,” Caleb replied reassuringly.

“I think everyone’s enthusiasm is just going to overwhelm her,” Aiden said shaking his head, as he took a bite of sausage. “It did the last time,” he smirked looking over at Caleb.

“I feel she is more prepared this time. She told me she was looking forward to it. So, with that, I am going to fix her a plate and bring her breakfast. Do not expect to see her much before everyone arrives, I intend to keep her to myself all day,” Caleb said grinning wryly, as he stood to leave, grinning lastly at Phineas.

Phineas looked at him grumpily, not hiding his displeasure at Caleb’s last comment. Aiden began to chuckle at Caleb’s attempt and success at irking

Phineas. Queen Alana sighed deeply, looking concerned.

“What is it mo ghra? Why do you look so troubled?” King Fergus asked her, reaching over to hold her hand.

“Perhaps I should not have had the family come so soon, after Laurel arrived. I would hate to have the poor dear become ill from exhaustion,” Queen Alana replied, looking suddenly somber.

“Do not worry for our little Princess, my dear. You know our son. As soon as he even suspects Laurel is becoming tired or overwhelmed, he will whisk her away from everything,” King Fergus said in a reassuring voice, smiling at her benevolently. 

“He always does Mother. One minute she will be standing there, talking with everyone. The next, she will be gone, leaving everyone to wonder what became of her,” Aiden spoke up grinning broadly.

“Yes, Prince Caleb most certainly does that quite efficiently. Which causes me to drink more than I should,” Phineas said, rolling his eyes.

Caleb returned to his room, to find Laurel just beginning to wake up. She stretched languidly, looking over at him smiling, as he placed the plate of food and a mug of chicory root tea on his desk. She sat up and then stepped out of the bed, adjusting her robe as she walked over to the desk. 

“I have been given strict orders to make sure you stay quiet and comfortable for the rest of the day, your Highness,” Caleb said as he grinned charmingly, holding on to Laurel’s waist.

“Oh really? By whom may I ask?” Laurel asked coyly.

“By the Queen herself,” Caleb replied, smiling roguishly.

“What exactly do you have in mind Sire?” Laurel asked, with a giggle.

“Well the first thing you are going to do is have breakfast,” he answered pulling out a chair for her, directing her to sit down.

“Oh, this all looks lovely, but it is too much. You need to help me eat it,” Laurel said, looking wide eyed, at the amount of food on her plate.

“No, it is not too much, and I have already eaten,” Caleb chided her, smiling as he sat down next to her.

“Caleb, it is too much. I cannot possible eat all of this. You always make my portions too large,” Laurel retorted back, a slight whine in her voice.

“You have not even taken a bite yet, and you are whining and complaining. You were not this whiny when you first woke up. Now eat your breakfast you annoying ninny, before I make you go back to bed,” Caleb replied in a scolding tone, but still smiling at her wryly.

“I am not whining and I most certainly am not going back to bed,” Laurel said pouting, before taking a bite from her plate.

“You are whining and pouting, and yes you will go back to bed, if I chose to put you there,” Caleb answered, in a sardonic voice.

“You will not!” Laurel answered back curtly.

“You really wish to challenge me on this point, do you?” Caleb asked leaning in closer, with the same smile, his eyes intensely looking into hers.

Laurel looked at him for a moment, to ascertain if he was serious, all signs indicating he was. She sighed and rolled her eyes, taking another bite of her breakfast, and a sip of tea.

“You are just a brute,” she said grumpily, as she began to eat her meal, hungrily.

“Yes, well you already knew this. So it is just something you will have to put up with,” he replied, smiling charmingly as he watched her eat her meal. 

After a few moments had passed, Laurel surprised herself with how hungry she was, the plate being nearly finished, as she took her last sip of tea.

“It is nice to see you have enjoyed your breakfast my love,” Caleb remarked, smiling knowingly at her.

“I suppose I was a bit hungry,” Laurel said smiling sheepishly.

She pushed her chair back and began to turn away, when Caleb took her arm, and pulled her over on to his lap.

“And where are you going your Highness?” Caleb asked, in a low deep voice, holding her close.

“I was going to get dressed,” Laurel smiled at him wryly.

“Really? Whatever for?” Caleb asked her, kissing her face, softly, and smiling back at her.

“I cannot stay in my nightgown silly,” Laurel answered incredulously. 

“Of course you can. You do not have to dress until you get ready for dinner. Why change twice? I know you, you will get dressed now, then insist you must change before dinner. Your reason being, I have worn this dress all day, and I cannot possible wear it for a dinner gathering. Tell me I am wrong,” Caleb challenged her. 

Laurel looked at him, biting her bottom lip and stifling a laugh, as he had tried to make fun of her voice.

“So you expect me to just stay quietly in your room, all day, until the family comes?” Laurel asked smirking at him.

“Yes, all day. Would it really be so bad though? When everyone shows up, they will steal you away, and I will hardly see you all evening. All the girls will want to see your gown, talk about the wedding, and whatever it is that causes you all to giggle ridiculously. Half of them will insist on spending the night, and of course Mother will let them,” Caleb said rolled his eyes and shook his head forlornly, which caused Laurel to laugh at his demeanor. “It is not funny, because they will all want to stay in your room. Which means all night long, I will hear constant giggling and talking much too loudly, followed by shrieking for something absurd. I will not even be able to kiss you goodnight, without some kind of little spectacle going on,” Caleb said smirking at her, as she continued to laugh at him.

“I promise when it is time to say good night, I shall go in your room, so we can say our goodnights in private,” Laurel said in a soft voice, touching the side of his face.

“You mean well dearest, and I do appreciate the thought, but that does not mean it will happen. It will not be your fault, I know how spoiled and demanding the little urchins can be. They will all want to follow you about like lost puppies,” Caleb replied, smiling back at her.

“I am sure that I will have no problems in stealing a few moments away from everyone to say goodnight. Besides, I can no longer go to sleep without saying goodnight to you. I have become quite spoiled by your presence Sire,” Laurel spoke in a coy soft voice, curling up closer to him, putting her arms around his neck.

“I am very happy to hear that mo stor. I look forward to spoiling you even more,” Caleb answered as he held her closer, to kiss her once again. 

After a few moments of shared affection had passed, Caleb suggested that they go and sit in his large leather chair together, so that he could read to her. 

“You fell asleep before you could hear me read to you,” Caleb explained, as they got comfortable and settled.

“I cannot believe how tired I was last night,” Laurel remarked, laying her head against his neck and shoulder.

“You have just been ridiculously busy mo ghra. That is why you really should try and rest again before dinner. I promise you dearest, you will be up until very late tonight. Do you not remember how long everyone stays? It was not only because they were meeting you for the first time. This is how it always is when the family comes together,” Caleb mentioned, in a concerned tone.

“Read to me for a bit Caleb, and then I shall lie down again. Please, do not let me sleep too long, I do not want to rush to get ready,” Laurel requested, in a soft voice, as she caressed his face.

“I will wake you with plenty of time to ready yourself,” Caleb said, then pausing to kiss her forehead. “Am I hearing a bit of admittance to how tired you really are?” Caleb asked in a low deep voice, smiling gently.

“Yes. I am still a bit tired,” Laurel answered, with a giggle.

“Alright then. I will read for a short while and then you can rest. Do not go to very much trouble getting ready for this evening, Laurel. Just wear something comfortable and simple, no need to dress formally. It is going to be a very casual affair, just as the last time,” Caleb stated in the same soothing voice, before he began reading.

Caleb read for a time, feeling Laurel lean into him more heavily. He could hear her breathing becoming deeper and more relaxed, her lids heavier. When he stopped reading she looked up at him with a drowsy smile. 

“I will be right back. I wish to go to the bath for a moment to wash my face,” Laurel said, slipping off of Caleb’s lap to stand. 

Caleb smiled as she watched her walk into the bath. He was intrigued by the fact she could walk about any room, without making a sound, unless of course she was angry, or in a hurry. He stood up and straightened the covers as she walked back into the room, her face freshly washed but still looking sleepy. Caleb walked up to her, and untied her robe, and slipped it off her shoulders, as he placed it on the foot of the bed.

“You do not need it dearest. You will be more comfortable without it,” Caleb stated with an amused smile, at her surprised expression.

Laurel smiled at him demurely and then climbed back into the very large bed. Caleb waited for her to adjust her nightgown and become settled and comfortable before joining her. Laurel turned on her side, as Caleb lay down next to her, on top of the covers. Wrapping her in his arms from behind, kissing the back of her neck, as he felt her hold one of his hands in both of hers, her cheek resting against his arm.

“Just rest now my sweet girl. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb whispered.

“I love you too Caleb,” Laurel whispered back, before falling asleep.

 



  
 
 22: THE FAMILY WELCOMES HOME THEIR PRINCESS 
 
   


 
Laurel opened her eyes to the sound of talking and laughing in the distance, as well as the faint sound of music. She lay still a moment longer trying to discern what was going on around her, when she suddenly remembered what was happening. She sat up, and looked around, trying hurriedly to get out of bed. 

“Laurel darling, calm down. There is no need to rush about,” Caleb said with an amused tone, sitting at his desk.

“Caleb, why did you not wake me? Now I have to hurry to get dressed,” Laurel said, slightly irritated as she put on her robe, and walked over to Caleb.

Caleb smiled at her taking her hand and bringing her over closer to him as he put his hands to her waist.

“No, my love you do not have to hurry. I told Mother how tired you were, and she insisted you not be woken up. I also told her I would not be going downstairs until you were awake. Imagin has been here for over an hour, and I asked her to pick out something for you to wear,” Caleb explained, smiling at her seeming impatience, as she glanced at the door several times.

Laurel began to turn, to walk to her room, when Caleb, took her hands once again, and drew her closer.

“The dress is in the bath, and I also warmed two pitchers of water for you so you could refresh yourself. So calm down and go into the bath, relax and take your time to get ready. As I said dearest, there is no need to rush, we are not on a schedule,” Caleb spoke in a calm and patient voice, brushing the tops of her hands with his thumbs.

Laurel looked at him smiling warmly, as she leaned over and kissed him lightly on the lips. 

“You have thought of everything, have you not?” Laurel asked, no longer feeling or looking anxious.

“Of course I have my love. Now go and get dressed and I will be here waiting for you,” Caleb smiled at her affectionately, releasing her hands.

Laurel turned and walked into the bath, promising she would not be long.

Imagin had chosen a simple but flattering tunic dress, of pale rose, it was loose and flowing, and very comfortable. Laurel did not doubt that Caleb had told Imagin to pick out something of this style. She washed and dressed quickly, not wanting Caleb to wait for her too long. She was also growing more excited about seeing the family again, as it was very amusing to be in their company.  She walked out of the bath and Caleb was waiting for her, holding a lightweight woolen shawl, in a soft pale cream shade. As she walked over to him he placed it lovingly around her shoulders. 

“Caleb it is lovely! Thank you my Prince,” she said gleefully, reaching up to give him a kiss, which he readily accepted.

“I did not wish for you to get a chill. I know you are not yet accustomed to the coolness in the air during the Harvest season. I wanted you to have something new to wear for tonight as well,” Caleb said looking at her adoringly, playing with a strand of hair before tucking it behind her ear.

“I love it. The color is perfect, I will be able to wear it with anything,” she smiled sweetly as Caleb took her hand and led her out of the room.

As they walked down the spacious corridor, the sounds of laughter and talking could be heard drifting upward, as well as music lightly playing in the background. Queen Alana had a fondness for music to be played at any social gathering. For this occasion she had two fiddlers as well as a musician playing a lute, or sometimes a hand held harp called a, clarsach.  As they made their way downstairs, all eyes turned to the happy couple. Laurel smiling with amused excitement, over the warmth and affection that the family showed to her. It seemed to take an eternity for family members to bestow either a kiss or warm hug, sometimes both, to Laurel before Caleb finally convinced everyone to “allow the poor girl to breath,” he said to all of them impatiently, but still smiling wryly at them. 

This of course, caused them all to chide him with a laugh, saying he was too protective, or jealous and did not wish to share her.

“I am neither, you are all too overwhelming. She has just barely entered the Hall and you are already suffocating her,” Caleb continued, leading Laurel over to a large couch. 

Sitting down and pulling her down next to him, putting his arm protectively around her shoulders. Everyone of course just laughed at his actions, as most of the relatives walked away to go to the nearby refreshment tables, to sample all the festive fare Queen Alana had set out before dinner.  Aiden walked up to them, after kissing Laurel on the cheek, sat down in a comfortable chair across from them. Rian and Ione came up to them as well, to welcome Laurel back, Rian sitting down next to Aiden, as Ione sat on the couch next to Laurel. 

“You poor dear, Rian told me you fell into the river, as you were crossing. Thank the Maker, that Caleb and Aiden were able to grab you when they did,” Ione said with concern, reaching over to hold Laurel’s hand.

Laurel smiled warmly at Ione’s caring expression, then looked over at Caleb, who was grinning knowingly, as well as Aiden. 

“I must admit, that more than likely, I would not have fallen in if I had ridden with Caleb in the first place. I was unfortunately not in the most agreeable of moods,” Laurel spoke, smiling sheepishly.

“It is quite difficult to be agreeable when you have been distraught and crying all day,” Caleb said, smiling at her reassuringly.

“What did you do Caleb, to cause the poor dear to cry all day?” Ione asked suspiciously.

Caleb looked completely offended at Ione’s question while Aiden and Rian laughed, at his expression. Laurel leaned into his shoulder, giving him a sympathetic smile.

“What makes you think that I am the one who caused her to be so upset?” Caleb asked her defensively.

“We all know what a brute you can be at times dear,” Ione replied, smiling slyly at him.

Laurel began to giggle at Ione’s remark, while Aiden and Rian encouraged her teasing Caleb, by continuing to laugh at her.

“I call him that quite often,” Laurel spoke up suddenly, putting her hand to her mouth and laughing, causing Caleb to look at her with surprise.

Aiden, Ione and Rian laughed at Caleb’s surprised expression, who then just smirked at Laurel, with slightly narrowed eyes.

“I am not surprised dear, he was quite the domineering beast, when we were growing up. He is the oldest, so he bossed us around all the time,” Ione continued, with her teasing attitude. 

“If I did, it was because you were all doing something ridiculous, or dangerous, or I was forced to look after all of you. Which was a complete nightmare. They call me a brute dearest, but you have no idea how impossible these hooligans were when they were younger. Especially you Ione, you were one of the worst,” Caleb replied, looking at her with mock indignation, as she just smirked back at him.

“Uncle Fergus was away on Patrol, and he felt all our mothers needed a holiday as well, so for a week, we all stayed at the Lodge and Caleb was left to look after us,” Ione said smiling smugly.

“No Laurel, it was more like I was tricked into it.  I just entered my eighteenth season, Father informs me that I will be given a solo assignment. I am thrilled at the thought, until I discover what I am supposed to do. Needless to say I was none too happy with the idea,” Caleb replied smirking.

“None too happy? A bit of an understatement do you not think?” Aiden asked him pointedly. “He made such a fuss about it to Father, that he had all of our mothers stay at Welstone for a week, instead of the original two days. So you brought it on yourself,” Aiden said, grinning at him wryly.

“You were all utter and horrible monsters. You would not listen to a thing I told you to do. They stayed awake all night. Drove the servants and the cooks insane with their incessant demands.  Aiden was the leader of the hooligans, he got them all riled up, and Ione was his second in command.  It is quite frightening to think that a boy of eleven seasons, and a little girl of ten, could cause so much mayhem and chaos. They even got the little ones, who otherwise adored me, to turn on me. Kerrie was the only one who did not make a nuisance of herself.  And you were absolutely no help whatsoever,” Caleb spoke sarcastically to Cahir, as he approached them.

“No help with what?” Cahir asked defensively, as he leaned down and gave Laurel a light kiss on the cheek. “Welcome back to Heathwin Laurel. What is your betrothed complaining about now?” he asked smiling wryly.

“You apparently did not help him when he had to look after everyone,” Laurel replied laughing.

“Are you talking about that wretched week we were left alone with all the younger brats?” Cahir asked laughing, and hitting Aiden roughly on the arm.

“Once again, you brought it on yourself. It was an actual assignment, which you did not take seriously. Did you really think it would be without challenges? Father told me not to make it easy on you,” Aiden admitted, as he smiled slyly, at Caleb’s shocked expression.

“Are you quite serious? He encouraged you to be brats?” Caleb asked incredulously, causing everyone to laugh at his response.

“No, he told me to be. He said to not act like the willing subjects, and to make sure the others followed suit. I told him I was more than a little concerned about how you would treat us all, but was promised we would all be well compensated for whatever pain and suffering we went through. He said it was a test in your leadership skills. By the way you were more the tyrant than the leader,” Aiden remarked, calmly smiling broadly.

Laurel could not help but laugh at Caleb’s irked expression at Aiden’s admission.

“Is that why he gave you all presents when he returned? I though he just felt sorry for you,” Caleb mentioned shaking his head in disbelief. “Did you know about this conspiracy? Is that why you did not help?” he asked Cahir suspiciously.

“Yes. I wanted absolutely no part of it. Father also told me not to help,” Cahir confessed, grinning sardonically.

“I cannot believe this. I thought Father gave you all presents because he felt sorry for you, not compensating you for a job well done,” Caleb replied in an irked tone.

“Why would your father feel sorry for everyone?” Laurel asked, thoroughly amused by this recounting, as she began to laugh. 

“Because dear Laurel, your beloved, and I am not using this term lightly, was a complete brute. He spanked me so hard I could not sit down comfortably for a whole day, all for going for a ride on his cherished horse. He was also not as kind concerning my dignity, as he was I was told, with you at the stables in Gwenlais. When he found me he pulled me, very roughly I might add, off his horse and spanked me right there in the clearing in front of all the Sentinels with him. I was completely humiliated, which is why Uncle Fergus bought me a new horse,” Ione said, smiling very smugly.

“You did not deserve a new horse. You ran off with mine for several hours, after I repeatedly told you, you could not. Daibhi at the time, I felt was too difficult for her to handle. I was afraid she would end up breaking her neck, and I would be blamed for it,” Caleb informed Laurel, who was smiling in utter amusement.

“By the end of the week Laurel, we had all earned our gifts that Father gave us, as we had all been given a good paddling, with an actual paddle. Mother had one she would threaten us with, but never used it. Caleb found it, and after we were just having a grand time of complete and joyful abandon on a boring rainy day. He suddenly says he has had enough, and goes upstairs. We were all thrilled because we had figured we had finally broken him down, and we would be left to our own devices. Alas it was not to be. He comes down with that damned paddle and just begins to wreak havoc on our party. I was not quite twelve seasons at the time and small for my age, and I was completely full of myself and Caleb is about as big as he is now.  I stupidly asked him, what he thought he was going to do with that. I of course, was the first one he used it on. It was then we realized our fun was at an end.  Cahir is just standing there, laughing at the mayhem that ensued, not letting any of us escape up the stairs. The last two days we all just sat around and stared at each other, afraid to make any sudden movements, lest we set him off again,” Aiden told Laurel, with a wry grin.

“Of course you leave out the part that you were throwing food all over the Hall at the time. I could not deal with the insanity any longer, and finally put an end to it. I would also like to mention not all of you were paddled, only the instigators. Kerrie and the littlest ones were not. Kerrie was the only one of you who was not throwing food everywhere,” Caleb replied smiling back.

“Oh yes, she was Caleb. You just did not see her. I did not have the heart to tell on her. She would have been devastated if her dear Caleb paddled her,” Ione explained laughing lightly.

“That Laurel was known as ‘The week of Caleb’s rule’ or depending who is telling the story, ‘The day of the great paddling.’  To this day mothers all over Heathwin threaten their naughty children with ‘Behave yourself or I will send you to Prince Caleb for a good paddling’,” Rian spoke up, with a laugh.

His comment caused everyone to laugh, Caleb simply smirked and shook his head at Laurel. Laurel wiped the tears from her eyes, as she was laughing gleefully at hearing the account of the troublesome week for everyone. She leaned her head against Caleb’s arm as she sighed, trying to compose her laughter.

“I can picture you coming downstairs with that impatient face you make. I personally would have taken one look at you and ran for my life,” Laurel remarked to Caleb, laughing once again.

“Well you would have had plenty to worry about. I have no doubt you would have joined in with all the older ones who knew better. Like this one here, who was also a mouthy little beast,” Caleb said directing his attentions, to his cousin Cinnie.

A very pregnant Cinnie walked over to the group, with a little girl of two seasons on her hip. Aiden stood up and taking the young child from her, gave Cinnie his seat.

“I beg your pardon! What are you talking about? I have just come over to welcome Laurel back home,” Cinnie remarked, with an indignant tone.

“We were just recounting the week that Caleb was left to care for all of us, when our mothers were away in Welstone,” Ione explained.

“Oh, I see. My dear Laurel, I must tell you, Caleb was an utter brute that week. We were all just doing what we had been encouraged to do,” Cinnie said grinning at Caleb slyly. “Did you know he used a wretched paddle on us? I do not know what was worse, the paddling, or him telling us quite meanly, that he did not care how much we cried and we all deserved it. Then he threatened if we so much as sneezed funny he would do it again. Of course all of this transpires just as we were having fun,” she said smirking. “I am happy we never saw that horrible paddle again. Whatever became of it?” Cinnie asked curiously.

“I have not seen it since Caleb introduced us all to it. I think it was just misplaced somewhere,” Aiden replied, smiling at the little girl he was holding, who was playing with his hair.

“No, it was put in a safe place, that is all anyone needs to know,” Caleb smirked at everyone.

Laurel at this point was laughing so hard she had tears rolling down her cheeks. Everyone smiled at her reaction in amusement. They all were aware of her very solitary childhood, and enjoyed how she reacted to stories of their own loud, and raucous childhood memories.

“You are the only one Laurel, that Caleb ever felt sorry about giving a spanking to,” Aiden informed her.

“Really and why is that?” Laurel asked, as she tried composing herself once again.

“Because you were quite pitiful dearest. You sobbed your little heart out, and I was not accustomed to that. These beast here, still cried, but were very defiant. Cursing at me, telling me it did not hurt, that they did not care. So I had no issue whatsoever paddling them until they finally shut up. You on the other hand, for all your sass, were completely pathetic. I did not use a paddle on you. In fact, I did not even spank you that hard,” Caleb said smiling at her warmly. “I felt horrible, I was afraid I had broken your heart,” Caleb explained.

“I was sad, but I was not pathetic,” Laurel answered back, smirking at him.

“Oh no, you were quite pathetic love. We all heard you. The sobbing and carrying on. We all felt sorry for you,” Aiden said, disagreeing with her.

“Yes Laurel. I was actually quite surprised by your reaction, seeing as how you were so fresh,” Cahir replied, smiling sardonically at her.

“You see? It is not just my opinion,” Caleb remarked, smiling at her knowingly.

“Oh. Well, I am surprised you all think that. I am just not yet accustomed to how everyone is here,” Laurel answered, with a giggle.

“Yes, my poor sweet girl has grown up thinking we are all barbarians,” Caleb said with a laugh, everyone agreeing with him heartily, and laughing as well.

Laurel smiled as she looked at the little girl Aiden was holding, the child’s pudgy little fingers wrapping around Aiden’s curls.  Caleb smiled at Laurel’s enchanted expression, Cinnie also noticed Laurel smiling at her child.

“I do not believe you have met my youngest child Laurel. This is Fallon,” Cinnie said warmly. 

Caleb held his arms up and gestured for Aiden to hand the child to him.

Caleb took her in his arms and sat her on his lap. She looked over at Laurel, with large blue eyes, and chubby cheeks, Laurel could not help but reach over and gently touch her dark brown curls.

“Can you say hello to Laurel, Fallon?” Caleb asked her, in a soft voice.

“Hello Fallon. I am so happy to meet you,” Laurel said, as she smiled warmly at the child.

Fallon smiled shyly, and buried her head into Caleb’s chest, then looked again over at Laurel, smiling once more. Caleb kissed the top of the child’s curly head, as she began to suck her thumb.  Laurel laughed softly, her eyes filled with emotion as she watched the tender connection that both Caleb and Aiden had with the young child. 

“She is just bit shy Laurel, though I am sure it will not take her long to warm up to you,” Cinnie smiled reassuringly.

“Well she is certainly fond of Caleb and Aiden,” Laurel replied touching Fallon’s curls again.

“Yes, we do seem to have a way with woman of all ages,” Aiden said smiling charmingly.

“Fallon adores her Papa, so she took a fondness to Uncle Caleb and Aiden, at an early age,” Cinnie remarked, looking over at Laurel.

“Uncle?” Laurel asked curiously.

“All the little ones call us Uncle. It is easier for them to relate to us, as most of their cousins are their own age or close to it,” Caleb answered Laurel in a quiet voice, as Fallon was falling asleep.

“So Cinnie when is your time? It must be close dear as you look as if you are about to burst. You are not expecting twins again are you?” Ione asked her smiling wryly as everyone looked at her expectantly.

“Oh no not this time. The midwives have assured me it is only one baby. Perhaps another boy, as I am carrying all out front this time. As for my time, I am hoping it will be before the wedding. I so wish to wear a more elegant dress. Laurel is it true the women of Gwenlais actually have their husbands present at the birth of their children?” Cinnie asked her, her eyes smiling at the thought.

“Some of the woman do, it is still a fairly new practice. I always encourage it if I am assisting with a birth,” Laurel answered, smiling back at Caleb holding the sleeping Fallon against his chest.

“How many births have you assisted in?” Cinnie asked, not hiding she was impressed. 

“At least six or seven, but I am never alone. The Ollams feel you should not assist completely until you have had a child of your own,” Laurel replied blushing slightly, at the thought, which caused Caleb to smile at her adoringly.

“Well perhaps you can convince my husband how wonderful it would be. I would love for him to be present for the birth of this little one,” Cinnie spoke warmly as she gently rubbed her swollen belly.

“I could try, but I do not believe I have met him as yet,” Laurel answered smiling sympathetically. 

“He is standing over there, talking to Aunt Alana and my mother,” Cinnie replied pointing over to the other side of the room.

Laurel looked over to see Queen Alana talking with her lovely sister, who closely resembled her, and a tall and very lanky man who looked to be the same age as Caleb, with a charming smile and beautiful eyes. He was holding a small boy of about three seasons in his arms, who had the same dark curls as Fallon and their mother.

“I do not feel he will need too much convincing my dear Cinnie. Quinlan is a most affectionate father,” Caleb remarked, smiling over at Cinnie’s husband.

“Yes he is. All of my babies adore their Papa. They all rush into his arms at once when he returns from Patrol. He always brings them home some kind of present or treat from his journey,” Cinnie remarked her eyes filling with tears as she looked at her husband from across the room.

All of the cousins smiled at her knowingly, as they were aware Cinnie tended to be emotional when she was expecting.

“I do not mean to sound rude Cinnie, but how many children will this be?” Laurel asked, her with care.

“It will be five! My first babies were twin girls, you met them after the Festival, Heather and Lilly, and they have just turned five seasons yesterday. Then there is my only boy, who Quinlan is holding, he is named Quinn for his father. You have just met Fallon, and very soon you shall meet this little one,” Cinnie smiled, again lovingly touching her belly. “I do hope you and Caleb will not be too long in having children. As bossy and overbearing as Caleb was growing up, I still feel my cousin will make an exceptional father. As well as you dear Aiden. We need to find a lovely girl for you,” Cinnie remarked, smiling coyly at both her cousins.

Aiden and Caleb both grinned at her wryly.

“Thank you my dear. I feel though Laurel and I will simply see what happens without making too many plans,” Caleb answered her.

“Do not trouble yourself too much on my account Cinnie. I am sure the right girl will present herself soon enough,” Aiden answered, giving Laurel a knowing smile, which she returned.

“Well Eavan and I wish to start a family right away. We have waited so long to finally be wed, that it just makes sense to not worry about when to have children. Which reminds me, you have not yet met my betrothed Laurel. I will go and bring her here so you may be introduced. I shall be back in a moment, I saw her just talking with Kerrie,” Cahir stood up to find Eavan.

“The poor things. If Eavan’s mother continues to make excuses to delay the wedding I fear Cahir will become so frustrated he will simply abduct Eavan from her home one day,” Ione said sadly, when Cahir was out of hearing.

“I have no doubt about that. He is growing very impatient with Eavan’s mother. Father has already signed the Marriage Agreement. Cahir is only being patient for Eavan’s sake,” Caleb answered, with a serious tone. 

“Cinnie dear, I feel poor little Fallon has fallen completely asleep. We really should find a quiet place for her to finish her nap,” Ione said as she stood up and walking over to Caleb, gently took the sleeping child in her arms.

“Yes, perhaps I shall finish that nap with her, as I am feeling a bit sleepy myself,” Cinnie said tiredly, as Aiden and Rian taking both of her arms helped her out of the chair.

“You are more than welcome to lie down in my room Cinnie,” Laurel offered kindly. 

“Oh, thank you dear Laurel. That is most generous of you. You are marrying a very sweet girl Caleb, I hope you appreciate that,” Cinnie remarked giving Laurel a wink, as she started to follow Ione.

“I most certainly do dear,” Caleb answered, then kissed Laurel’s forehead.

“However, Laurel. As much as I appreciate your kind offer, I am no longer able to climb the staircase, without discomfort. Aunt Alana has arranged one of the rooms, off the Hall for such a purpose,” Cinnie explained, smiling warmly.

“Oh, of course. I am still not familiar with all the rooms of the Lodge,” Laurel replied blushing slightly.

“I need to give Laurel a full tour in a few days. I dare say dearest, you will be surprised with how large it is,” Caleb said smiling knowingly. 

Cinnie and Ione walked away, as Cahir returned holding the hand of his betrothed, and smiling with pride as he walked with her. Eavan was smiling shyly as they approached. Caleb took Laurel’s hand and stood up to meet the couple as they approached them.  Eavan was a lovely young woman, two seasons older than Laurel. Because her mother was from Gwenlais, Eavan did not have the physical features of most of the women of Heathwin, of a tall frame, or vivid blue eyes.  She was no taller than Laurel, and had large soft brown eyes, that nearly matched her waist length wavy hair. Caleb leaned down and kissed Eavan on the cheek.

“It is nice to see you again my dear, I am happy you were able to come this evening,” Caleb said to Eavan warmly.  “Laurel my love. May I introduce Eavan,” he said, as he moved to the side a bit.

Laurel stepped forward and taking Eavan’s hand smiled brightly at her.

“I am so happy to meet you Eavan. Between Caleb and Cahir talking about you, I feel as if we already know each other,” Laurel commented, in an inviting voice.

“Thank you your Highness, I feel the same way. I am also very happy to meet you,” Eavan replied sweetly.

“Just Laurel, Eavan. There is no need for titles or formalities with friends,” Laurel said smiling warmly, Eavan returned her smile.

“Eavan is an apprentice for the royal florist and flower arrangers. I know I am completely biased, but Eavan is really quite gifted, Laurel. I think you would find her designs very lovely,” Cahir said, smiling proudly at his betrothed.

“Yes, my dear Cahir is indeed biased. My instructors feel my designs are a bit too ostentatious, for their taste,” Eavan replied smiling sadly.

“I would very much like to see your designs Eavan. I have not yet met with the floral designers, and Queen Alana wanted me to pick out the floral arrangements personally. Perhaps you could share some of your ideas with me, this evening,” Laurel suggested enthusiastically. 

Before Eavan could answer Ione had walked back, a bright smile on her face. 

“Eavan dear, how nice to see you this evening. I have not seen you since the departure dinner. How are you?” Ione asked her warmly giving her a hug.

“Very well, thank you, Ione. It is nice to see you again,” Eavan replied smiling back sweetly.

“I see you have met our dear Laurel. Which is why I came back. My mother wishes to speak with you Laurel, as she did not have an opportunity to visit when you were here last. So can I tear you aware for a bit so you may speak with her?” Ione asked smiling expectantly. 

“Would you care to join me Eavan?” Laurel asked warmly.

“I would love to Laurel,” Eavan answered, but looked over smiling shyly at Cahir first, before she walked away.

“Of course mo chroi. Enjoy yourself my dear,” Cahir said, smiling at Eavan warmly.

She smiled back and then joined Laurel, who looked over at Caleb slightly puzzled. They both joined Ione to meet her mother as well as other relatives waiting for her to be reintroduced. 

“I think my Princess is already fond of Eavan. I feel they will indeed become friends,” Caleb said to Cahir, as they both watched them interacting together.

“I feel they will as well. I must admit as sassy as your Princess can be, she is still quite delightful,” Cahir replied, smiling wryly at Caleb.

“Oh she is not as bad as all that,” Caleb smiled back at him humorously.

“Really? I heard from my soon to be father-in-law, just how not as bad, she can be. I can tell you my, dear Eavan, would never speak to me that way, especially in front of anyone,” Cahir laughed, hitting Caleb’s arm. 

“Well it is not every day that Laurel speaks that way. You have to admit she was provoked,” Caleb said, in her defense.

“Whether that being the case or not, Eavan knows better than to speak with such disrespect. Several months ago in fact, she become very insolent towards me over a very trivial matter, concerning something with her apprenticeship with the royal florists. I think she felt emboldened because she did so in front of her father, I was talking with him in his study,” Cahir began to explain.

“So what did you do? Did you find out why she was angry?” Caleb asked him with a knowing grin.

“That was not really the point now was it? I asked her why she was speaking to me so disrespectfully and rude, she just brazenly told me that if I had paid more attention to what she was saying, I would not have to ask her the reason. That I obviously did not care enough to listen to her properly in the first place. That she might as well have just complained to one of her brothers and she would have gotten the same response. She well knows how irritating I find her brothers. So with that I picked her up, sat back down, and took across my knee. Telling her I would do so again if she cared to use that tone with me once more,” Cahir answered, looking at Caleb curiously.

“What did her father say?” Caleb asked with a smirk.

“Nothing, why would he?” Cahir asked incredulously.  “You cannot tell me after your little Princess’ display at the Council Chamber you did not bring her home and give her royal bottom a sound thrashing,” Cahir replied, with a grin.

“As a matter of fact I did not. I teased her that I was going to, but I was more concerned as to why she was upset in the first place. I told her why she should not speak that way again, and she understood, without my having to threaten or punish her. Not to mention I really do not wish my sweet girl to be afraid of me. I frightened her enough when I tried to convince her to run away and marry me, so she would not have to return to Gwenlais. Also when I saw her without an escort in Gwenlais. My temper got the best of me at that time, and I did nearly spank her for not keeping her word to me. I look back now and am happy I did not punish her. The poor thing became sick as it was from seeing the dead Rabkins,” Caleb answered him frankly.

“In all honesty Caleb, your Princess is far too spirited for her own good.  I feel you will have to temper that spirit a bit before too long.  Also my dear Eavan is not afraid of me, I can assure you of that,” Cahir replied, a bit defensively.    

“So sure are you? I can tell you how you will know for certain. She will become upset and cross again, as it is only natural. Call her over to you, and watch how she responds. Watch her eyes as she looks at you. I dare say my friend, you may not like what you see. It may very well break your heart, as I know how much you love her,” Caleb said, with quiet concern.

Cahir looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.

“Fair enough Caleb. I shall do just that. I hope to prove you wrong, no disrespect,” he smiled wryly.

“I hope you do as well, but I doubt it,” Caleb answered, hitting his arm.

Just then Laurel and Eavan walked back over to where Caleb and Cahir were standing, Laurel leading Eavan over by the hand.

“Caleb! Eavan has the most enchanting ideas for the flower arrangements and my bridal bouquet. I must show her my gown. After, may we use your desk, so that Eavan can sketch out her designs?” Laurel asked, giddy with excitement. 
“Of course my darling, be my guest,” Caleb answered, laughing at her softly.

“You see? I told you he would not mind,” Laurel said turning to Eavan, who just smiled shyly. “I cannot wait to show your mother. She will be so pleased,” Laurel said once more to Caleb, leading Eavan up the stairs.

They were soon followed by Ione, Kerrie, Imagin, and several other young female cousins, who all smiled at Caleb and Cahir as they excitedly walked past them.

“This is the effect Laurel has on all of them. They all love her, and will do whatever she asks,” Caleb responded to Cahir laughing heartily, at the entourage following Laurel and Eavan. 

“You definitely have your hands full, old man. You will never get away with being cross at her. The women of this family will eat you alive,” Cahir said, still laughing hitting Caleb on the back.

“No matter. I am just happy she is at home here. Laurel has been alone most of her life. This will be a welcome change for her,” Caleb said thoughtfully, still smiling as he looked up the stairs.

“I know that I say she can be a brat at times, she definitely made things difficult for me in Gwenlais.  However, I am still quite fond your little Princess. She is quite charming and very brave. I was most impressed with her at Leland’s trial. It took a great amount of courage to stand before you like that, and beg for his life. Though I still think she is going to need you to give her good spanking at some point,” Cahir said, grinning at Caleb mordantly.

“Oh, more than likely. She enjoys cursing and calling me foul insults in Kedesh. Of course Aiden encourages it. I am sure it is only a matter of time,” Caleb laughed.

“Have I missed something?” Aiden asked, smiling as he walked up to Caleb and Cahir, who were still laughing. 

“I was just relating to Cahir, how you enjoy encouraging Laurel to curse and talk quite foully in Kedesh,” Caleb replied with a smirk.

“She does not need a lot encouragement. Cahir I really wish you could have been at the Council Chamber yesterday. The look on the old man’s face when Laurel cursed at him for laughing was priceless,” Aiden spoke laughing once again at remembering.

Aiden and Cahir had affectionately referred to Caleb as the ‘old man’ since their father had first called him that in his thirteenth season. Caleb began taking his Sentinel training very seriously, and at times was less than pleasant to be around, thus King Fergus began to compare him to a grumpy old man.

“I can only imagine. Phariss told me what she called you. How does she know all those foul expressions? For that matter, how does she know Kedesh? I thought I had heard her call me something in Kedesh when she became angry with me in Gwenlais. I asked her what she said, and she refused to tell, just gave me that sulky pout and walked away,” Cahir said, smiling sardonically at Caleb.

“One of her patients in Gwenlais is a Kedesh merchant. It seems the only way she could get him to cooperate was to have him teach her how to curse in Kedesh. Seems she caught on rather quickly, and has taking to enjoying it. She does so when she is angry, but she also does when she feels like being silly.  I must admit she is very good at it, she always surprises me with what comes out of her mouth,” Caleb said, laughing lightly.

King Fergus then announced for everyone to come to their seats at the dining tables, in order to begin the evening meal. Everyone sat down at the large tables placed and set in the Hall. King Fergus led the entire family in the prayer of thanks for the meal and all that they felt grateful for, the announcement that dinner was served came a few moments later.  King Fergus preferred everyone to sit and have dinner family style, having servers only to replace bowls or trays of food. With those seated, left to pass the food to one another, thus encouraging conversation. He enjoyed having his large family present, and never discouraged Queen Alana’s excuses to bring the family together.  The rest of the evening passed by with the family enjoying the sumptuous meal that Queen Alana had planned for everyone, in welcoming back Laurel.  As Caleb predicted several of the younger cousins, as well as Kerrie ended up requesting to spend the night with Laurel. Queen Alana was of course delighted with the proposal, and had cots moved to Laurel’s room. Caleb looked over at Laurel with a knowing smirk, which caused her to giggle at him.

“Would you like to spend the night as well Eavan? I have plenty of things for you to choose from, to wear for bed this evening,” Laurel asked, smiling warmly.

“I would like to but I am afraid my mother would worry if I did not return home tonight, as this was something I did not plan prior to coming this evening,” Eavan spoke, with a hint of regret in her voice.

Cahir taking a sip of wine, rolled his eyes at her comment, not disguising his annoyance at Eavan’s overprotective mother.  Laurel noticed his expression, and decided it would be best to change the subject.

“Caleb I cannot wait to show you the wonderful ideas that Eavan has for the floral arrangements. One of the designs has the centerpieces in the shape of a castle and the other resembling the Great Lodge, which is made of grapevines. They are joined together by a lovely bridge of delicate climbing roses. It represents the joining of Heathwin and Gwenlais. Is that not romantic?” Laurel asked, in a dreamy voice.

“It sounds perfectly enchanting my love. I look forward to looking at your sketches, Eavan,” Caleb remarked, smiling warmly at both of them.

“Well I have decided that there is no need to meet with anyone else. I wish for Eavan to design all the floral arrangements, as well as my bouquet. I have no doubt Queen Alana will love the designs,” Laurel announced, smiling excitedly. 

“I am sure she will dearest. Mother only wishes for you to be happy with how things are arranged and presented. She will be most pleased with your enthusiasm,” Caleb replied, back squeezing her hand.

“Good, it is settled then. All you need to do is tell your instructors of my decision,” Laurel mentioned bringing her attention to Eavan.

“I look forward to it Laurel. I will just need to make a few extra sketches to take with me tomorrow,” Eavan answered, her eyes bright and happy, with the thought of she herself, designing the wedding floral arrangements.

“Of course, we can return to Caleb’s room after dinner,” Laurel said matter of factly, which caused Caleb and Cahir as well as Aiden to smirk at each other. 

Caleb knew Laurel’s confidence in not feeling the need to ask Caleb for the use of his room, came from her being comfortable, not impertinence. He found it endearing and he smiled at her adoringly, as she resumed enjoying her meal. Soon the tables were cleared and moved off to the side, as the floor was made ready for dancing. Some of the tables remained for those who wished to play games such as Tablut, Pass the Boar, or board games such as Fidchell. Two other fiddlers arrived and the spirited happy music the people of Heathwin enjoyed, commenced.  It evoked the lively and joyous dancing, the Westerners were known for. After a few dances, Ione looked over and smiled, at the Queen, as she recognized the melody that began playing. It was a dance only for women. Ione encouraged all of the cousins and other female relatives to join her. Laurel of course was brought to the dance floor by both Imagin and Kerrie. Standing in a line they then began to dance lively, following the vigorous strumming of the fiddlers. The room was filled with clapping and laughing, and loud hooting.  Laurel found it a challenge to keep up with them, but felt free and her heart filled with love for her new family, as they welcomed her with open arms.  Caleb clapped and laughed as he watched his beloved’s obvious joy and happiness, as she danced freely with the women of the family.

“Our little Princess is doing quite well. Do you not think?” his father asked above the loud clapping and hooting.

“She is wonderful Father. Look how happy she is,” Caleb said in a voice, filled with emotion.

“Aye, she most certainly is son,” King Fergus answered, his voice sounding content and peaceful.

The dance ended with all the ladies clapping and laughing and hugging each other. The Queen than signaled to one of the fiddlers, who smiled and nodded, as he knew this gesture well. The group of musicians than began a soft and slow rhythmic melody, inviting couples to join and dance together with its soothing and romantic movements.  Ione and Rian were the first to start the dance, as well as Cahir and Eavan. Soon other couples also went to the dance floor. Caleb came up in back of Laurel placing his arms around her waist, as he leaned down to talk softly in her ear.

“Would you be so kind my love, to honor me with a dance? Your last performance left me quite enchanted, and I shall not be satisfied until I have had a chance to hold you in my arms,” Caleb whispered ardently.

Laurel looked up at him, placing her hands on his as he held her waist.

“I would love to Sire,” she whispered back.

He turned her gently around to face him and then looking into each other’s eyes intensely, with knowing smiles on their faces, began to dance together.

Feeling her feminine warm body in his arms, Caleb was overwhelmed by adoration for Laurel, as she looked at him with soft, love filled eyes.  By the time the dance was over, he took her face in both hands and kissed her passionately, for all to see.  There was of course much clapping and laughing, and whistling as a result of his passionate demonstration of affection.  Laurel blushed furiously but still smiled broadly, looking over to see Phineas smiling and shaking his head at her.  They walked off the dance floor and over to one of the refreshment tables, where Caleb poured Laurel a cup of punch.  Phineas followed, still smiling at Laurel, charmed by his charge’s happy and contented demeanor.

“I must tell you your Highness, that I was most impressed with you being able to keep up with the other ladies, during the Dance of the Maidens. It is quite difficult,” Phineas replied, smiling at Laurel warmly.

“I struggled to keep up, trust me, Phineas. I had no idea my betrothed’s family were so skilled in the art of dancing,” Laurel looked up at Caleb, and smiled sweetly at him, which he acknowledged by kissing her forehead. “You must dance Phineas, there is more than enough lovely ladies here for you to choose from,” Laurel suggested to him.

“I agree Phineas, you are no stranger to the dances of Heathwin,” Caleb said, with a knowing grin.

“I shall certainly think about both of your requests, and no doubt I will do so when the time calls for it,” Phineas answered, smiling slyly at Caleb.

“What he means is, when he has had a few more drinks,” Caleb said grinning wryly.

“Precisely. So if you will both excuse me, I shall go over to the next refreshment table to sample some mulled wine,” Phineas said, grinning good naturedly. 

Just then Owain came over to them smiling broadly as he approached.

“I have spent the whole evening dancing with almost all the lovely ladies of our family. And have not as yet had the opportunity to dance with our Princess from Gwenlais. So my cousin may I have your consent to dance with your lovely betrothed?” Owain asked charmingly, as he smiled at Laurel.

“It is up to my lovely betrothed,” Caleb answered laughing lightly.

“I would be delighted Owain,” Laurel replied smiling brightly, taking Owain’s hand, she turned and smiled once more at Caleb, before beginning the lively waltz with Owain.  

 Phineas then walked back up to Caleb, and both smiled as they watched Laurel and Owain dance together.  They were clearly enjoying themselves as they were laughing at the constant changing rhythm of the melody, the minstrels were playing, as if challenging the dancers to keep up with them.  When that waltz was finished, Aiden then took Laurel’s hand and directed her away from Owain who simply bowed graciously, in mockingly dignified manner, causing Laurel to laugh.  Aiden then danced with her in a graceful and lively waltz as well.

“My Princess is going to be completely exhausted from all the dancing and attention,” Caleb remarked, smiling wryly as everyone began clapping in rhythm to the music, as family members continued to dance. 

“She most certainly will be. It will be a happy exhaustion though. It warms my heart to see her so cheerful, Caleb. She has been utterly heartbroken since her mother’s death. Thank you for giving this to her,” Phineas said, with barely contained emotion. 

Caleb smiled at him, but did not speak, allowing Phineas to compose himself and walk away, as he gave Caleb a friendly pat on the back.

When Aiden and Laurel finished dancing, Aiden walked her over to where Caleb was standing. 

“I feel I need to sit down for a bit Caleb. My legs are actually shaking,” Laurel announced smiling, slightly out of breath.

Caleb smiled at her endearingly, as he took her in his arms and held her close, kissing her forehead.

“Yes, mo stor. I feel you should as well. Let us go and sit by the fire, no one is there at the moment,” Caleb replied warmly.

“I would go there now, before you know it, everyone will think it is a good idea,” Aiden said with a wink as he turned a walked towards a group of relatives, laughing and talking loudly by one of the refreshment tables.

“Do you wish for anything to eat or drink before we sit down dearest?” Caleb asked in a concerned voice, as he noticed her flushed expression.

“No, I am fine. I just need to rest my legs for a bit. I have never danced so much in my life. I fear I have misplaced my shawl however,” Laurel spoke softly, as she looked about the immense room.

“Do not worry. Let me get you settled by the fire and I shall find it for you,” Caleb replied warmly, holding by the waist as he led her to the plush seats by the enormous fireplace.

Caleb chose a small couch, near the hearthside, that was slightly turned, so as not to be in direct view of everyone in the hall. Kissing her tenderly on her lips he went to find her shawl, and was back within a short period of time. He then placed it around her shoulders and sat down next to her, putting his arms around her, and having her lean against him, kissing the top of her head.

“One of the children had it, over his head. Chasing the others about pretending to be a monster. They were quite disappointed for interrupting their game, until I showed them the plate of tarts I offered in exchange. I saw them playing with it and knew I would have to bribe them with something, so as not to cause a complete display of tantrums,” Caleb said smirking, Laurel giggled at Caleb’s reasoning.

Laurel then sighed deeply as she leaned closer into Caleb’s side, a tired smile on her face.

“How are you feeling Laurel? Do you need to go upstairs and rest quietly for a bit? No one will mind mo ghra, they are all aware of how exhausting your trip back has been,” Caleb asked quietly, with concern. 

“I am fine my dear Caleb. Just sitting here quietly with you for a bit will be sufficient. I do not want the girls to think I am too tired for them to spend the night. They are so looking forward to it,” Laurel answered, stifling a yawn.

“Dearest, you are too tired for them to spend the night. The spoiled ninnies can stay another night, when you have had a bit more rest,” Caleb spoke, in an irritated tone. 

“No. I will be fine Caleb. Everyone has been so wonderful in welcoming me home. I do not wish to spoil the evening,” Laurel looked at him, with a sleepy smile.

“You are not spoiling anything darling. Do not concern yourself with that. Let me go and explain to Mother how tired you are, and it will be settled,” Caleb replied, starting to stand.

Laurel grasped on to his shirt to stop him from standing.

“No, please Sire. I will be fine. I promise I will not stay awake all night, I will just let them have their fun, and I will drift off,” Laurel spoke, in a soft warm voice.

“Well, so be it. I promise you this however, if they have not all settled down within a reasonable amount of time, I will come in there and carry you off.  Then they can be as silly as they wish without keeping you awake all night,” Caleb said a bit brusquely, putting his arms around her more tightly.

“Very well Sire. I shall concede to your mandate, even though you are becoming a bit grumpy,” Laurel said, with a giggle.

“Yes I am. I shall always be a bit grumpy when it comes to your wellbeing mo chroi,” Caleb murmured softly, as he nuzzled her hair. 

They sat together for a few moments longer, not speaking, just watching the fire and enjoying the peace they gave each other. Soon though their quiet moment was interrupted by the sound of giggling girls. Laurel looked up smiling in amusement, Caleb simply scowled at then in annoyance. 

“Caleb, do you not think you are being a bit selfish keeping Laurel all to yourself? We wish to visit with her as well, and here you are hiding her away, by the fire. I think you should let Laurel alone, and go and talk with Cahir and Aiden for a while,” Bebhinn said rather boldly, the younger girls all giggling behind her, encouraging her brazenness.

Bebhinn was the daughter of his late uncle Shamus. Since entering her sixteenth season she had become quite bold and very spirited.

“I shall be as selfish as I choose to be concerning Laurel. Continue with your fresh mouth, my dear Bebhinn, and I shall inform your aunt that Laurel is much too tired for overnight guests. Then you can be pouting and disappointed all evening. Am I making myself clear?” Caleb asked her, in a very serious tone.

All the giggling ceased when they saw that Caleb was quite serious.

“Very well cousin. Laurel, we shall wait for you over by the main seating area, when you wish to join with us,” Bebhinn replied with a haughty little sniff, as she flounced away, with the other girls following closely behind her.

Laurel laughed quietly at the girl’s bold demeanor, as Caleb rolled his eyes and shook his head in irritation.

“Bebhinn has become quite the little beast in the last season. She was not always like this. In fact she was for a time, very quiet and shy. But over the last season, she has become quite lovely, and not the tall, awkward, little waif, she used to be. Bebhinn has become much more confident, and that has caused her to be quite fresh as well.  She is actually more so with Aiden than she is with me.  He has already informed her mother that she is in for a very sore bottom if she continues with her attitude,” Caleb said, smirking at Laurel.

“What did her mother say?” Laurel asked, laughing at his comment.

“Nothing. She just laughed, and waved it off, which is why Bebhinn is so bold. Her mother and stepfather find it amusing. Especially when it is directed at Aiden or I,” Caleb smiled sardonically.  “It will more than likely never happen, as she is smart enough to stop before Aiden loses his temper. We often allow her the last word as she does not yell or curse at us. We have no tolerance for that whatsoever.  Imagin has only just recently learned that self-control,” Caleb said, grinning wryly.

“Poor Imagin. She has certainly had her share of troubles,” Laurel laughed lightly.

“Yes she has, which she has brought all upon herself. So I have very little sympathy for her.  I truly adore her, as I have helped raise her, but she can be and has been quite the handful. I do not look forward to the time when suitors come calling for her,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

“Her poor mother will be quite beside herself,” Laurel replied smiling knowingly.

“Yes, she will be much like Eavan’s mother I fear. Though, Imagin will not tolerate it the way poor Eavan does,” Caleb smirked, well knowing Imagin’s temperament.

“Speaking of Eavan. It is obvious that Cahir loves her, but it seems as if he is a bit overbearing, with her. Do you not think?” Laurel asked Caleb, her eyes searching his face.

“Perhaps he is. I have no doubt that will change after they are finally wed. I have actually spoken to him concerning this.  They have delayed their wedding three times already, because of Eavan’s mother’s ridiculous demands. It is causing frustration for both of them. Once they are finally together, things will be much more relaxed for both of them,” Caleb replied, playing with her hair.

“I do like her very much Caleb. I am glad we will be living so closely together. It will be easier to get to know each other better,” Laurel said warmly as she snuggled into his side closer. 

Suddenly they both looked up, as they noticed a tall figure standing in front of them. King Fergus was smiling down warmly, his eyes kind but with a hint of anticipation. 

“I am so happy to see you both enjoying the evening. I came over to remind Caleb of that special moment we have been planning, now is finally upon us. So I am afraid I will have to interrupt your peaceful interlude,” he smiled knowingly, giving Caleb a wink.

Laurel looked up smiling curiously at the King’s warm and handsome face. With the exception of the closely cropped hair and tight beard, both sprinkled with silver, Caleb and his father were almost identical in appearance.  Though Queen Alana was an exceptionally beautiful woman, clearly Caleb’s handsome features came from his father.

“Of course Father. I have been looking forward to this all day,” Caleb smiled charmingly as he stood up, taking Laurel by the hand.

“What is this moment about Sire?” Laurel asked the King.

“Well before I answer your question my dear girl, there is this little matter with formality we must clear up,” King Fergus said, as he placed his hands on Laurel’s shoulders.  “You are now a member of this family, and we wish you to feel as such. So, from now on, Alana and I, wish you to call us Mother and Father. My poor dear has been cringing for the last three days. What with you calling her ‘your Highness’,” King Fergus said, in a low deep voice smiling wryly, his intense blue eyes twinkling.

“Very well Father, I shall be very happy to address you both in such a warm and familiar manner,” Laurel replied, with a giggle.

“Now to answer your question. You will just have to wait and see,” King Fergus replied, smiling roguishly.

Caleb and Laurel both laughed at his reply as he led them over to the center of the Hall, where a large square object had been placed on a small high table and was covered over by a sheet. Everyone was standing around the small table smiling, excitedly.  Brecon, the Master carpenter and wood carver, the husband of Glenda, the King’s former sister-in-law, was standing next to the object and smiling broadly.  Laurel looked up at Caleb with a bemused expression, as he smiled at her warmly, squeezing her hand.

“My dear Laurel,” King Fergus began, his deep rich voice, could be heard clearly throughout the Hall. “We as your new family, wished to welcome you home in such a way, as you would have no doubt of our feelings and affections for you.  It was brought to my attention by your betrothed, a few months before your return, that an Ollam receives her own private apothecary cabinet after her first season. Now seeing as you will not be in Gwenlais at this time, we have decided to give you yours now,” King Fergus announced, nodding to Brecon who then lifted the sheet carefully off the object.

The sounds of surprise and delight, from the family, could be heard as the beautiful black wooden cabinet was revealed. Laurel put her hands up to her mouth in wide eyed surprise. The front of the cabinet had glass doors, with lovely ornate copper hinges and handles. Brecon opened the doors to reveal six rows of drawers, going both across, and lengthwise. Laurel reached over to examine the cabinet with trembling hands, as she smiled with delight, her eyes glistening with happy tears.

“The cabinet is made from black ironwood, Laurel, which only grows in the mountains. It will last forever, and will give off no oil or scent, so as not to spoil the herbs, spices, and flowers that you use in your medicines and tonics. It was a pleasure to make it for you. It is truly from all of us, as everyone had the chance to choose upon design and structure,” Brecon said proudly, helping her open the small drawers.

“It will be brought over to the infirmary in the morning, as Master Elphin already has a place for it. In fact, here he is now, to offer you your second gift,” King Fergus said warmly, as Master Elphin walked up to Laurel holding a soft blue piece of clothing.

“My dear Princess Laurel. It is with a happy heart, that I present to you a Physician’s coat. As you are known as an Ollam in Gwenlais, I wish to bestow upon you that same respect here in Heathwin, by the coat that is recognized as a symbol of a healer in Heathwin. It is my dearest wish, that you would honor us, by wearing this with your Ollam tunic as well,” Master Elphin said in a warm kind voice.

Laurel took the lovely, simply styled coat from the Physician and placed it on. She could no longer hold back her emotions as tears streamed down her cheeks, as she looked upon the loving, smiling faces of all those around her.

“Thank you. Thank you all so much. I am truly overwhelmed by all the love and generosity you have shown to me. I was afraid at first that I might not fit in easily, with all of you. As my life was so different from all of you in Gwenlais. Now I feel my fears were unnecessary. I have never felt so loved and welcomed. I have truly come home,” Laurel said, her voice shaking and filled emotion, as she began to cry and laugh all at once.

The entire room, burst into applause, and happy tears as well. Caleb wrapped his arms around her and kissed her temple as she attempted to wipe her eyes.  King Fergus walked up to Laurel, as Caleb released his embrace, the King took her in his arms and held her close, as he kissed her forehead.

“Failte abhaile mo inion,” King Fergus said, in a rich deep accent. “Which in old speak means, welcome home my daughter,” King Fergus explained, smiling at Laurel warmly.

“Thank you Father,” Laurel replied with affection.

The Queen then walked over and taking Laurel’s face gently in her hands, kissed both of her cheeks, the Queen’s eyes tear filled as well.

“Failte abhaile mo inion,” the Queen repeated.

“Thank you Mother,” Laurel answered quietly, smiling warmly back at the Queen.

Caleb leaned over, and said something quietly to his father, who just smiled and nodded his head in agreement.  He looked over at Laurel being approached and hugged warmly by other family members.

“My family. I have just been informed by my son, that he feels his dear Princess is becoming a bit overwhelmed by all of us. I must say, I agree,” the King announced good naturedly, amidst laughter from everyone. “So I feel we should have a few more dances and bid each other goodnight, so as not to exhaust the poor girl,” King Fergus said smiling warmly at Laurel, as Caleb once again took her in his arms in a warm and loving embrace.

The music commenced once more, in a happy tune, which caused everyone to clap in time and break off into couples to dance.  Laurel was delighted and surprised to see Phineas and Adele dancing happily and comfortably together. Caleb just smirked at Laurel’s surprise.

“I have always suspected something about those two. Neither one will admit to anything of course.  Phineas is far too happy when he returns from attending to personal matters. It is always when Owain and Imagin are not home, whether they were in school or with us, Phineas would quietly leave. It has been this way for almost three seasons now.  He also goes out of his way to be nice to the two them. Asking them about their lives in general, how are they faring. It will not surprise me, or anyone else for that matter, if something finally comes out about he and Adele,” Caleb explained, smiling over at the couple.

“Well good for Phinny. I hope it is true. He has given so much of himself in my family’s service. He deserves to be happy,” Laurel looked over at her counselor, with a warm smile.

Cinnie and her husband Quinlan walked over to where Caleb and Laurel stood, Quinlan smiling broadly as they approached.

“Laurel dear, may I introduce to you, my husband Quinlan,” Cinnie said with pride, as she looked lovingly over at her husband.

“I am so very happy to meet the girl that has tamed the heart of our Caleb. He was not nearly as agreeable, as he is now, since being with you. For that we are all grateful,” Quinlan said teasingly, as he leaned over and kissed Laurel lightly on the cheek.

Caleb replied, by smirking and hitting Quinlan roughly on the arm.

“My dear wife tells me that you encourage husbands to be present at the birth of their children. I find that fascinating, as it is unheard of here,” Quinlan said, with a charming smile.

Laurel could see why Cinnie was so enamored with her husband. He was quite tall, with a slender lanky build, not as bulky or broad as his father Gavin was.  He was however quite handsome, his wavy black hair, only made his blue eyes more expressive. He also had the most beautiful smile, Laurel had ever seen, a trait his daughter Fallon shared with her father.

“Yes it is indeed something I encourage. I have seen the difference in how the women are so much calmer, as they go through their ordeal. I have also been told it actually makes the couples feel closer and more connected,” Laurel explained, as Caleb smiled at her with pride.

“Well I shall definitely consider this option.  Who knows? Perhaps I shall be the one to start the other fathers to follow suit,” Quinlan replied enthusiastically, as Cinnie looked on smiling adoringly at him.

“We also came to say goodnight. The children are all ready for bed, as am I,” Cinnie said, with a tired smile.

After hugging each other goodnight the couple then went to gather up their children and left for home.  Cahir and Eavan were the next to say their goodbyes.

“We must bid you both goodnight. My dear Eavan has an early morning and I have no doubt her mother is already looking out the windows for our return,” Cahir said, with a smirk.

“Yes, she more than likely is. Thank you again Laurel for looking at my designs. I am very honored and flattered you have chosen me to design your arrangements for the wedding. I cannot wait to tell my instructors,” Eavan said happily, giving Laurel a warm hug. 

“Do not forget your sketches Eavan. I would hate to have you not have anything to show in the morning,” Laurel mentioned with concern.

“Cahir has them, he made sure I remembered,” Eavan replied laughing as Cahir held the rolled pieces of paper up in his hand, waving them back and forth. 

Cahir leaned down and gave Laurel a light kiss on the cheek, and then hit Caleb on the arm, soundly.

“You may want to keep yourself available in the next day or two my friend. You may find yourself invited to dinner,” Cahir said to him, with a knowing grin.

“Oh really? I look forward to it. Laurel and I will just be spending a quiet day at home. My poor sweet girl has been a bit too busy since arriving. A quiet diversion however, is certainly not out of the question,” Caleb replied      absently, tucking Laurel’s hair behind her ear again, as Laurel smiled at him curiously.

“Well goodnight then my friends, and have a pleasant evening. Again Laurel, welcome home,” Cahir said warmly, as he and Eavan turned to leave.

A short while passed as most of the guests left to go home, and the minstrels left for the evening.  Only Chieftain Argon and his wife Adriana, Tolemais and his wife Myra remained. Sitting comfortably with King Fergus and Queen Alana, sipping mulled wine and conversing quietly.  Tolemais and Myra’s two young sons had fallen asleep on the plush couch by the fireplace. The younger cousins who wished to spend the night with Laurel, giggled as they led her away from Caleb and up the large staircase to her room, to begin their night’s antics. Kerrie and Laurel just smiled sympathetically at Caleb’s sardonic expression. 

“Kerrie. Come here for just a moment please, love,” Caleb requested, his cousin.

“Of course dear. What is it?” she asked with a bit of concern, noting his now serious tone and expression.

“Please be sure the little ninnies do not tire Laurel out. She has still not recovered from her trip. I am afraid they will keep her up all night,” Caleb remarked as he looked up the stairs.

“Do not worry Caleb. That was one of my main reasons for spending the night. Laurel does indeed look tired still. I will make sure they let her rest, as well as allow her to steal a few moments away with you to say goodnight,” Kerrie smiled at him impishly.

“Good girl. I knew I could count on you,’ Caleb replied kissing her cheek.

Kerrie then made her way upstairs. Caleb turned, suddenly, as he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Come on old man. Let us go to your room for a bottle of wine and play Tablut. They will all be holding her hostage for a while yet,” Aiden said smiling, as he held a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other. 

“That is what I was just talking to Kerrie about,” Caleb said, as they began to ascend the long staircase.

“Do not worry, we shall both go and rescue her and make the silly girls go to bed if we have to,” Aiden replied, with a wry grin. 

A couple of hours passed as Caleb and Aiden were finishing the last moves of their game and the final drinks of their wine, when a soft knock sounded on the door.  They both looked at each other and smiled meaningfully.

“Come in,” Caleb answered with an inviting tone.

The door opened and then Laurel peeked around the door giggling as she entered the room, her face flush. She was wearing a pale blue colored nightgown with a matching robe.

“Well look at you, all giggly and silly. Your face is all flush, and you are trembling as well. What have they been doing to you in there?” Caleb asked her sardonically, as he and Aiden laughed at the appearance. 

“Oh, nothing. They were just being very silly. Most of them were jumping all over the bed, until Kerrie made them stop. And then we played this daft game, I have never played before, called honesty or challenge. Some of your cousins can be brutally honest. The challenges were just too silly to mention. Then when it was my turn, I chose honesty. The questions those girls asked me were....well I cannot say. According to the rules I had to be completely honest and well... um...it was a bit embarrassing at times,” Laurel explained, with another giggle.

“I take it they did not listen to Kerrie, and became unruly?” Caleb asked smirking.

“Kerrie is the one who asked me the most embarrassing questions!” Laurel answered incredulously.

Caleb and Aiden looked at each other and laughed. Aiden stood up and making an exaggerated move grabbed Caleb’s King from the board and placed it with a resounding thud on the desk.

“Ha! Take that old man! Undefeated are you?” Aiden asked, in an arrogant tone.

“I was just not paying attention,” Caleb answered drolly.

“Use whatever excuse you like, I beat you quite soundly,” Aiden remarked taking the last drink of his wine.

He then walked over to Laurel and gave her a warm hug, as Laurel embraced him back.

“Goodnight and welcome home love. Do not let this big brute keep you from your private little party tonight,” Aiden said, as he kissed the top of her head and left the room.

Caleb smiled at Laurel with a roguish grin as she walked over to him.

“I have come to say goodnight Sire,” she giggled, as he pulled her onto his lap.

“Have you? I may not let you leave now that I have you in my clutches,” he spoke in a low and daring voice, holding on to her waist and kissing her neck and the exposed skin on her shoulder as her gown and robe slipped slightly off.

“No, the girls are waiting for me, and if I am too long they will come in here to fetch me,” Laurel began to laugh, as he continued his ardent affections.

“Not a problem I will just lock the doors,” Caleb looked at her, smiling teasingly. 

“I do not think they will be that easily defeated,” Laurel spoke warmly.

“I am sure they will not. If I threaten them, to make them go away, they will just send for reinforcements. So I have no choice but to give in to the will of the ninnies,” Caleb smirked at her, as Laurel laughed at his remark. “Did you enjoy your evening mo stor?” Caleb asked, in a soft voice.

 “Oh yes Caleb, very much. It was more wonderful that I had imagined. In fact I could not have imagined anything like it,” Laurel answered, putting her arms around his neck.

“I am very happy to hear that dearest. I am so pleased you liked the cabinet,” Caleb continued, in the same soft voice.

“It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. All the Ollams would be ridiculously jealous over my having something so exquisite,” Laurel replied putting her head against his neck and shoulder, trying not to yawn.

Caleb smiled at her fighting her exhaustion, as he stood up suddenly and began to carry her across the room.

“Caleb! What are you doing?” Laurel asked in surprise.

“I am putting you to bed. I am doing so this way to make a point, you will see,” Caleb smiled at her wryly, as he carried her to her room.

He had Laurel open the door as he carried her in her room and placed her on the bed, to the surprise of all the young ladies in the room. He then covered her up and kissed her warmly on the lips, causing all the girls to giggle loudly.

“Laurel is exhausted and is going to bed now. If I hear too much silliness for too much longer, I will come back in here and take her back in my room and there will be nothing any of you can do about it. Have I made my point?” Caleb asked, in a serious tone.

“Yes Sir Grumpy, we understand,” Bebhinn answered brazenly, with a pout.

Caleb smirked at her, as the giggling began anew.

“Well do not make me grumpier, or you will not be giggling for much longer,” he said as kissed Laurel once more, than left the room.

As he closed the door a chorus of female laughter, drifted into the corridor, Caleb smiled and then walked back to his room.

 

The next morning, Caleb went immediately to knock on his parent’s door, as they always had a cup of tea in their room before going to the dining room for breakfast. After being told to come in, they looked up at him in surprise as they were seated at their small round table having tea.

“Yes dear what is it?” Queen Alana asked, with mild concern.

“Nothing serious, I just would like to request that all the girls be sent home after breakfast. I wish to give Laurel her Matrimony necklace and I would like to do so without all the ninnies present,” Caleb replied, with a wry grin.

Both of his parents laughed at his request.

“I think that is more than reasonable Caleb. It will be a special moment for the two of you, and I agree the girls’ presence will definitely take away from the moment,” King Fergus said, with a broad grin. 

“I am looking forward to seeing it myself Caleb. I must admit I was a bit surprised when you did not show any of us,” the Queen admitted, as she sipped her tea.

Caleb smiled at them both, looking thoughtful for a moment.

“I wished Laurel to be the first one to see it. I know I do not mention her often, but Morene was less than enthused when I presented her necklace, as it meant nothing to her. I know this time it will be completely different with my sweet Laurel. I wish to experience her first reaction myself, as I am quite sure it will mean so much to her when I give it to her,” Caleb spoke with a low voice, as he tried to contain his emotions. 

“Of course dear,” Queen Alana said warmly, as she reached over and held Caleb’s hand. “I assure you the girls will all be escorted home soon after breakfast,” she spoke with a loving smile.

“Thank you Mother. Now if you will excuse me I am going to see how Laurel fared from being with all the ninnies last night,” Caleb said with a smile, as he leaned down and kissed his mother’s cheek, then left the room.

As he made his way back down the corridor, he could see Bebhinn and Imagin suddenly coming out of Laurel’s room laughing, still in their nightgowns. Caleb smirked at them shaking his head as he walked closer. The girls looked over and saw him approach and then laughing ran down the corridor towards him.  

“Caleb you must come and see how Imagin arranged Laurel’s hair,” Bebhinn declared in giddy voice, holding on to Caleb’s arm.

“Please tell me Imagin, you did not put a ridiculous amounts of braids and pins into her hair again,” Caleb replied with a sardonic expression, as Imagin grabbed on to his other arm, guiding him down the corridor.

“No! I curled it in strips of cloth last night before we went to sleep,” Imagin smirked back at him.

“So you did keep her up all night then,” Caleb said to them, putting his arms around the backs of their necks and pulling them a bit roughly into his sides.

“NO!” the girls said in unison as the dissolved into uncontrolled giggling.  

They walked into Laurel’s room, with Caleb still holding them with his arms around them in the same manner, as the girls were still giggling loudly. Caleb looked over to find Laurel smiling at him warmly, as Kerrie was gently combing her fingers through Laurel’s hair loosening the long spiral curls as they softly floated down her back. Caleb released his hold on his young cousins, to take in the sight of his beloved. Laurel’s eyes were still sleepy, but loving and warm, her chestnut tresses, falling in long soft ringlets down her back, the color more prominent against her blue nightgown. Imagin flounced ahead of Caleb to finger and arrange Laurel’s hair around her face.

“Does she not look lovely Caleb?” Imagin asked with a bright smile, causing Laurel to laugh lightly.

“She most certainly does,” Caleb answered as he walked forward, and reaching over to glide a curled strand through his fingers, leaning down and kissing her lightly on the lips.

Caleb’s display of affection of course, causing a round of giggling to commence once again. Caleb rolled his eyes as Laurel laughed at him.

“I was thinking of having Imagin arrange my hair this way for our wedding,” Laurel mentioned, smiling lovingly at him. 

“Oh by all means, it is very charming mo stor, and I am sure much easier to deal with than her last grand creation,” Caleb answered as he looked over at Imagin with a mordant grin, as Imagin stuck her tongue out in reply.

“Now why are you silly creatures not dressed yet? It will be time to go to breakfast soon,” Caleb looked about the room, noting all the girls were still in their nightgowns.

“Aunt Alana has arranged for us all to have breakfast here in Laurel’s room,” Bebhinn, expressed very smugly.

“Oh really?” Caleb asked Laurel with an impatient tone. “You ninnies have not taken enough of her time?” Caleb asked them all, with obvious disgruntlement.

“It is to be a breakfast tea party of sorts,” Kerrie replied, as she and Laurel smiled at his irked expression.

“Fine enjoy yourselves, for you shall all being going home as soon as you are finished eating,” Caleb spoke, in a commanding tone.

With the exception of Laurel and Kerrie who just smiled at each other, the rest of the girls began a chorus of protests and dismayed whines, telling Caleb how mean and selfish he was with Laurel’s attentions.

“I do not care what you little urchins think. Your ridiculous whining is certainly not going to change anything,” Caleb spoke up, amongst the girlish clamor.

Aiden then walked in the room all smiles at the din he had heard from the corridor.

“I figured you were in here, by the sounds of all the protesting, going on. What glorious plans are you disrupting now?” Aiden asked, still smiling at the chaos that was ensuing.

“I shall tell you…once the ludicrous amount of noise stops in this room!” Caleb suddenly boomed out, which caused all the girls to first look surprised, then pouting sulkily. 

Laurel and Kerrie giggled at this, as Aiden laughed at the immediate silence that occurred. 

“I am giving Laurel her necklace today, when the girls leave, after they have had breakfast,” Caleb explained to Aiden in old speak. 

Kerrie smiled at Laurel excitedly and squeezed her hand, which caused Laurel to look at Kerrie and Caleb in amused bemusement. Kerrie was the only one of the girls besides her sister, who understood and spoke the old language.  

“Well that will be a significant moment. I agree the girls need to leave,” Aiden replied back in old speak, looking over and winking at Kerrie.

“I shall make sure that everyone is ready to leave by then, Caleb,” Kerrie replied in kind with a coy smile.

“Thank you dearest,” Caleb said smiling back at her, as he looked over at Laurel who just continued to smile in amusement.

“I find it most unfair and rude that the three of you are speaking old speak in front of us. You know we cannot understand you. It is as if you are telling secrets in front of us,” Bebhinn spoke up, her pout and whine more pronounced as she folded her arms.

“That is exactly what we are doing. If you had paid more attention to your lessons Bebhinn, you would know exactly what was being said, your brother speaks it quite well,” Caleb reminded her, with a wry grin.

Bebhinn muttered something quite rude under her breath, causing Imagin who was standing next to her to snicker impishly.

“Would you care to repeat that?” Caleb asked her, in a warning voice.

“No,” she answered spitefully.

Caleb then leaned down kissing Laurel lightly once again.

“Enjoy your breakfast mo ghra. I shall be back shortly,” he said smiling at her adoringly.

“Then will you tell me what the three of you were talking about?” Laurel asked with an eager smile.

“No. I shall show you,” Caleb told in a deep enticing voice. “And do not ask Kerrie, she will not tell you,” Caleb replied as he once again caressed the soft ringlets as he stood up, then walked out of the room with Aiden.

As soon as the door was closed the girls ran up to Laurel and Kerrie entreating her to tell them what was said between the three of them.

“Are you all daft? Do you really expect me to tell you? You are all well aware that Caleb will be upset with me if I say anything about Laurel’s surprise,” as soon as she finished speaking, Kerrie gasped and covered her mouth. “Do you see what you have done Bebhinn? I have already revealed too much. Continue with your questions and I shall tell Caleb what you are doing, and then what do you think will happen?” Kerrie asked, scolding her younger cousin, which ceased all giggling.

Laurel smiled warmly at all of them, reaching over and holding Kerrie and Bebhinn’s hands.

“Let us change the subject. I am sure our meal will be here soon. Why do you not all tell me more of the wedding rituals here in Heathwin?” Laurel happily redirected the conversation, as the girls all began to talk excitedly at once.

 

After breakfast had ended, the girls were still quite reluctant to leave. Aiden and Cahir stood ready to escort them all back to their homes. It was not until Cahir became tired of the girls’ complaining did they all concede to leave.

“That is quite enough, all of you. You have had your fun, and though she will not say, I have no doubt Laurel is quite sick of the whole lot you. Bebhinn, you are not to say another word, escorting you home is going to take the longest time. Now all of you say your goodbyes and let us be on our way,” Cahir scolded them with a frown, as they all with the exception of Kerrie, pouted as they hugged Laurel goodbye, who smiled at them all with a great amount of warm heartedness and empathy.  

After the room had finally quieted down, Caleb walked up to Laurel and took her in his arms, kissing her forehead and playing with the soft long ringlets falling down her back. 

“Are you ready to enjoy a nice quiet afternoon with me mo stor?” Caleb asked her is a soft deep voice.

“I am indeed Sire. As much as I love the girls, I am looking forward to spending time alone with you. It has been a most exhausting three days,” Laurel murmured softly, with her head against Caleb’s chest, her arms encircling his waist as she pressed herself closer.

Caleb smiled as he leaned down and kissed the top of Laurel’s head, placing his hand under her chin as he lifted her face to his. Kissing her lips tenderly with subdued passion. 

“Come with me dearest,” Caleb said in a quiet deep voice, taking Laurel’s hand and leading her to his room.

Walking into the room he had her stand near his desk, instructing her to close her eyes. She giggled at his request, giving him a questioning smirk, asking him why he wanted this.

“Because it is a surprise and I asked you to,” Caleb answered, smiling at her teasingly.

“Oh, very well Sire,” Laurel exclaimed, pretending to be exasperated as she sighed and closed her eyes.

She could hear Caleb walk across to the wardrobe and open one of the doors, then she began to giggle once again in anticipation as to what this surprise might be. He then walked back over to where she stood waiting, standing in front of her. Even though her eyes were still closed, Laurel found herself so aware of Caleb’s presence she could almost see him. It both fascinated and frightened her a bit, that since her return from the river camp, she could feel or sense Caleb in a way she had never been able to before. This morning Laurel could feel him walking down the corridor to her room, though the girls were with him, she had only felt his presence. She decided not to bring it up yet, blaming it on exhaustion and not wanting to cause him concern over a matter she could not explain.  Though it was an unfamiliar experience, it was not altogether unpleasant. She felt Caleb take her hand in his, turning her palm upward.

“Open your eyes mo ghra,” he requested lovingly.

As Laurel opened her eyes she saw him place a flat smooth stone pendant, attached to delicately woven silver chain, in her hand. She gasped lightly in surprise, as the reality of what this gift was signifying. Laurel looked up at Caleb’s handsome face, his intense piercing eyes soft and warm, as he smiled at her endearingly. 

“This is your matrimony neckless mo chailin milis. But before I place it around neck you need to touch the pendant for a moment,” Caleb directed his smile becoming broader.

“Why must I do that my Prince?” Laurel asked in a giddy voice, eyes filled with eager anticipation.

“Here, lie it flat against your hand and touch the surface for a moment and you will see,” he answered, smiling at her furtively. 

Laurel eagerly conceded to his request, and after touching it for a brief moment, stared at the pendant with wide eyes, as the colors began to shift and swirl on the pendant’s smooth surface. In an instant the movement and colors stopped to reveal the pendant was now a sunset hue of mauve. There were also thin graceful lines of contrasting deep red, blue and forest green, across the surface. 

“Oh Caleb! It is beautiful! How did this happen?” Laurel asked in amazement.  

“I really do not know my love,” Caleb replied smiling happily as he picked up the chain and reaching behind her fastened the pendant around her neck. “The Kedesh merchant told me it was done when touched and would stay that color and pattern, until worn by another, and be different with each person. So can I safely assume that you are pleased?” he asked with a seductive smile, as he lightly drew his finger down the length of her face.

“It is the most precious and beautiful thing I have ever had Caleb,” Laurel answered in a trembling voice, as she lightly touched the front of the pendant.

“I can very well say the same thing concerning you my darling,” Caleb spoke softly, as he leaned down and kissed her ardently, Laurel wrapping her arms about his neck.

Laurel suddenly remembered something as she opened her eyes and murmured softly, while Caleb was still kissing her.

“What was that”? Caleb asked with a light laugh as he pulled away slightly.

“Your present. I have your gift in my room. Come with me and I will show you,” Laurel said, all agog to show what she had gotten him.

Caleb laughed once again at her child like enthusiasm, as he let her lead him to her room by the hand. When the stood in the center of the room, Laurel smiled at him impishly.

“Now you close your eyes,” she directed trying her best to sound officious. 

Caleb chuckled as he closed his eyes, then looking out from narrowed lids, watched Laurel walk over to her wardrobe.

“No peeking,” Laurel said with a pout, as she caught him doing this, which only made him laugh again, so he closed his eyes once more.

Laurel then hurriedly walked over to her dressing table, then unwrapped the box and opening it, very carefully lifted the dagger from the box, and walked over with great care to where Caleb stood.

“Now do not open your eyes yet, and hold out your hands,” Laurel stated in a voice filled with barely contained excitement.

Caleb smiled sardonically, as he held his hands out in front of him, while Laurel cautiously placed the dagger across his opened palms. His smiled changed quickly to a look of bemusement, when feeling the dagger against his skin.

“Now open your eyes,” Laurel directed, with a gleeful smile.

Caleb looked down at his hands instantly, and stared down for a moment in shock and disbelief at what he was holding. When he looked at Laurel his face still expressed his astonishment, which in turn caused her to look back at him with concern.

“Laurel. Where did you get this?” he asked, in a serious low tone.

“My Kedesh friend Fraoch, the merchant. He told me he had something that you would like, and he thought I would want to give it to you as a wedding gift. 

Do you not like your present Caleb?” Laurel asked her eyes suddenly becoming stormy, with the thought he was not happy with her gift.

Caleb carefully held the dagger up and examined it closer, shaking his head, as he gingerly touched the handle and thin blade. He then looked at her and smiled at her concerned expression.

“Mo ghra. I am most happy with my gift. It is truly a wonder to behold,” Caleb spoke in a voice filled with awe, as he expertly twirled the dagger in his hand.

He smiled at Laurel alluringly, as he walked over to the table and placed the dagger carefully back in the box and returned the cover. He then walked over to Laurel and holding her face in his hands and kissed her passionately and suddenly, causing her to murmur in surprise. 

“I am so happy you like it. I was afraid at first I had made the wrong choice,” Laurel uttered her voice breathless from Caleb’s kiss.

“No mo stor. It is a wonderful gift. I cannot express in words how much it means to me. So, let me show you,” Caleb replied his deep rich voice like silk as he took her up in his arms, carrying her over to her bed.

Caleb placed Laurel down gently, laying down next to her, as he moved them both to face each other. He began to kiss her again, deeply and ardently, as he held her against him, feeling her body tremble in his arms at his passionate display of affection, as he caressed her in a way he had once before her last return to Gwenlais, when she was leaving him for the last time. Laurel’s breathe catching at the intenseness of this experience, and physical intimacy.  She felt herself unable to control her trembling, or the warmth and euphoric tension building inside of her, with each kiss and amorous caress from Caleb. As he moved his hand slowly under her dress, caressing her through her clothing.

“Caleb,” Laurel uttered his name in a quivering whisper, as she softly glided her hands through his hair.

“It is alright my sweet girl. I will not go under your garments, it will be just as before, and I will not go against your wishes mo stor. I only desire to show you how much I love you, how grateful I am that you here with me, how happy I am that you like your necklace,” Caleb stated reassuringly, as he smiled at her with adoration, continuing his attentions.

“I love my necklace Caleb, it is more beautiful than I imagined,” Laurel answered her catching with emotion, her eyes becoming tear filled.

“I truly believe we were meant to be together mo ghra. Now more than ever before. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb expressed with heartfelt sincerity as he began to kiss her neck. 

“Is e mo chroi go hiomlan agus iomlan mar gheall tu anois,” Caleb said with an impassioned deep voice, uttering words of love in old speak.

Laurel began to laugh lightly, which caused Caleb to stop kissing her and looked at her curiously.

“Why do you laugh at my words dearest?” Caleb asked her, genuinely perplexed.

“I did not understand what you said Caleb. I only understood when you told me you loved me,” Laurel explained giggling again.

Caleb then smiled at her as he held her face and kissed her tenderly on her forehead.

“I wish you to know mo stor. That you are the only one who can make me so utterly lost, and completely captivated, that I utter old speak and do not realize it,” Caleb said laughing back at her. “I said my heart was whole because of you,” he revealed, smiling at her.

“I shall take that as a compliment Sire,” Laurel continued to laugh gleefully, then sighing in deep contentment as she moved Caleb’s hair out of his eyes.

“It most certainly is my sweet girl,” Caleb said softly, as he kissed her face gently several times. “Here, turn on your side, so you can rest now. I will have dinner brought to my room, and then I shall read to you from Bram tonight, and keep you all to myself, as I watch you fall asleep. Would you like that?” Caleb asked softly, as he helped her to turn over and held her in his arms, resting his chin on her shoulder.

“I would like that very much Sire,” Laurel replied yawning softly.

Within a few moments she drifted off to sleep. Caleb smiling as he held her closer, enjoying feeling her against him. Taking in her familiar scent of lavender and rosemary, and the warm smell of her skin.  When Caleb was certain he would not wake her, he moved carefully out of the bed then covering Laurel, walked quietly to the dressing table to retrieve the dagger.

Closing the door noiselessly behind him, Caleb then made his way to the sitting room, where he knew his father and mother would be. When walking into the comfortable room he was not surprised to find his parents conversing quietly in old speak as they played Tablut together. They both looked up at Caleb, smiling warmly as he entered, then looked curiously at the long wooden box he held under his arm. 

“Well? Did Laurel like her necklace? Where is she by the way?” Queen Alana asked with an expectant smile, as she moved her piece on the Tablut board.

“And which question would you like me to answer first Mother?” Caleb inquired back grinning drolly, as his father chuckled at his reply.

“The necklace question,” she stated, with a roll of her eyes.

“I am very happy to say that she loved the necklace,” Caleb replied with a satisfied warm smile, as he placed the wooden box on the low table between the two couches. 

“I cannot wait to see it. I am most curious, as you have been so secretive about it,” Queen Alana remarked, smiling coyly at her husband, as she reached over and took his King from the board.

He looked back at her smiling enticingly, as he took her hand bringing it to his lips.

“You will have to Mother. Laurel is resting at the moment and I will be having dinner brought to my room this evening, as I have no intensions of sharing her with anyone the rest of the night,” Caleb said rather smugly, as his parents both shook their heads at him.

“So what is in the box? It must be something of significance,” King Fergus asked, standing up to walk over to the table.

“My sweet girl bought me a wedding gift. She gave it to me right after I gave her the necklace,” Caleb mentioned, his voice calm but his face showing his growing alacrity.

“Well show us what it is boy, do not keep us in suspense,” King Fergus directed animatedly, as he could see Caleb’s eagerness to do so. 

Caleb slowly opened the box as Queen Alana stood up and walked over to the table. As Caleb lifted the dagger painstakingly out of the box, his parents stared at each other in stunned silence. Caleb then handed it over to his father’s trembling hands.

“By the Maker,” King Fergus spoke in a hoarse shocked whisper.

“Fergus. Is it….?” Queen Alana trailed off, her eyes wide with what the King was holding.

“Where did the dear girl get this?” King Fergus asked in the same whisper.

“Her Kedesh friend in Gwenlais. He saved it for her. Telling her I would like it. Seems he traded with a Kindred to acquire it. So? Is it what we think it is?” Caleb asked, with an anxious grin.

“It truly looks to be. There is only on way to find out. The craftsman who made it, left his mark on the back of the hilt. It is a miniscule hawk’s talon, done so as it was made for Clann Seigine. If it bears his mark, this is indeed the Dagger of the Kings,” King Fergus stated, as he gingerly turned the dagger over to examine it closely.

His eyes first went wide, then looked up at his wife and son with a triumphant smile.

“And here it is,” King Fergus stated in soft voice, his eyes filling with tears, showing them both the small but obvious mark.

“Oh Fergus!” Queen Alana said tearfully. “Do you not see? Dear Laurel is the one the Olden Scribes spoke of. Look at what she has done since entering our lives. She stopped the bickering between our Clann and McCullan’s by her words at the festival and her showing mercy to Leland. And she has retuned the Dagger of the Kings to its rightful home. Poor dear Milna was right,” she said leaning into Caleb, as he put his arm around her shoulders. 

“Have you told your beloved the significance of this gift? We all truly felt it had been lost forever,” King Fergus asked, still looking at the dagger in disbelief.

“No, as I wished to have you validate it first. Plus I did not wish her to be anymore overwhelmed than she already was by my reaction,” Caleb stated with a wry grin. “I will tell her soon, after life settles down a bit,” he said taking the dagger back from his father and retuning it to the box.

“Keep it safe my son. Your treasure has bestowed upon you a most wondrous gift indeed,” King Fergus said, still shaking his head.

“Do you not wish to have it Father? Or to have me place it in the treasury?” Caleb asked with surprise.

“No my son. The thing that caused you so much pain in the past, has been returned and given to you with love. No, I wish for you to keep it. It is indeed rightfully yours. It was Caleb the First’s was it not?” King Fergus asked with a laugh, as he hit Caleb on the arm. 

“Thank you Father. I shall keep it safe and treasure it. For more reasons now than before,” Caleb replied, with an appreciative smile. 

“I have no doubt you will son,” King Fergus answered smiling warmly, his face calm and satisfied. 

“Now if you will excuse me. I shall be putting this in a safe place in my room, then joining my beloved as she takes her nap. I will be stealing her away from everyone for the rest of night, so I shall wish you both a goodnight,” Caleb announced in a happy and relaxed manner, as he embraced both of his parents, then taking the box walked out of the room.

“I have never seen the boy look happier mo chroi,” King Fergus observed smiling at his wife, as she leaned over and kissed him lovingly.



  
 


 23: THE LONG AWAITED PLAN 
Cahir woke early and began to walk about the large house, holding a hot mug of chicory root tea, the cook had fixed for him, insisting he make Cahir a hardy breakfast. King Fergus had given the couple as a pre wedding gift, one of the lovely guest homes, that was built adjacent to the Great Lodge. As Cahir was also the King’s adopted son, he was given the home to show his status in that arrangement.

“You will need your strength Sire, if you intend to go along with your plans today,” the cook said, with a wink.

Cahir had informed Grady, the Head of the staff that today may very likely be the day, he would carry out his long awaited plans, since being given the house by his adopted father. Walking about the large but warm looking front room, he began to envision, he and Eavan sitting in front of the massive fireplace together on quiet evenings. He would be reading or looking over Patrol matters, Eavan would be busy with her embroidering or sketches of her floral designs. His heart filling with a peaceful joy he had never felt before, until Eavan smiled at him at her father’s gate. Her large brown eyes soft and warm, as he introduced himself.

“I know who you are Sire,” she sweetly giggled shyly in reply, he was immediately enchanted after that.

Cahir then walked into the kitchen to have his breakfast preferring to eat at the small table in the busy room, as the dining room seemed too large and empty, to eat in there alone. 

Yes, he thought to himself, today may very well be the day. 

He smiled and began to eat his meal, with relish, as the cook did indeed keep his word by making a large breakfast for him.  After he finished he went upstairs to once again look over the mission details, as he would be going on Patrol again in a week. An hour or so later he made his way to the stables to prepare his horse to take the ride over to the Sentinel Headquarters, to go over the details of the mission with his Lieutenants. That afternoon he would then go to Chieftain Phariss’ house, in the lovely village of Coldingham, known for its lovely shops and market stalls, to see how his beloved would be today. Cahir hoped Eavan would be in the right frame of mind to carry out his plans.  He was happy the meeting went by quickly, now to go see Eavan, as it had now been two days and he found himself missing her terribly.  As Cahir approached Chieftain Phariss’ house, he smiled as he saw Eavan, walking towards the front gate. He was happy to see that she was already waiting for him, and he did not have to walk up to the house, and possibly have to deal with her meddlesome mother.  As he got off his horse and walked over to the small wooden settee that was kept in the front garden. Cahir then noticed her very sullen expression, her lovely sweet face, clouded over by a seemingly foul mood.

“Eavan why do you have such a cross expression? What has happened today?” Cahir asked her, with a bit of impatience. 

“Why do you even ask me? The last time you did, you just became angry and humiliated me,” Eavan said crossly, her eyes showing her frustration.

Cahir looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, remembering Caleb’s challenge to him.

“Eavan come here,” he spoke authoritatively. 

Eavan’s eyes immediately began to tear up, her lips trembling, her hands shook with nervousness, at Cahir’s demand.

“Cahir...please let me explain. I did not mean it. I am just upset. I could not endure it if you were to punish me again,” Eavan spoke in a shaking voice.

Cahir looked at her in complete disbelief. He could not bear to see how she looked at him. Her eyes, were wide and tear filled. She looked so small and frightened, standing just out of reach, trembling with anxiety.

He was right, she is afraid of me, Cahir thought to himself, as he felt a pain in the pit of his stomach.

“No, please mo ghra. I only want you to come and sit next to me. Please my dear Eavan, come, and sit with me. Tell me what is troubling you,” Cahir said in a warm kind voice, as he gestured for her to sit with him.  

She looked at him curiously and with trepidation.  She then walked over slowly and sat down with him on the small wooden settee. Cahir smiled at her and placing his arm around her shoulder, leaned over and gently kissed her forehead. 

“I am sorry mo stor. You are right, why ask you, if I am going to be angry with you? I had no right to upset you that way. I do not want you to feel you cannot tell me what is in your heart. I do love you very much Eavan. I must ask you, and please be honest with me, I shall not become angry. Were you truly afraid to come over to me a moment ago?” Cahir asked her softly, putting his hand on the side of her face.

Eavan’s lips began to tremble once more, as tears slipped softly down her cheeks.

“Yes. Yes I was. I was not sure what you would do,” Eavan answered in a broken whisper.

Cahir looked at her, with a crestfallen expression, taking her in his arms gently. He held her tightly to him, as he softly stroked her hair.

“I am so sorry mo chroi. I never want you to feel that way.  I promise you, I will never raise a hand to you again. You are not a naughty child, I had no right to treat you as such. I would never spank our children in front of anyone, and certainly not as hard as I spanked you. Please forgive me my love,” Cahir pleaded with her softly, kissing her warmly. 

“I forgive you,” Eavan whispered, after pausing for a moment, as she smiled with surprise. 

Cahir then gently brushed her tears from her face.

“Now, mo stor. Tell me why you are so upset today. Did one of your insufferable brothers say something to upset you? Tell me who it was and I shall deal with him,” Cahir said sternly.

Eavan just smiled at his question, as she knew he was not jesting. Even though he had treated her severely before, he would not allow her brothers to tease or annoy her in any way. It would frustrate him when he would see that her father did nothing to stop her brothers from often picking on her. 

She was still feeling delightfully surprised at the change of heart that Cahir just displayed, and wondered what had prompted it. Though at this time she decided not to ask as yet.

“No, it was not my brothers this time Cahir. It was my instructors. I told them how Laurel was pleased with my designs for the floral arrangements and her bridal bouquet. They were not happy at all. First they told me I had no right to show her anything, as they had not met with her yet. And then....and then,” Eavan began to stammer as she started to cry.

“What mo ghra? What did they say to you?” Cahir asked, placing his hand on the side of her face again, speaking in a warm compassionate voice.

“They called me a liar! They said that there was no possible way that the Princess could be happy with the work of an apprentice. And if I continued to show her things I would be dismissed,” Eavan said crying heartbreakingly.

“There, there Eavan. That is ridiculous. I will not allow them to speak to you that way. I was with you when Laurel was speaking of your designs. I actually found her enthusiasm quite amusing. Even if I were not there, why would you lie about this? No, this is unacceptable. No one will call my betrothed a liar. I am a Captain of the Sentinels, second only to the Princes and the King himself. They would dare show this kind of disrespect to you? I will speak to them tomorrow. What did your father say about this?” Cahir spoke indignantly.

“He told me I needed to know my place and to be happy they had not yet dismissed me,” Eavan answered tearfully.

Cahir closed his eyes for a moment in frustration as he held her closer. His heart was breaking at her sorrow, and how she had been treated by both her instructors and her father. He felt pained that he had added to her feelings of helplessness.  He lifted her face and kissed her warmly on her trembling lips. He then allowed her a moment to open her eyes and look at him, as he smiled at her lovingly.

“Your place is by my side, my dear Eavan. No one will speak to you this way again. Is there anything else that you wish to talk about?” Cahir asked, sensing she was holding something back.

Eavan paused for a moment, her soft brown eyes looking sad and frustrated.

“Yes, mo chroi, there is. Mamm has once again requested another delay in our wedding. She wants us to wait until the Planting season, as she feels since our wedding follows Caleb and Laurel’s, it will not get the attention she feels it should have,” Eavan spoke, in a soft sad voice.

Cahir rolled his eyes upward, sighing and cursing under his breath. He looked at Eavan’s expression and smiled at her gently.

“What do you want my dear Eavan? Why is it no one is asking this?” Cahir asked, gently caressing her cheek.

“We have been betrothed for nearly a season. I only wish to be with you mo chroi. I no longer care about a large wedding. It all seems so pointless now. Just the other day I heard the servants whisper, if Mamm gets her way, she will tire you out from waiting, and you will call the marriage off,” Eavan said tearfully.

“You cannot believe dearest, that I would do this?” Cahir asked becoming upset with the entire conversation, and the growing anxiety it was causing Eavan.

“No. I know you would never let that happen. I just no longer know what to do. I do not wish to wait any longer, but I feel we have no choice,” Eavan replied, still sad and distressed.

Cahir kissed her softly and smiled at her reassuringly, his mind made up, with what he had been contemplating for several weeks now, since King Fergus’ generous gift.

“I know what to do my love, and yes we do have a choice. Are you sure you do not care for a lavish wedding? That you only wish to be with me?” Cahir asked her pointedly.

“Yes, that is all that matters now.  I only wish for us to be together. Why do you ask me this Cahir?” she asked, with a bemused expression.

“Do not worry at this time mo stor. I will take care of everything, I only wish to make all this absurdity up to you, my dear Eavan. Go and inform your mother you will be coming home with me this evening, and get your things ready. I will have the servants make us a wonderful supper. Then you can walk about the house and decide how you would like things arranged. You have not had a chance to do that yet. Would you enjoy this?” Cahir asked her warmly.

“Yes I would, as I have not seen all of the house yet, only your room and the front rooms,” Eavan said, her voice becoming excited.

“Very good dearest. Go arrange your things, my love, and I will meet you at the front door.  Pack something pretty to wear for dinner dearest, one of your favourites.  I wish to speak to your father for a moment. Is he in his study at this time?” Cahir asked her softly, stroking her hair.

“He was when I came outside to meet you,” Eavan said looking at him, with a bit of concern.

Cahir was not intimidated by anyone, including her father. His being a Chieftain was of no concern to him. He spoke his mind and did not care if it bothered anyone. Cahir saw her uneasy expression and smiled at her.

“Do not worry for anything mo ghra. My conversation with your father will not cause you to feel fretful. I am simply going to discuss our future plans with him, that is all,” he said, helping her to her feet.

He took her hand and walked with her to the house, Cahir kissed her warmly once more as Eavan turned and walked up the stairs to her room, to pack her bag for the evening. Cahir then walked through the spacious foyer and entered Chieftain Phariss' study. Cahir was happy to find him sitting at his desk, looking over firewood distributions. The Chieftain smiled at Cahir as he entered the room. Phariss had become quite fond of him. He knew how much Cahir had suffered as a youth of only thirteen seasons. He had lost his entire family as a result of a violent village raid, from the Rabkins. His father had been the village Elder. As he was training to be a Sentinel and was Prince Caleb’s best friend, King Fergus made Cahir his ward. He overcame his pain as much as was able, and had ended up becoming a well-trained and respected Captain of the Sentinels. He enjoyed the favor of the royal family as well as the favor of many a fair lady. Then one day while helping Caleb with village visits of the individual Chieftains, did the sweet and lovely Eavan catch is his eye. She was eight seasons his junior, but her calm and charming demeanor, utterly enchanted him. Caleb himself found her in his words, ‘quite adorable,’ encouraged his interest. Cahir found Eavan calmed his sometimes, intense personality, as she was very mild spirited most of the time. The only issue Phariss had with Cahir, was he thought him to be a bit possessive and jealous, concerning his daughter. He did not like to share her attentions, even with her mother, and had no tolerance whatsoever for her brothers. They all found him to be intimidating and unsociable, as Phariss’ five sons were all lighthearted and enjoyed frequent visits to the taverns of Welstone.  

“Well good afternoon my lad. I was hoping to see you before you left. Come sit down. Can I get you a spot of brandy? I am about to have one myself,” Phariss said smiling broadly.

“No thank you Phariss. I came in to speak with you for a moment, concerning Eavan,” Cahir spoke in a low and serious voice.

“Oh, by your expression you seem to be quite concerned. Has the lass gone and sassed you again? I told her mother it was all her fault, and it was bound to happen one day. Her mother is a bit of sassy one herself. When we were first married I cannot tell you how many times I had to take her across my knee. Those lasses from Gwenlais all have that temperament, so she gets it honest,” Phariss said smiling wryly.

Cahir shook his head and chuckled lightly at Phariss’ remark.

“No, no. Nothing like that. Though I do wish to mention that particular time. I feel I was too harsh in how I treated her. Eavan is quite sweet and sensitive, and I should not have reacted as I did. She was simply reacting to being upset, not trying to be spiteful. I apologized to her and promised I would never raise my hand to her again. I wished for you to know this,” Cahir said, with heartfelt conviction.

“Well I do appreciate you telling me this, though I do not feel you needed to. I have this feeling you have been talking to Prince Caleb. Am I correct?” Phariss asked, with a sly grin.

“Yes I have. We had a most insightful conversation,” Cahir answered smiling back.

“I do admire Caleb’s respect for his father’s opinions, and admire his attitude towards the fairer sex. I feel though, he may want to change his mind from time to time, with his little Princess. She is a fiery one, she is,” Phariss laughed, as he remembered Laurel’s display of temper.

“Yes, I completely agree with you, concerning her Highness. She can be very charming, but if there is anyone in need of a good paddling, it is most definitely her. I nearly spanked her myself, as I was her escort while in Gwenlais.  But Caleb adores her and he will not be convinced to do so,” Cahir grinned sardonically. “That however, was not my main reason to wish to speak with you. Eavan has brought it to my attention, that her mother has once again, delayed the day of our wedding,” Cahir spoke, now sounding impatient.

“Ah, yes. I was made aware of it only yesterday. I am sorry Cahir, with all of Maiwen’s plans. I feel she is just trying to keep her little girl as long as she can,” Phariss smiled sadly. 

“I do appreciate Maiwen’s love for her daughter, but you must understand 

Phariss, I too, love Eavan. We love each other. We can no longer be without one another.  It is causing us both a great deal of frustration, and I do not feel that is helping Eavan's, sudden bouts of temper.  She told me herself only a few moments ago, the wedding did not matter to her, she only wished to be with me,” Cahir said, leaning forward in his chair, his eyes intense and filled with emotion.

Phariss smiled at him, a sense of relief filling his heart and mind, with seeing the love that Cahir had for his daughter.

“Tell me what you have in mind my lad,” Phariss said patiently.

“I had Eavan tell her mother that she would be going to spend the evening with me. I am bringing her home Phariss, I will not be bringing her back as just your daughter. The next time she returns she will be my wife. I wish to marry her tonight, with only a Scribe, and Caleb and Laurel present.  Maiwen can have her lovely wedding feast, as I have no objection, only in that it was preventing Eavan and I from finally starting our life together. I have much to offer Eavan, I no longer feel it is fair for us to continue to wait for it to convenience her mother’s moods,” Cahir spoke, trying to be understanding.

“I have no doubt of your love or what you have to offer my lass. The home Fergus gifted you with, is grander and lovelier than the one she grew up in.

I do appreciate you informing me of your intensions, as it was not necessary.

Eavan is well within the age of consent. You do not need my permission,” Phariss said, with respect in his voice.

“I am aware. I simply wanted to be respectful to you as her father. I have already had the Marriage Agreement signed by King Fergus, who gave his blessing over a week ago when I told him of my intent. I have had a Scribe waiting for me to summon him, and Caleb has been doing the same,” Cahir said smiling warmly.

“Well you have my blessing as well my dear lad. Allow me to say goodbye to my daughter, and do not worry, I will not tell her mother until breakfast,” Phariss said, standing up and extending his hand to Cahir.

Cahir stood up and shook Phariss’ hand. “Thank you sir. I will care for and love Eavan with all my heart,” Cahir spoke, with choked back emotion.

“I have no doubt lad. I see your lass waiting for you by the stairs. Let us not keep her waiting,” Phariss said, with twinkling eyes as he led Cahir out into the foyer.

As they walked towards the stairway Eavan smiled contentedly. As she was happy to be spending the evening with Cahir, and leaving the tense emotions of her mother, who refused to come downstairs, not happy Eavan was spending the night with her betrothed. 

“Have a lovely evening my dear, and remember your Papa loves you very much,” Phariss said, smiling with tears in his eyes, as he kissed her tenderly on both cheeks.

“Goodnight Papa. I love you too,” Eavan hugged her father, looking at him with confusion.

Cahir smiled at them both and taking Eavan’s hand, led her out the door, to Cahir’s horse. As they walked out of the front gate, Cahir hugged her to him tightly, then kissed her with a quiet passion, he had never done at her family’s home before.  The kissed left her breathless, as she smiled at him in surprise. He took her bag from her and tied it carefully to the saddle, then lifted her easily on to his horse. He got up in back of her, in one fluid motion, as he pressed his stallion into a quick canter on to the wide path, which led back to the Lodge.  They spoke quietly, discussing the evening together, as Eavan was very excited to be seeing her new home once again.  Time passed quickly as the conversation flowed comfortably, Cahir was more relaxed when they were not in the constant presence of Eavan’s family. He found her brothers irritating, and her mother’s constant interruptions just made him impatient.

“Here we are mo stor, our new home. I cannot wait to show you the entire house. You will be most pleased with it, my love, as it is spacious but very warm and comfortable. This is the very house that Laurel and her family would stay in,” Cahir said smiling warmly as he lifted Eavan down from the horse. 

“Oh Cahir, I had forgotten how grand it is. I am so happy you suggested I stay tonight. Where shall I be sleeping? Have you already chosen a room for me?” Eavan asked, her eyes bright and happy.

“Yes, I have mo chroi. I will take you there now,” Cahir answered, in an ardent and soft voice.

Taking Eavan’s hand he led her into the beautiful and elegant house. It was built adjoining the Great Lodge so its structure and styling was an exact match. It was possible to reach the Great Lodge from the house without having to go out of doors, as they were joined by a large and spacious corridor.  When they entered the house they were both greeted by Grady. 

“Good evening Sire, Miss Eavan. Am I to believe this is to be a special evening tonight?” Grady asked pointedly.

Cahir had informed Grady, who then informed the rest of the household, their Master's intentions.  If he was seen bringing home Eavan once more, it was most assuredly to bring the new Mistress of the House, home.

“Yes, indeed it is Grady. Will you please have someone go and inform Prince Caleb that he and her Highness presence will be requested this evening, and also the friend who has been waiting, will no longer have to,” Cahir said, smiling at Eavan’s curious expressions. 

“Very good Sire, I shall have the cook begin dinner arrangements at once,” Grady said smiling warmly at Eavan, before he disappeared through a side door, leading into the kitchen.

“Come mo stor, let me show you where you will be sleeping,” Cahir spoke warmly, as he led her upstairs.

“You have asked Caleb and Laurel to join us for dinner?” Eavan asked in delight, as they walked up the stairs.

“Yes, I have mo stor. This is to be a special night for you and I, and I wished for them to share it with us,” Cahir answered softly, as he led her to the top of the stairway.

 “I suppose it shall be, as we will be having our first dinner in our new home, and I have never spent the evening here before, only at the Lodge,” Eavan spoke smiling brightly, her eyes dancing and happy.

“Well you will be spending more nights here from now on dearest. Here is where you will be staying,” Cahir said in an ardent soft voice, as he opened the door in front of them and walked into an elegantly furnished spacious room.

Upon entering, Eavan looked about with a bemused expression, as she recognized the room she was in.

“Cahir, is this not your room?” she asked holding her breath, her heart not daring to believe what was happening.

“No mo ghra. This is our room,” Cahir answered in the same quiet voice, placing his hand on the side of her face. “I am granting your wish my dear Eavan. Our wait is over. I spoke with your father before we left and he has given his blessing. My father has already signed the Marriage Agreement, we will be wed tonight mo chroi. As of right now, in the eyes of the marriage laws of Heathwin, we only need sign the agreement ourselves, and we are considered already married. The vow ceremony in front of the Scribe is just that, a ceremony,” Cahir spoke, with quiet passion.

Eavan covered her mouth, to stop her lips from trembling, as tears streamed down her face.

“Are you all right mo stor? Are you not happy?” Cahir asked with concern, as he gently stroked her soft brown hair.

“Oh yes mo chroi. I am very happy,” Eavan whispered, smiling through her tears.

Cahir smiled at her lovingly, as he took her in his arms and kissed her passionately, more passionately than he ever had before.  His mouth exploring hers gently, feeling Eavan warmly complying with his will. Eavan wrapped her arms tightly around Cahir's neck. Wrapping his arms about her waist he lifted Eavan off the floor, and carried her to his bed, placing her down gently, as he lay with her.

“My sweet Eavan, I cannot believe that finally we shall be together mo ghra. Ta ghra agam ort mo stor,” Cahir said passionately, as he continued to kiss her tenderly, caressing her body, as he felt her tremble at his touch.

“Ta ghra agam ort Cahir. I am so very happy, that tonight we shall begin our life together.  But mo ghra,” she asked sweetly, placing her fingers on Cahir’s, searching lips, “should we not wait just a bit more, until tonight to share our love? Will not Caleb and Laurel, as well as the Scribe be here in only a few hours?” smiling at him lovingly, as she saw the passion in his intense blue eyes. “I have brought a pretty dress, as you asked. You have not seen it yet. I wish to look beautiful for you tonight. For our wedding night,” Eavan said smiling, lovelier than Cahir could recall, as he smiled back at her adoringly.

“Of course mo stor. What is a few hours, when compared to a lifetime? I shall have the servants ready a bath for you, than you can make whatever preparations you need to,” Cahir said softly, as he kissed her forehead.

He stood up from the bed, taking her hand to help her sit up, and kissed it lovingly.

“There are a few things I still must prepare myself, so I shall be back soon,” he said as he turned and left the room, turning once more to smile at her before he closed the door.

Eavan smiled again as she sighed deeply, laying back down against the pillows. She looked about the room, and then laughed out loud, at the thought of what the evening would bring.  Cahir smiled happily as he walked down the stairs, his heart and mind feeling at peace and contented with his decision, especially at seeing his beloved Eavan's reaction. As he reached the bottom of the stairs, he was again met by Grady, the tall but portly man, with a soft grey beard, and pale blue, kind eyes. 

“Have you sent word to Price Caleb, Grady?” Cahir asked, his voice relaxed and happy.

“Yes, Sire I have. The front sitting room is also being arranged as you instructed.  I have a question from the cook Sire, as we are not yet familiar with the young lady’s taste. The cook wished to make Miss Eavan’s favourite dessert, but he is unaware of what that would be,” Grady smiled at Cahir warmly, sensing his young Master’s peaceful mood.

“She is quite fond of pudding with sponge cake and berry cordial,” Cahir answered.

“Very good, Sire. Is there anything else I can arrange to make the evening, even more special for you both?” Grady asked, his eyes filled with happiness for them.

“As a matter of fact, you can Grady.  Have a bath prepared for Eavan.  I would like the maids to put clean bed linens on the bed, as well as have fresh flowers brought to the bedroom. Eavan is very fond of roses as well as lilies. She loves all the colors of the Harvest season.  I would like a lovely bouquet made for her this evening. Would it be possible for you to arrange this?” Cahir asked, with happy expectation. 

“I will see to the flowers personally Sire. I shall be back as soon as possible. Will there be anything else?” Grady asked.

Cahir paused thoughtfully for a moment, and then smiled and shook his head.

“No, I suppose not. I have planned this for several weeks now, all that is left for me to do is to be patient and allow my dear Eavan her privacy to allow her to prepare for the evening,” Cahir said laughing lightly.

“I well know how that can be Sire. My wife was late for our wedding, as she needed more time to prepare herself. I was a complete wreck by the time she arrived, I had feared she had changed her mind,” Grady replied laughing heartily. “Ah yes, but to my good fortune she did not. We have been together for over thirty seasons now.  A fine woman she is, much like your dear young lady, sweet and mild tempered. We have been blessed with three children, two daughters and one son, my youngest. I do believe my son has just been assigned to your Patrol, Sire, as he has just finished his training,” Grady mentioned with pride.

Cahir smiled at Grady sharing a bit about his life with him. He was becoming fond of the head servant. Grady had made the home comfortable and was very efficient at running the household. He treated all the staff kindly, but did not allow any slacking of duties. Cahir knew that he would be patient and understanding in helping Eavan to learn of all the duties in running the large house, as he was trained by Lucas himself, the head of the household staff of the Great Lodge.

“What is your son’s name Grady? I will be meeting with the new graduates next week.” Cahir asked.

“Kyran, Sire. After his great, great, grandfather,” Grady answered with pride.

“Kyran? Kyran the Keeper?” Cahir asked in surprise.

“The very one Sire,” Grady said his eyes twinkling.

“That is most impressive Grady. The stories of Kyran the Keeper are legendary. I look forward to meeting your son, and guiding him along,” Cahir said, fascinated to know the lineage of his head servant.

“Thank you for that, Sire. Well, I shall be leaving now to attend to my errands. Concern yourself no longer, I will see that all will be finished for you at the scheduled time,” Grady said warmly, and then walked back into the kitchen to inform the staff of Cahir’s request.

Cahir smiled to himself with a satisfied grin, knowing Eavan's pompous instructors would be the ones to arrange the flowers and the bouquet for her.

 

“Laurel. Darling are you still in there?” Caleb asked, as he knocked lightly on the bath door, adjacent to his room.

“Um...yes. I shall be finished in a moment,” came the soft reply.

“Very good. When you are done, please come in here, I need to talk with you,” Caleb answered her back, as he walked over to his wardrobe. 

A few moments later, Caleb turned to see Laurel coming into his room, her hair in a loose braid, still damp from her bath, wearing a simple tunic dress. He smiled at her bemused expression, as she walked towards him.

“Is something wrong Caleb?” Laurel asked, with a bit of concern.

“No my love, not at all. I have just been given word that the event that Cahir has been planning for the last several weeks is finally going to take place,” Caleb said, smiling warmly as he pulled out a formal jacket from his wardrobe.

“And what event would that be?” Laurel asked curiously, wondering why Caleb would be taking out his formal jacket.

“Do you remember when I told you that Father gave Cahir and Eavan, the guest house your family used on their visits?” Caleb asked, putting down the jacket and holding Laurel by her waist.

“Yes I do. It is a lovely house. I always enjoyed staying there,” Laurel replied, smiling at Caleb’s apparent excitement over something he had still failed to mention.

“Well it seems that Cahir has arranged for him and Eavan to finally be wed, tonight in fact. He has requested that you and I be present to witness it, as there will only be us and a Scribe there, and Aiden if he is available. They have been betrothed for nearly an entire season now. Evidently they have both decided they have waited long enough,” Caleb explained, smiling at her surprised expression.

“I think that is lovely. I am a bit surprised he invited me also,” Laurel spoke enthused, and a bit taken aback.

“Why would you be dearest? Cahir is quite fond of you Laurel, he is very happy you like Eavan as much as you do. He just feels you are a bit too bold at times,” Caleb said laughing lightly.

“He called me a brat Caleb, and told me you needed to spank me,” Laurel mentioned with a pout.

“You must admit mo stor, you did give him a hard time while he was in Gwenlais. And you most certainly can be a bit naughty at times. That however does not mean he does not like you. He was quite impressed with you at the trial, but he was frustrated you would not heed either mine or his advice about needing an escort. As I told you he is not used to dealing with strong willed females,” Caleb replied, giving her a wry grin.

“Very well. Oh! I need to change! I cannot wear this to a wedding. What of Eavan? We are almost identical in stature and size. Does she need a dress? I have brought all of mine. Perhaps I should bring her several to try. Then she would have more of a choice,” Laurel offered, becoming enthusiastic.

“I am sure Eavan has all that she needs. Now go start to get ready yourself. Imagin is not here, which means it will take you an eternity to make up your mind,” Caleb grinned at her, as he turned her towards his door, giving her backside a swat.

“Ouch! That is not true. I am more than capable of making up my mind. I still feel however I should bring a few dresses with me to show Eavan,” Laurel replied, as she turned around to speak.

“Yes, and I am beginning to feel I should take Cahir’s advice concerning you,” Caleb came back impatiently, taking out a shirt from his wardrobe.

Laurel sighed in mock exasperation, rolling her eyes and walking out of the room.

“Fine,” she said sighing once again, as she left.

Caleb looked up shaking his head and laughed quietly at her. After he had dressed, Caleb sat down at his desk, looking over the Patrol schedule for the next mission. He knew Laurel would still not be finished dressing, as he already saw earlier her enthusiasm was getting the best of her. He waited for a little over an hour and then walked across the corridor to Laurel’s room, and knocked softly on her door. A moment went by before Laurel opened the door, looking embarrassed and frustrated, wearing her pale rose colored robe over her undergarments.

“Dearest, why are you not yet dressed?” Caleb asked, her in a soft voice that was tinged with impatience, as he leaned in the doorway. 

“Well....I feel I just have too many choices,” she began. “Come and help me decide,” Laurel said blushingly, as she took his hand and led him into her room.

Caleb grinned at her sardonically, as he walked into her room. He stopped in surprise to see that her bed was literally covered in dresses of all design and color. He looked at her, his face not hiding his irritation.

“Do you mean to tell me you have tried on all of these dresses, and not one of them suited you?” he asked sounding exasperated.

“Well of course I have not tried them all on. Really Caleb, you can be so silly,” Laurel answered back, with an equally irked tone.

“So I am the one who is silly? I have been dressed for over an hour my dear girl. Then I come in here and find you still have been unable to make up your mind,” Caleb responded chiding her, and no longer smiling. 

“There is much for me to think about in choosing the right dress. I do not want to pick something too grand, so as not to be distracting. Yet if I pick something too simple it could be taken as being rude as to the importance of the event. I could pick a color too similar, or a style of dress that looks too much like Eavan’s. Because it is a simple affair, should I wear something suitable for the day or should it be more formal for evening, as it will be at dinner time?” Laurel asked in a frustrated voice.

Caleb rolled his eyes upward, looking more impatient than ever. He took her hand again and led her over to the bed, pulling her along a bit rudely. 

“Come with me, and let us get this over with. I will choose a few, and then you can decide from my choices. It that agreeable with you?” he asked, with growing frustration.

“It is fine, but you do not have to be so grumpy,” Laurel answered him back pouting slightly, her eyes becoming stormy.

“I am about to become a lot grumpier if you do not make up your mind within a reasonable amount of time.  Now stop pouting and look at my choices,” Caleb said in a scolding tone. “Here this one is nice,” he said holding up a pale yellow dress with sheer sleeves.

“No, that is a dress to wear in warm weather, during the Growing season” Laurel replied, shaking her head.

“Alright, how about this one?” Caleb held up a dress of soft brown, with red colored trim on the full sleeves.

“No, it is too old, I am quite sick of it,” Laurel answered with disinterest. 

Caleb looked at her with a scowl, as he picked out another, which she also rejected. He chose six others, all she turned down. In his frustration, Caleb picked up all the dresses she had disregarded, and threw them on a pile on the floor. She looked over at him completely aghast.

“You are getting rid of all of those tomorrow. If you have that many dresses in your wardrobe you despise, then I will have new ones made for you. This is ridiculous, they are just taking up space. Now, I am picking out one more dress, if you reject that, I will drag you to the house in just your robe,” Caleb said scoldingly 

“Caleb you are being so mean!” Laurel retorted, her voice shaking with frustration, walking away from him to the other side of the bed.

“Yes, Caleb you are so mean! Why are you mean this time?” Aiden suddenly interrupted, as he walked in smiling, greatly amused.  

“Because I no longer have the patience to deal with someone who cannot pick out one simple dress to wear to Cahir’s impromptu nuptials to Eavan. You are invited to come also, by the way,” Caleb answered as he looked over at Laurel with a frown, as she folded her arms, and turned away from him pouting.

Aiden smiled sadly as he looked over at Laurel, whose eyes were starting to tear up, her face flushing with her rising temper.

“I am happy for Cahir. I do not blame him for putting an end to all the delaying. Please give him and Eavan my best, but I promised Owain I would take him to the tavern tonight. He finally told his mother to get over herself, and he was going to have an ale at the tavern whether she liked it or not,” Aiden said as he walked over to the bed, looking at the dresses that were strewn all over.

“What tavern would that be?” Caleb asked a bit anxiously.

“The Blue Dragon of course. Do not worry Caleb. I will not allow Elsa and her companions to get him their clutches. We will only be there long enough to have no more than two pints. Then we will be going to Remy’s house all night to play Tablut with a group from Patrol, and of course all his sons-in-law. That is where I will get the boy properly sozzled. That is my reason for being here, I wish to borrow your Tablut board. You were not in your room, and then I heard how mean you were, so I came in here,” Aiden replied smiling broadly, as he began looking aimlessly through the dresses.

“Yes that is fine, just bring it all back please,” Caleb answered still frustrated.

“Of course, no problem. So what seems to be the trouble love? You are standing over there looking quite dejected,” Aiden asked, directing his attention over to Laurel.

“Because your brother is being impossible,” Laurel answered curtly, still not looking at Caleb.

“I am being impossible? I picked out nine dresses and you promptly rejected every one of them. Now you have the nerve to stand over there, pouting like a child, and giving me that...well that look that you give. And you expect me to not be frustrated, when I gave you well over an hour to make up your mind in the first place,” Caleb answered, scolding her once again. 

Laurel looked at him completely incensed at his words, angry tears running down her face. She walked around the bed and quickly began to leave the room. 

“Just where do you think you are going? Come back here and pick out a wretched dress,” Caleb demanded, as he looked at her with surprise as she was leaving. 

“Pog mo thoin!” Laurel said angrily in old speak, as she ran across the corridor.

Aiden laughed in surprise at her remark.

“What did you say?! Did you just tell me to kiss your ass?” Caleb asked in an angry tone, as he followed her out of the room. 

He watched as she ran into his room and went straight into the bath slamming the door on him, he could hear her lock from the other side.

“Laurel! Laurel open the door, we do not have time for this nonsense!”

Caleb demanded again, talking angrily through the door.

“OH piss amach!” Laurel’s muffled voice, could be heard saying.

“Now she has just told me to piss off! Did you teach her that?” Caleb asked Aiden, who now laughing heartily at the entire drama was unfolding in front of him.

“Of course I did. You would not have. You teach her all the sweet endearments, and I will teach her all the more useful expressions,” Aiden said gleefully. “Now, really though, what is the problem?” Aiden asked, as he composed himself.

“I told you. It has taking her almost two hours to pick out a dress and she is being ridiculous. I have lost all patience from this nonsense.  And I do not care how annoyed you are, you are still coming with me!” Caleb yelled, into the door.

“Well that will certainly help,” Aiden spoke, with a light laugh.

“It really does not matter. I can take the poker from the fireplace and pry the lock off,” Caleb said in a quieter tone. “Then I will drag her foul little mouth back to her room, and pull a dress over her head myself if I have to,” Caleb continued, as he glared at the door.

“You will both be in a perfect mood to attend the wedding of your best friend,” Aiden replied, with a knowing grin.

“Fine what do you suggest? I am completely out of ideas,” Caleb sighed in exasperation, as he drew his hand through this hair.

“Come with me back to her room, I will help you pick out something. Then come back in here and beg and whine like a dog, and then she will open the door. You will hand her the dress, ask her to put it on, tell her how beautiful she looks, and then you will both get your way,” Aiden explained as they walked back into Laurel’s room.

“How is my begging like a dog getting us both our way?” Caleb asked in an irritated voice.

“Because you had to beg, to get her to come out, she will feel she has won the argument. She comes out, looking lovely, willingly goes with you, then you get what you want. Really Caleb, have you learned nothing from watching Mother and Father all these seasons? He constantly looks like he is giving in, but does he not always seem to get what he wants? Look at the way Mother dotes on him. Does he really looked all that henpecked to you?” Aiden asked with a wink.

“You are an absolute genius. You do know that?” Caleb asked grinning wryly at him, hitting him roughly on the arm.

“Yes I am. Here, this is the one,” Aiden said, as he handed Caleb a lovely dress of deep blue, with a fitted but high bodice of contrasting deep rose, with a flowing skirt. 

“You bastard! This is perfect. How did you do this?” Caleb asked, holding the dress in amazement.

“It is unusual, but understated. She looks lovely in either color, and I saw her wear it once. I just have a gift at remembering when a woman looks particularly striking in something,” Aiden replied smirking. 

“Yes, I remember it as well. She does look quite lovely in it,” Caleb said shaking his head. “Here, the tavern visit is on me,” Caleb smiled as he reached into his pocket, and pulled out a money pouch.

“Thank you old man. I will just grab your board and then you can commence to groveling. I expect full details tomorrow,” Aiden said, as he made his way out the door.

“Yes, likewise my good fellow,” Caleb called out, as he heard Aiden laugh.

Caleb gave Aiden a moment to retrieve the Tablut board from his room, before going back himself. After a bit, he went back into his room and then shut the door. He walked over to the door leading into the bath, taking a deep breath he then knocked softly.

“Laurel, dearest please open the door. I have a dress for you, that I think you will like,” Caleb said, in a warm voice.

“Why do you not use the poker and open it yourself?” Laurel retorted back curtly, her voice sounding as if she were crying.

“Heard that did you? I would rather not mo stor. Please Laurel, open the door, so that I can talk to you,” Caleb requested calmly.

“I do not want to talk,” Laurel replied back, in a shaking voice.

Caleb leaned his head against the door and sighed deeply. He began to feel badly about losing his temper. This was only the fourth day she had been in Heathwin, and was no doubt still feeling tired and overwhelmed by her move from Gwenlais. 

“Mo ghra, you do not have to talk. Just unlock the door, so I can come in and hold you. I can hear you crying dearest, I do not want you to be in there all alone,” Caleb spoke with concern.

He waited for a moment to see how she would respond to his request. He sighed again with relief as he heard the soft click of the door being unlocked. Caleb did not open the door immediately, as he was not sure what Laurel would do. When she did not come out, Caleb opened the door slowly and walked in, looking about to see where she was. He looked over sadly when he found her sitting on the floor next to the fireplace. Laurel had her arms around her raised knees, as she rested her forehead against them. Her long hair falling forward covering her face like a veil, as her shoulders shook with her tears.  Caleb walked over quietly and sat down next to her as he gently stroked her hair.  He then leaned over and gently kissed her temple. Giving a shaking sigh, Laurel sat up and looked at him with tear filled eyes, her face flush with emotion.

“I am sorry I cursed at you again,” Laurel spoke, in a trembling whisper. 

“Come here my love,” Caleb whispered, as he pulled Laurel on to his lap and held her in his arms. “I am sorry I lost my patience Laurel. It was a silly argument, we should not have had. Though Aiden did find it amusing,” Caleb said smiling, as she giggled at his last remark. “You do not have to go with me if you do not wish. I will inform Cahir and Eavan you are simply exhausted from the move. They will understand,” Caleb told her in a soft reassuring voice, as he gently caressed her arm as Laurel leaned into his chest.

“No, I will go Caleb. I am quite fond of Eavan, and I do appreciate that Cahir wished me to be there,” Laurel said quietly as she sighed softly beginning to calm down. “Where is the dress you brought for me?” she asked, sitting up to look at him.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as he brushed her hair out of her face.

“I placed it on my bed. Would you like to go and see it now?” Caleb asked, before he kissed her forehead.

“In a moment,” Laurel said as she put her arms around Caleb’s neck and leaned into him once more. “I must confess you were right,” she said meekly.

“About what dearest?” Caleb asked, as he kissed her temple again.

“That I have too many dresses I do not like. I have not had anything new in almost four seasons. Father felt I had too many. The only new things I have are my doe med and Ollam tunics,” Laurel answered.

“Well that will not do. I will certainly speak with Mother to have her seamstress come to see you. My mother will be ecstatic as she will finally have a girl to dress,” Caleb replied, with a laugh. 

“I am not sure what I should do with the old dresses I have, as there really is nothing wrong with them,” Laurel mentioned thoughtfully.

“They will go to good use dearest. The last missions before winter, the Patrols go to the more remote territories, and we bring donations of food, clothing, and blankets, and whatever else can be used for daily life. These areas seem to need the assistance more than others. So your dresses will most assuredly be appreciated,” Caleb informed her.

“I was not aware of this. Do you mean, whatever you receive from Gwenlais, you also use to assist others?” Laurel asked in a surprised tone.

“Yes. This has been done since Father became King. He began doing this when I was fourteen seasons, and he came across a village desperately needy, and not prepared for the coming winter. ‘There is far too much needless suffering’, he would tell my mother. So just before the final missions, things are gathered to be distributed to where they were needed,” Caleb explained smiling at her facial expression, as she looked both moved and surprised, at hearing this. 

“Well if that is what my old dresses will be used for, than I can donate much more than just the nine,” Laurel replied smiling.

“You do not have to give everything away,” Caleb said with a laugh. “I meant what I said about having new dresses made for you, but they will take time to make,” Caleb smiled, as he absently tucked a strand of her behind Laurel's ear again.

“Oh I know, but as you have seen, I have plenty I can still work with,” Laurel answered, pausing thoughtfully for a moment. “I suppose I should go to see what you have found for me to wear,” Laurel looked up into Caleb’s eyes smiling sheepishly.

“Yes, I suppose you should. I will require a kiss first, or I will not be able to let you go,” Caleb said, in a low deep voice, putting his arms around her in a tight embrace.

Laurel smiled at him impishly and gave him a very quick and discreet peck on the cheek. Caleb narrowed his eyes slightly, grinning at her wryly.

“What was that supposed to be?” he asked her sarcastically.

“A kiss,” Laurel answered beginning to giggle, at his expression.

“Oh really? I have seen people kiss their grandmothers with more emotion. You really do not want to get up do you?” Caleb asked with a warning tone, though still smiling.

“No not really. I am quite comfortable,” Laurel answered with a laugh.

“Well my legs are beginning to fall asleep, so either give me what I asked for, or I shall have no choice but to push you off my lap, and on to the floor,” Caleb said in the warning tone once again, smiling roguishly. 

“Oh very well Sire,” Laurel rolled her eyes in mock annoyance.

As she leaned in to comply with his request, Caleb placed his hand at the back of her neck, his fingers gently caressing her. Their kisses were soft and warm at first, but soon became more ardent and passionate, as they released the pent up frustrated feelings of earlier. 

“I think we would be much more comfortable in my room mo ghra,” Caleb said, in a deep low voice.

Laurel smiled at him sweetly, not speaking, as she slowly stood trembling with emotion. Caleb then stood up and taking Laurel by the hand, led her back into his room. He walked over to his desk, and unbuttoning his jacket, placed it over a chair. He smiled enticingly at Laurel and walked over to her, taking her hand once again, walking over to his bed.

“Come here, mo chailin milis,” Caleb whispered seductively in old speak, his favourite term of endearment.

Taking Laurel by her waist he lifted her suddenly and lay her down on the bed, causing her to gasp lightly in surprise. He laid down next to her, turning her over on her side to face him, as he began to kiss her once again.

Untying her robe, Caleb reached his hand inside to grasp her waist, and pull Laurel closer to him. He then moved his lips down her neck and began to kiss her through the light material of her fitted chemise. Laurel whimpered softly in response to his ardent attention.

“Should.....should we not start to get ready Caleb?” Laurel asked in a breathless whisper, as she brought her hands up to run though his hair.

“In a few moments mo stor. Does this not feel pleasant? Does it not make you feel loved?” Caleb asked her, in soft deep voice.

“Oh...yes Caleb. Yes it does,” Laurel answered back lovingly.

“Good, that is all I wanted.  Let me love you a few moments more, and then we shall get ready to leave,” Caleb replied in the same soft voice, as he kissed her neck once again.

Feeling her body tremble against him, Caleb slowly relaxed his affectionate attentions, until he just held her in his arms. He listened to her exhale deeply as she lay her head against his chest, her arm draped over his waist. 

“How are you feeling now dearest?” Caleb asked as he kissed Laurel's forehead.

“Much better now Caleb. Though I do feel as if I have not stopped moving for nearly a week,” Laurel giggled tiredly.

“My poor girl. That is because, you have been moving, for nearly a week,” Caleb replied sympathetically as he held her closer. “Here is what I propose, seeing as your bed is covered in dresses, and I have not told anyone to move them as yet. After we return from Cahir and Eavan's ceremony, you will spend the night with me again, and tomorrow we shall do absolutely nothing. You can sleep as long as you like, I will have breakfast brought in for you. Have the servants prepare you a lovely bath, with roses and candles, all the...well female things, women seem to find necessary, for a proper bath. How does that sound?” Caleb asked, smiling adoringly at her.

“Mmm, it sounds wonderful. I wish it were morning already,” Laurel replied snuggling into his side. 

“Well, let us not rush things too much. Here, let me show you the dress now,” Caleb said sitting up and getting out of the bed, handed Laurel the dress.

“Oh, I love this dress. I wore it one day, the last week I was in Gwenlais,” Laurel said smiling with surprise. “This was a very good choice Sire. It is one of my favourites,” Laurel spoke in an animated tone, as she smiled sweetly at him, getting out of the bed.

“I would love to take credit, but Aiden is the one who picked it out. He remembered when you wore it.  You could not however decide it was one of your favourites two hours ago?” Caleb asked, grinning mordantly.

“It is no matter, I shall go change,” Laurel said, blatantly ignoring his question, then stopped and looked around for a moment. “Where should I change?” she asked.

“Just go back into the bath. All your brushes are in there, seeing is how I have mussed your hair up a bit. We do not have to go outside to get to the house, so you can still wear your silk slippers you have on.  Now hurry up and change, before I end throwing you on the bed again, you are looking far too tempting in your undergarments,” Caleb said smiling wickedly.

Laurel eyes widened and she blushed, as she realized her robe was wide open.  She smirked with an embarrassed expression and hurriedly went back into the bath. When she reentered Caleb’s room, she was smiling and waiting for his response. Her hair was pulled back just in the front, as the rest cascaded down her back like a warm chestnut colored waterfall. Caleb was just finishing buttoning his jacket, as he looked up and grinned at her appearance. He found her utterly enticing, tantrums and all. He could not resist her when she vulnerable and soft spoken. Now standing before him looking lovely and happy, he envied Cahir, for being able to soon claim his dear Bride the way he wished to claim Laurel. Caleb just sighed however, as he looked at her adoringly, their day would come soon enough, he was now content to finally have her with him in Heathwin. Laurel walked up to him and began to lightly finger the buttons on the front of his jacket, the steel grey color, making his eyes more intense.

“You look very handsome Sire, every bit the Prince,” Laurel said demurely.

“Thank you my Princess. I feel a bit sorry for the Bride, as you are looking quite fetching this evening,” Caleb replied, his deep voice reaching her ear like a tender kiss, as he caressed her cheek.

“I am happy you feel that way, as you will be the only one who will notice,” Laurel looked up smiling knowingly.

“Yes, I dare say you are correct in your assumption. If Cahir has reached the point of whisking Eavan away from her home to marry her tonight, well his attentions will be quite limited to only her,” Caleb spoke with a laugh.

“Is that not what Ione and Rian did as well?” Laurel asked curiously as Caleb took her hand and walked her out of the room.

“Yes, it was right after I returned from bringing you home to Gwenlais for the last time. Rian is in my Patrol as you know, when he had just finished with caring for his Hunter, Ione suddenly shows up at the Keeper House, and then throws her arms around him and tells him she can wait no longer. 

Rian of course was more than willing to concede to her request, as Ione showed him the Marriage Agreement, all signed by Father. They went home and, well then it was done, they were married. They live in Ione’s father’s house, as she is a Princess, it was her right to claim it,” Caleb explained smiling at Laurel, who was paying rapt attention as they walked down the stairs.

“So it is only the King’s children that live in the Great Lodge itself?” Laurel asked thoughtfully.

“Yes, that is correct. I of course could live anywhere I choose, but after we became betrothed, I thought you might want to live at the Lodge, as you are familiar with it, at least for a little while. If you would like to live in one of the other homes adjacent to the Lodge, we could if you wish,” Caleb mentioned smiling at her warmly.

“I am very happy to live here at the Lodge, Caleb, certainly for the time being. I guess it all depends how many children we have,” Laurel giggled and blushed at her own remark.

Caleb laughed at her, a bit surprised by her comment as well.

“Yes, I suppose it does, though you will never hear Mother complain about that,” Caleb replied still laughing.

“I do have another question,” Laurel said in a quieter tone, as they made their way through a side door at the back of the Hall.

When entering, Laurel was surprised at how large and well-lit the corridor was, smoothly placed tiles on the floor, and with lanterns hung the entire length as far as she could see.

“What is your question my love?” Caleb asked, amused by her distraction, as she had never been here before.

He had forgotten how unaware she was with the vastness of the Great Lodge, and how it was always being maintained or some other room, or building added to it. The kitchen itself was greatly enlarged to accommodate the large family gatherings, as well as preparing for Caleb and Laurel’s wedding.

“You mentioned how, when Ione and Rian went home, having the Marriage Agreement signed, it was done. What does that mean? Was there a Scribe waiting for them at home?” Laurel asked guilelessly.

“No,” Caleb answered, laughing lightly. “The laws here in Heathwin require that the Marriage Agreements, must have the King’s signature. They already received, Father’s blessing. Once the Agreements are signed, the Bride and Groom go home, consummate the relationship, and in the eyes of the law, you are then married. It allows those who do not wish to have a wedding feast or to marry quickly to do so. The Scribes and the vows are just a ceremony, as most couples recite vows to each other privately anyway. The Scribes will record the marriage has taken place when they are given the signed Marriage Agreement. It is exactly how it would have been for us dearest, when I asked you to marry me after the trial,” Caleb explained patiently.

“It all sounds so lovely and simple. To just go home and declare your love for each other, and then be married. I wished we could have done so, without it causing so much trouble,” Laurel spoke in a wistful voice.

Caleb looked down at her as they continued to walk down the corridor, smiling at her expression.

“I wished that things could have been that simple for us as well my love. I wanted nothing more than to keep you home with me and make you my wife,” Caleb said in a soft voice, as he stopped walking and took her in his arms, recalling the moment he did not wish to return her to Gwenlais.

“Oh, I know Caleb, I do not mean to sound as if I am complaining. I am aware that our responsibilities do not allow for such things. I sometimes just find myself feeling sad, that it is the union of our Kingdoms, and not the joining of our hearts that seems to be the purpose of our wedding,” Laurel spoke, smiling up at him, laying her hands against his chest.

Caleb reached down and caressed her face and then gently kissed her lips.

“It is my purpose my darling, it is all that I think of,” Caleb replied in a voice just above a whisper. “Those that love us and know us best, feel the same way,” Caleb spoke, in a warm reassuring voice.

Caleb then hugged her tightly to him, feeling content and peaceful as he felt her small arms around his waist. Kissing the top of Laurel’s head he pulled her away to look at her.

“Come along mo ghra, we do not want to keep them waiting for too long. If I know Cahir he is already pacing about,” Caleb said, as he took Laurel’s hand once again and continued to walk down the long corridor. 

As they occasionally looked out a window, to see the lantern lighters going about the grounds, illuminating the walkways and pathways, surrounding the Great Lodge.

 

Eavan finished dressing, giving herself one more, self-satisfied look in the mirror. Her dress was a soft forest green, with a rich brown velvet overlay, with gold trim at the sleeves and hemline. The bodice was lightly boned, with forest green lace at the open neckline, dipping just enough to give a hint of her feminine form. Her long brown hair, unadorned, fell softly past her waist. The maids assigned to preparing the bedroom, smiled at her warmly. They had just finished making the bed, then one of the maids took a rose from one of the many arrangements and strew rose petals on the bed. Eavan smiled brightly and thanked them for their efforts, they gave a quick curtsy and left her to herself. In a few moments she would go downstairs to meet Cahir in the front room, and then they would finally be wed. She was surprised by her calmness, she did not feel anxious as she thought she might, just a contented peacefulness. Eavan looked about the room, almost ready to leave, when there was a knock.

“Come in,” she requested quietly. 

To her surprise and delight it was Cahir, smiling as he entered, holding a square small wooden box. He was dressed in his formal steel grey 

Sentinel jacket. She trembled at the sight of him, looking very much like a Prince. The color of his jacket only enhancing the ice blue of his eyes, his beard had been just trimmed, close to his face, softening his angular jaw.

His dark wavy hair cropped short, as Eavan preferred it that way. She also liked his beard, “As long as it is neat and close to your face,” she had told him.

“You look like a vision mo ghra,” he said in a soft deep voice, his eyes drinking in the sight of her. “I have something for you, which will look well with anything you wear, or nothing at all,” he added, smiling roguishly as he handed her the box.

Eavan took the box with trembling hands, looking up at him and smiling with expectation, as to what the gift would be. Opening the box slowly, she gasped lightly, at its contents. A lovely woven silver chain, with a heart shaped ice blue crystal pendant, at its center. Eavan looked up at him her eyes wide and glistening with happy tears.

“Do you like it my sweet Eavan?” Cahir asked her softly. “It is your matrimony necklace.”

“Oh, Cahir. It is more beautiful than I could have imagined,” Eavan answered in a shaking whisper, filled with love.

Cahir had asked her to sketch out a design for her matrimony necklace, almost six months ago. She had forgotten, how lovely it would be.

“Here, let me put it on your neck mo stor, your hands are shaking too much,” Cahir requested, laughing lightly at her reaction. 

Cahir took the necklace from Eavan's trembling fingers, and then gently placed it around her neck, fastening it securely.  Eavan then walked over to the mirror to admire her token of Cahir's love and devotion, touching it gingerly. Cahir walked up in back of her, caressing the length of her arms, and kissing her temple.

“It is so lovely Cahir. I shall wear it with pride,” Eavan whispered, her voice filled with emotion.

Cahir smiled at her adoringly as he turned her to face him. Leaning down he kissed her passionately but tenderly.

“Come mo chroi. Let us go downstairs, to begin our life together,” he replied lovingly, as he took her hand and led her out of the room.

Caleb and Laurel entered the house through a side door that brought them to the roomy foyer.  A maid walked over to greet them and led them to the front room, to find Cahir and Eavan already waiting for them.  The two couples exchanged warm greetings, Eavan proudly showing Laurel her matrimony necklace, as Laurel did the same.

“Your necklace is so lovely and unusual Laurel. I have never seen a stone of this color,” Eavan said with a curious expression as she lightly touched the stone pendant. 

“No one has Eavan. When I put it on it changed from a soft grey to this color. It was amazing to see it change before my eyes. And your necklace Eavan, it is so beautiful,” Laurel exclaimed admiringly. “I find it curious that the crystal is the same blue as Cahir’s eyes,” she said, with a bright smile.

“Yes, it is exactly how I wished it to be. I still cannot believe this is happening. I feel as if I am dreaming,” Eavan said laughing unable to contain her happiness.

“No, you are very much awake mo ghra. As my impatience with the fact the Scribe has not yet arrived will attest to,” Cahir replied, a bit grumpily.

“Calm down Cahir. He did have to come here all the way from the House of Records. It is a good ride from there to the Lodge,” Caleb said with a broad smile, patting Cahir’s shoulder reassuringly. 

“Yes I know. Grady has still not arrived with the Bridal bouquet yet,” Cahir spoke sounding increasingly impatient.

“You have gotten me a bouquet?” Eavan asked in delighted surprise.

“Of course mo stor. Every Bride must have a bouquet, or so I am told,” Cahir answered, touching the side of her face lovingly.

Just then both Grady and the Scribe entered the room, smiling happily at the couple. Grady handed Eavan her beautiful bouquet of roses, lilies, ornate grasses, and tree leaves. It was all the colors of the Harvest season. Deep oranges, gold, burgundy, and rich brown hues. Eavan was delighted as she touched the delicate flower petals with trembling fingertips. 

“Oh Cahir! It is more beautiful than I could have wished for,” Eavan spoke in a shaking voice, her eyes filled with happy tears.

“I would love to take credit mo ghra, but I must give Grady that honor,” Cahir replied, looking over at Grady thankfully.

“Not at all Sire. I simply told the old crones at the floral house, that is was to be for Cahir’s Bride. It had better be suitable for a Lady of her station, seeing Miss Eavan is to become the wife of a Sentinel Captain. I wish you could have seen the looks on their arrogant faces my Lady. It was worth having to wait extra for them to get it just right,” Grady said, with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Well my dear friends, are we ready to begin the wedding ceremony?” the Scribe asked, smiling warmly as he suddenly walked into the room.

The Scribe was in the simple traditional attire of most in his profession, not having time to change into the more formal garb.  He wore a soft brown colored robe, with gold trim, signifying he was an Elder Scribe. His grey hair was cut short and close, but his beard was full and flowing, but still neatly trimmed. His deep blue eyes crinkled as he smiled.  Cahir and Eavan smiled at each other as they held hands and stood before the Scribe. The entire vow ceremony was done in old speak, as Cahir and Eavan were both fluent in it. Laurel was moved by the beauty and rhythm in which they spoke their vows to each other. Caleb whispered what they were saying to one another. 

“I truly wish to recite our vows in old speak also, Caleb,” Laurel whispered to him.

“I do as well my love. We shall practice,” Caleb whispered back warmly.

The ceremony was over in a short time ending with the Bride and Groom, sealing their vows with a loving kiss. The entire house staff that was standing quietly behind them, broke into applause and happy cheers.

Cahir and Eavan turned and smiled graciously at them.

“Now Sire. I have prepared for you both, a feast fit for a king. It will be out shortly,” the cook announced as he quickly left to finish the final preparations. 

Cahir directed all of them into the formal dining room. The large table had lovely heavy high backed chairs that were ornately carved.  The table had been set with the formal dishes given to the couple by Queen Alana, as a pre wedding gift.  It was filled with flowers and two large candelabras were placed in the center.  As everyone was seated, the servers suddenly entered the room. Carrying platters and trays filled with many fine dishes that were prepared in celebration for the new couple. The cook himself proudly carried a large platter that had a whole roasted gork on it. It was placed in the middle of the table. The couples all gasped in delighted surprise.  Gork was a small animal that inhabited the woodlands and fields of both Heathwin and Gwenlais. It had a long upturned snout, and short legs.  With thick wooly, mud colored hair, and small curved horns on either side of its comically large head. It was a rather unattractive animal, but was prized by all, for its rich succulent meat. Once found only in the wild, but were now raised by two proud farmers in Gwenlais, exclusively. King Fergus always had a standing order of at least thirty of the stout little animals for every supply and harvest delivery.

“You have truly outdone yourself this evening Mathias!” Cahir exclaimed, as the cook smiled proudly at the full table.

“Thank you Sire. Please enjoy your meal. When you are finished I will have tea and dessert brought out. I dare say my Lady you will find it especially to your liking,” Mathias said smiling at Eavan, as he turned to leave.

The two young couples enjoyed their meal, as lively conversation was carried on with a festive air. Caleb and Laurel would smile warmly as Cahir and Eavan would often stop talking and steal passionate kisses in between their meal.  After they had finished their dinner, the cook himself once again came in to serve Eavan’s favourite dessert in a large beautiful crystal bowl. It was a rich pudding made with fresh harvest seasonal berries and wild berry cordial, as well as a freshly baked sponge cake, layered throughout the pudding. 

“Oh my dear husband, you remembered!” Eavan said joyfully, as Cahir reached over to kiss her hand, his eyes warm and loving at Eavan calling him her husband.

When the meal came to a glorious and satisfied end, Cahir directed everyone into the large front room, where the ceremony had been held.

A fire had just been lit in the copious fireplace, fragrant balsam wood had been added. Two plush couches faced each other with an elegant oval low table in between. Cahir directed everyone to make themselves comfortable, as he walked over to a wall cabinet and brought out a decanter of port with two glasses for him and Caleb. Then sitting down next to his new Bride he poured himself and Caleb a drink.

“Thank you both for coming this evening. It seemed only fitting to share our special event with good friends,” Cahir said graciously, raising his glass to Caleb and Laurel.

“It was a lovely ceremony. I was moved by how beautiful the marriage vows sound in old speak. Caleb and I plan to do the same,” Laurel exclaimed happily.

“Do you? Well my dear Laurel, I am quite impressed. It will be quite an undertaking,” Cahir smiled at her in surprise.

“I told Laurel as quickly as she caught on with cursing in Kedesh, old speak should not be that difficult for her,” Caleb said with a wry grin, looking over at Laurel, who just blushed and smirked back at him.

Cahir and Eavan both laughed at his remark.

“Is it true Laurel that my father actually asked you when you plan on giving Caleb an heir?” Eavan asked, with a giggle.

“Oh yes he did. Phinny was furious. Though not as angry as he was at Chieftain Remy,” Laurel answered, shaking her head.

“Yes, what did that old badger say to cause such an uproar? Phariss did not tell me that,” Cahir asked.

“He asked Laurel if she was a virgin,” Caleb asked smiling sardonically.

Cahir and Eavan burst out laughing, as Laurel grinned in an embarrassed expression.

“That rude old dog! I mean really! It is more than obvious after you meet her,” Cahir said, as he tried to compose himself.

“How is it so obvious?” Laurel asked, sounding a bit insulted.

Her question only caused Caleb and Cahir to laugh even more, which made Laurel look at both of them with an affronted pout. Eavan smiled at her sympathetically, then stood up and took her hand, as she began to lead her towards the wide arched doorway. 

“I am going to show Laurel about the house now. I wish to share with her my ideas for arranging things,” Eavan remarked, leading a still offended Laurel out of the room, as the two men were still laughing. 

As the friends were finally able to compose themselves, they looked at each grinning thoughtfully.

“You know you were right about Eavan,” Cahir mentioned in a more subdued voice.

“Right about what?” Caleb asked with a smirk.

“Really? You are going to make me say it?” Cahir asked grinning at him.

“Of course you know how much I enjoy being right,” Caleb smiled, as he took a drink of port.

“She was indeed afraid of me,” Cahir answered pausing thoughtfully for a moment. “How could I not see it? Better yet, how could I treat her that way and think is was acceptable? I will admit my father was of that mindset. Our father however, is not.  It is the way things have always been, I know. But....the look on my sweet Eavan’s face, when she thought I might repeat my actions...it was devastating. I could not bear it. How can we be so blind Caleb?  There are far too many of us with this thinking, and it must change,” Cahir said, with frank seriousness.

“It will as long as we help it to. I will admit my sweet girl is quite the handful at times, but again she is a grown woman, not that naughty fresh little girl at the stables. She deserves to be treated as an adult, they all do, especially if we expect then to listen and respect us. Do we not treat a spirited horse with dignity and respect, yet our women do not deserve the same consideration?” Caleb asked with conviction.

“I remember our father asking that same question once during a meeting with the Chieftains. It is definitely one that needs to be asked again. I have already made the decision to speak with some of my men, the ones who are betrothed and newlywed concerning this thinking. The men look at us as leaders. If we do not give the right example, things will never change,” Cahir replied.

“True. Well enough serious talk for one night my friend. Let us go and see to our ladies. I know my dear Laurel’s enthusiasm will get the better of her as Eavan is showing her about, and you both have much more pleasant things to attend to beside decorating ideas,” Caleb grinned at him knowingly.

“Indeed we do my old friend. We have both waited a long time to attend to such pleasant things,” Cahir replied, as Caleb laughed and gave him a friendly slap on the back.

Laurel and Caleb said their goodnights shortly after, as Cahir walked them both to the corridor entrance. He kissed Laurel on the cheek and gave Caleb a warm hug, saying goodnight once more as they walked into the corridor, to head back to the Lodge.  Laurel leaned into Caleb and sighed dreamily as they walked hand in hand together.

“So. What are you thinking dearest?” Caleb asked her in an amused tone.

“I just feel it was a lovely wedding. It has made me look forward to ours even more,” Laurel answered quietly.

Caleb laughed at her lightly, letting go of her hand and placing his arm around her shoulder, holding her closer, as they looked out the windows at the flickering torches, as they walked by.

“I am most happy to hear that mo ghra,” he said smiling.

“I think they will be very happy Caleb,” Laurel stated in a soft voice.

“I do believe they will be also dearest,” Caleb answered happily.

 

Cahir walked into the room to find Eavan sitting on the edge of the bed in her nightgown, smiling shyly at him. He walked over to her and kneeling down in front of her, took her face in his hands and kissed Eavan softly on her lips.  His kisses were tender and gentle at first, then slowly becoming deeper and passionate. Cahir began to explore her mouth, his tongue reaching inside, touching hers intermittently, allowing her to adjust to this experience. Eavan moaned softly in response to his attentions. Cahir smiled at her, then taking her hands helped her to her feet. He then slowly unbuttoned the front of nightgown as he kissed her neck. He raised his hands slowly up the sides of her body, lifting her nightgown with his hands, until he pulled it gently over her head.  Eavan gasped quietly in surprise, as she was now unclothed in front of him for the first time. She brought her arms up to cover herself, partly from shyness and instinct.

“No, mo ghra,” Cahir said softly, as he gently brought her arms back down.  “I am your husband now. Let me look at you for the first time. There is nothing to be ashamed of. I only wish to see how beautiful you are,” he said in a soft low voice.

Cahir gently ran his fingers down the sides of her body, feeling her tremble with emotion, as she still kept her eyes cast downward shyly. Placing his hand under her chin Cahir lifted her face to look at him as he again kissed her tenderly. 

“You are so very lovely mo stor, as I knew you would be. Do you wish to look upon me now?” he asked in a calm and soft voice.

Eavan lifted her deep brown eyes to his, and smiled shyly, at seeing his loving expression.

“Yes mo chroi. I do,” she answered in a breathy whisper.

He smiled at her lovingly, and taking her hands brought them up to his shirt, directing her to untie the front laces. Her trembling fingers, slowly untied them as he then lifted the shirt over his head. Then moving her hands once again directed her to finish helping him to undress.  He then stood still allowing her to look at him, and touch his chest and arms.

“You too are beautiful my husband,” Eavan said in a trembling voice.

Cahir smiled at her and holding her face once again began to kiss her passionately. When their mouths began to move together in a steady and comfortable rhythm, Cahir took her in his arms and placed her on the bed, laying her back against the pillows. He lay down next to her as they caressed and explored each other slowly, as their passion for each other began to build.  

“I am going to touch you now my sweet Eavan, in a way I have never done. It will help you to relax and make you ready for when I join with you. It will feel very pleasurable my love, do not be afraid. When I join with you, it will only hurt for a moment, then we will share a bliss that only two who love each other can know,” Cahir said ardently, gently kissing her face. 

“I am not afraid Cahir. Ta ghra agam ort,” Eavan spoke in trembling soft voice.

Cahir smiled at her lovingly and began to touch her gently, continuing to kiss her face and neck.

“Tell me when you are ready for me my sweet Bride,” Cahir whispered. “I will not hurry you. I wish for you to enjoy our love, as we have waited for so long. Take a breath mo ghra and relax, enjoy how much your husband loves you. I only wish to give you pleasure, as your joy will be mine,” Cahir continued to speak softly, smiling as he heard and felt her exhale deeply.

Eavan smiled at Cahir affectionately as she looked into his eyes. She felt a deep contentedness she had never felt before, no longer feeling shy or nervous. She had been waiting for this day to happen and now it had finally arrived. Her body felt warm and soothed by his tender affections, only a delightful tension did she feel beginning to build as he continued to touch her lovingly. As a warmth she had never experienced before, began to slowly ebb through her body, she felt herself tremble uncontrollably. A wave of utter joy and ecstasy washed over her like a gentle rain, as tears of happiness rolled down her cheeks. Cahir smiled at her, delighted for the peace and elation he was causing her to feel, kissing her finger tips as she touched his lips. 

“My dear husband,” Eavan whispered with trembling lips.

“Yes, my sweet wife. Tell me what you wish,” Cahir answered her in a soft whisper as well.

“Take me Cahir, make me your own,” Eavan asked of him.

Cahir kissed her deeply, and then joined with her, their love sending them to new heights of joy and pleasure they had never felt. They both cried out in their shared bliss of each other, then lay in a sweet and peaceful exhaustion.

Cahir gently caressed Eavan’s face, until she fell asleep in his arms, smiling at him. He gently kissed her forehead, holding her close, as if afraid she would vanish like a sweet dream. He smiled breathing deeply, feeling a peace he had not felt since he was a boy. Grateful to this wondrous being in his arms, that had finally healed the deep wounds of his heart, happy with the promise, he would never feel alone again.

 



  
 
 24: A CHANGE OF PLANS 
 
   


 
Laurel closed the book she had been reading, unable to concentrate. She woke up early, feeling restless. Caleb had been sweet and attentive at breakfast, but left shortly after, having duties to attend to for a future Patrol mission. Caleb was not going on this mission, but he did have responsibilities that was necessary to whoever would be going. He had promised to finish the schedule at the Lodge, later that afternoon. 

She walked out of the Library and headed towards the sitting room, hoping that Caleb had returned from the Sentinels’ headquarters. He had been very busy the last two days, and they had not spent as much time together as she had grown accustomed to. Their wedding was less than a week away, and she was a little sad that he had been so preoccupied. She had agreed to not assist Master Elphin until after their wedding, but was now feeling a bit lonely missing Tulla and Marina, as well as not accustomed to being unoccupied. Imagin was usually with her to help her pass the time, although six seasons younger than Laurel, she still found Imagin to be a pleasant companion. Now with the wedding so close, Imagin’s mother had requested that she spend the day at home, to be fitted for the new dress her mother was having made for her, to wear for the wedding celebration. Ione was still away on her brief Patrol mission, securing the more remote borders before the wedding, and would not be returning for two more days. Cahir was the Captain of the Patrol, and not being home, Eavan was staying with her family. So Laurel’s new companions were not able to occupy her at this time. The wedding was a much anticipated event throughout the kingdoms and many were making their way to be present. Whether they were actual invited guests or not, all of Heathwin would be celebrating the wedding of their eldest son. The love the young couple had for each other was greatly talked about, and many looked forward to just get a glimpse of the soon to be Bride and Groom. Queen Alana, was very busy in preparations for their wedding and wanted Laurel to be part of all the planning. At times Laurel found it to be stressful and unnerving, as the arrangements were immense and by far grander than she had anticipated. After her walk with Phineas the other day, and she had mentioned her mother to him, she was feeling melancholy and a bit homesick. Caleb and his family were very loving and kind to Laurel, and did everything to make her feel at home. Laurel realized this was simply a time of adjustment for her, and Caleb. He was also adjusting to her presence there, attempting to balance his duties, while still trying to spend time with her.  

Perhaps this afternoon he would be able to spend the rest of the day with her, and help ease her pre wedding nervousness Laurel thought, as she turned down the corridor to the sitting room. 

Laurel walked quietly into the room, smiling at Aiden who looked up at her as she entered. Caleb had returned, but did not look up at her, as he was busy looking at the Patrol schedule, his face stern and serious. Laurel sat down on the couch next to Aiden, who was just opposite of Caleb.

“Is he always this grumpy when he is working?” Laurel whispered to Aiden, with an impish grin.

“Yes he is. Especially before dinner,” Aiden whispered back, smiling at her.

“And he is able to hear every word you are saying,” Caleb spoke up, with an annoyed tone, not looking up from his work.

Laurel and Aiden laughed at him as he continued looking at the schedule and glancing at a map. Laurel smirked at him and began to talk in a high pitched voice, speaking in Kedesh. Aiden began to laugh, as Caleb glanced over at her with a smirk, and narrowing his eyes.

“What did you just call me?” he asked her, in a deep dangerous tone.

“I believe she said you were a large, mean, marneut eater,” Aiden said still laughing.

“I know what she said. I wish to know why she thinks she is so amusing,” Caleb replied, looking at Laurel with a wicked grin.

Laurel smiled back at him mischievously and spoke another phrase in Kedesh, which was far more insulting. Aiden looked completely surprised at her words and laughed heartily at her.  

“Ba choir dom a thabhairt durt casta,” Caleb said, looking over at her and smiling wryly.

Aiden started laughing once again at Caleb’s remark.

“What does that mean?” Laurel asked, with a smug smile.

“You will find out my darling if you continue with your naughty insults,” Caleb answered, smiling slyly, looking back at his work.  

Aiden then looked over at Laurel and said something back to her in Kedesh, she did not quite understand. He repeated the phrase and Laurel laughed as she understood its meaning. She then looked back over at Caleb and said another phrase to him in the same high pitched voice she had used earlier. Aiden laughed at her again with a surprised and amused expression.

“You need to stop encouraging her Aiden,” Caleb said, in the same low deep voice.

“Really? Whatever for? I am quite amused right now,” Aiden said through his laughter. 

“Because I am about to come over there and teach her lesson, and you are going to feel badly for being partly responsible,” Caleb said dryly, continuing to look at his work.

Laurel began to giggle, and looked over at Aiden with an impish grin. Aiden looked at her expectantly trying not to laugh at her. She leaned over to whisper in his ear, and he began to laugh out loud once again. He then shook his head and mouthed silently ‘No,’ this in turn only made Laurel giggle more. Turning to Caleb, Laurel then spoke another phrase in Kedesh in the same voice. Caleb, without saying a word, stood up and began to walk over to her.

“Run. Run,” Aiden said to her urgently, as he pushed her up from her seat to help her move quickly. 

Laurel looked surprised at Aiden’s reaction and ran out of the room quickly into the hallway. Caleb ran after her, but not before punching Aiden roughly on the arm as he went past him. Aiden holding his arm began to laugh loudly again. Laurel ran down the hall, looking behind her once and seeing Caleb come of out of the sitting room after her, let out a high pitched peal of laughter. She began to run as fast as she could, then saw King Fergus turn the corner and enter the hallway. He was very surprised to see her running past him, and laughing as she ran. He was quite amused at the sight, looking confused but smiling broadly as he called out to her.

“Laurel dear, where are you going in such a hurry?” King Fergus asked, in a tickled voice. 

“I will tell you later,” Laurel turning, called out. 

Her eyes suddenly went wide and let out another peal of alarmed laughter, as she turned and ran towards the private chambers.

King Fergus turned to see the reason for her reaction and saw Caleb running to catch up to her.  

“Excuse me Father,” Caleb said, rushing past him. 

King Fergus was completely entertained by this little presentation he had just witnessed. As he walked into the sitting room, he found Aiden looking over the papers on the table with a very amused look on his face.

“What was that all about?” King Fergus asked Aiden curiously.

Before Aiden could answer, they suddenly heard Laurel give another high pitched screeching laugh. They looked at each other and laughed at Laurel’s reaction to whatever was going on. Queen Alana walked in to the room wearing a very confused expression.

“Did I just hear Laurel screaming?” she asked with some concern.

“Yes you did,” Aiden replied laughing. “Caleb must have caught up to her,” he said shaking his head.

“Caught up to her for what?” the Queen asked again, in the same concerned manner.

“Laurel was getting impatient with Caleb’s mood. You know how he is when he is looking over the Patrol schedule for the missions. She came in here just being silly and funny, and calling him some crude names in Kedesh. He kept smirking at her, and she just continued until he got up to do something about it, and then I told her to run,” Aiden said laughing again.

“Well she has certainly added new life to our routine has she not?” King Fergus asked, beginning to laugh as well.

“Well I just hope Caleb does not get too carried away, he can be a bit much at times. Why just the other day she was being fitted for her gown, and he was in the room teasing her, and we had to do the entire fitting over again, because of his handling her as if she were this little rag doll,” Queen Alana said, sitting down in her favourite chair.

“I just enjoy watching her make him look like a complete idiot, and that he really does not care,” Aiden said smiling broadly.

 

“Ouch! Caleb! Ouch! Stop it! You are being too rough,” Laurel said, no longer laughing.

Caleb laid her down on the bed to face him, her face flush. He looked at her and began laughing at her expression. Laurel gave him a frustrated pout, not laughing back at him.

“Is it not interesting that when you are the one being teased that I am suddenly not funny, or I am being too rough? You asked me what I had said in the sitting room, so I thought it better just to show you,” Caleb replied, his eyes intense and penetrating.

“I do not feel it was necessary for you to show me. And you were being too rough. I am all flustered and I look a complete mess, my skirts are now all wrinkled,” Laurel replied with a whine to her voice, her pout more pronounced.

“Did I not warn you I would give your bottom a few swats if you did something naughty and insulting? And what do you do? You walk into the room and start calling me filthy Kedesh insults once again. You are not going to get away with it, especially in front of Aiden, who enjoys it too much,” Caleb answered her with a sly grin.

“Well I am sorry, and they were not that filthy,” Laurel said curtly, as she began to argue, to distract him.

“Oh really? That last little comment, would you call me that in front of my mother?” Caleb challenged her, with a knowing grin.

“Um. Oh. I um...,” Laurel trailed off, and began to giggle as she blushed at the thought.

“You are laughing? You my dear have just proven you are not sorry at all,” Caleb said grinning at her wryly, as he pulled her closer to him.

“Yes I am. I could not help laughing you made me nervous. Also my bottom is a bit sore now, thanks to you, and I am feeling a little embarrassed. You know that everyone heard me laughing and screaming. I sounded ridiculous,” Laurel said, giving him a small pout.

Caleb smiled at her, completely taken with her coy demeanor, as he started to laugh at her once again.

“Well, you should have thought about what I would do, before you came in the room, interrupting me, calling me all those naughty names. You knew I was trying to get the schedule finished. You also knew Aiden would just encourage you. I do however, apologize, if I made you feel embarrassed. There is no need to be, you and I are the only two in here. And it does not matter if anyone heard you laugh and scream, it was quite amusing. This is only the beginning my darling, do you not think that things will be heard from time to time after we are wed? I only gave your bottom a few little swats, you know I did not hurt you. I think you are just feeling sorry for yourself,” Caleb said, his voice softer, smiling warmly as he began to kiss her face, and then nuzzle her neck. 

Laurel started to giggle at his affectionate gestures.

“I did not think you were mad me,” Caleb smiled, speaking to her in a soft deep voice, as he continued to kiss her neck.

Laurel brought her hands up to his hair and then back down to his shoulders, turning her face so she was looking into his eyes.  

He smiled down at her as she looked at him with a soft smile. 

“What is it dearest? I know you are going to ask me something, you have that look on your face,” Caleb said, grinning at her expectantly.

“I was wondering, if we could have dinner here in my room this evening?”  Laurel asked smiling sweetly.

“Hmm. No,” Caleb replied curtly, as he grinned at her roguishly.

“But Caleb. I do not want to see everyone at this time. I will feel very self-conscious,” she said, the whine in her voice returning. 

“I do not feel badly for you one bit, you little imp. No one will say anything. The most you will have to deal with is Aiden smirking at you,” Caleb said with the same grin.

She gave him her best crestfallen expression, which only caused him to laugh.

“Do not look at me like that. It is not going to work,” he said still laughing.

He lay down on his side, turning Laurel with him. 

“I am sorry I have been so busy of late,” Caleb said, brushing the hair out of her eyes. “Come to dinner with me, and then sit with me while I finish the schedule. When I am finished, we will take a walk, and I will read to you tonight. I have not done so in a few nights, and I have missed that,” Caleb said, softly as he kissed her forehead. “Can you believe we will be married in less than a week?” he asked her softly.

“I know. I am beginning to become a bit nervous,” Laurel giggled.

“Are you? Why is that?” Caleb asked her, his voice warm and loving.

“Well... simply because of all that it entails. My family will be here in a few days, and that in itself is nerve wracking, seeing Father again. Plus it will just be so...immense,” Laurel trailed off sighing.

Caleb smiled at her sympathetically, remembering how crowded events seemed to make her anxious. He kissed her forehead again.

“Do not think about how immense it will be. Think about how beautiful you will look in your gown, how glorious all the arranging will look. What a wonderful night I have planned for us,” Caleb said in a warm enticing voice.

Laurel giggled and blushed at his last remark. He had told her several times that he had a special surprise planned for their wedding night. It made her both intrigued and nervous, as he would not give her any indication what it was. Caleb sat up and got out of the bed, pulling her up with him.

“Come along mo ghra, let us go to dinner,” he said smiling, as he held her by her waist pulling her off the bed.

“No wait! I cannot go just yet,” Laurel said, as she resisted a bit.

“Why not? Do not tell me you will be too embarrassed. I am not going to give in to that silly excuse,” Caleb said smirking at her.

“I was not going to say that, though it is true. I just need to make myself a bit more presentable. My hair and skirts are all rumpled,” Laurel said pouting again. 

“You look adorable all rumpled,” Caleb said, his hands on her waist making her move side to side a bit.

“No, I do not,” she giggled at him. “Give me a few moments and I shall be there shortly,” gliding her hand through his hair.

He looked at her with a doubting grin.

“I promise I shall be right in,” Laurel replied, rolling her eyes at him.

“Very well. Do not make me come and fetch you, or I may have to rumple those skirts again,” Caleb said, with a wicked grin as he left her room, leaving her blushing once more.

Caleb walked into the dining room to find everyone already seated and looking at him expectantly. Aiden wearing his usual smirk, while his father was grinning broadly at him. His mother however was not amused.

“What is it?” he asked her, grinning sardonically as he sat down.

“Please do not tell me you have gotten the poor dear so flustered she will not be joining us for dinner,” Queen Alana stated, in an irritated tone.

“Alright, I will not tell you," Caleb said lightly laughing. “She is not flustered Mother, just a bit...rumpled,” Caleb said mockingly, causing his father and brother to laugh, and Phineas to just sadly shake his head and roll his eyes.

Queen Alana simply narrowed her eyes not looking pleased.

“She will be joining us in a few moments. She is just making herself more presentable, her words not mine,” Caleb said smiling, trying to placate his mother.

“Caleb there are times I feel you are a bit too much for her. Try to remember how she was raised, as an only child. She is not accustomed to all this masculinity and horseplay,” the Queen said, with some concern.

“Mother I think it is wonderful how much you love Laurel, and I am truly appreciative of your concern, but I am well aware how she was raised. I am also very careful how I treat her. She knew exactly what she was doing a few moments ago. If you had heard what she called me, trying to mimic the voice of a Kedesh, you would have no choice but to agree,” Caleb said grinning wryly.

“She sounded just like one of the little rat bastards,” Aiden said laughing. 

“Am I to understand her Highness cursed at you again in Kedesh?” Phineas asked, with an amused look on his face.

“No. She was just being fresh, and was calling me some very naughty, insulting names. The first one was amusing, the rest she just got carried away, with her foul little mouth,” Caleb replied, as he and Aiden began laughing again.

King Fergus and even the Queen began to laugh in spite of herself.

“I think I have just been too busy. I will need to spend more time with her up until the wedding. She just told me she was becoming a bit nervous, with how close it is,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“You have to keep in mind Caleb that this will be a bitter sweet time for her,” Queen Alana mentioned quietly, with a sad smile.

“She will be thinking of her mother, more now than she has in sometime," Phineas said, looking sad and sounding far off. “Laurel mentioned her briefly to me yesterday, when we were out taking a walk. She expressed how she had wished she had lived to see her marry. Her Highness than became a bit emotional, I tried to console her but she changed the subject and that was the end of it,” Phineas said his eyes misting over.

They all sat quietly for a moment, reflecting on what Phineas had just said.

The servers arrived suddenly with dinner and brought everyone out of their thoughts. Dinner was quickly served and Caleb began to wonder what had become of Laurel and was about to check on her when she walked in the room, smiling shyly at everyone. Caleb stood up and approached her and kissed her lightly on the forehead, and taking her hand, walked her over to the table. Dinner was a happy and enjoyable affair as talk of the wedding took center stage. Caleb watched Laurel a little closer than usual, for her expressions as the wedding was brought into the conversation. He did notice a few times her eyes would look a bit sad or distant, but otherwise she remained happy and charming. Dinner ended and Caleb led Laurel into the sitting room with him, as the rest of the family also came into the room. Caleb smiled in surprise as he noticed Aiden looking over the Patrol schedule.

“I feel the need to finish this instead. You were far too disagreeable when you were working on it. Both moons will be out tonight, perfect night to go for a walk. Do you not think?” Aiden asked Caleb, with a wink.

“I think it will be a very good night for a walk. What do you say darling? Shall we take our walk earlier than we planned?” Caleb asked Laurel, putting his arms around her waist.

“I would love to Sire,” Laurel said, smiling at him lovingly.

They turned to leave when Laurel walked over and kissed Aiden on the cheek. Aiden smiled warmly as he looked down to his task. Caleb led her out to the terrace where they had been once before during the Festival. Aiden had been correct, the two moons were both out and filling the sky and the land with their silver glow. The last blooming night lilies were glowing in the garden. The night insects and birds were just beginning their songs. It was a beautiful, tranquil scene. Caleb stood behind Laurel and wrapped his arms around her waist as he slowly began to kiss the side of her face, moving his lips down to her neck. Laurel closed her eyes in response to his touch and let out a soft sigh, as he smiled at her reaction. He turned her slowly to face him and after smiling at her gently, he took her in his arms and kissed her deeply and passionately. She placed her arms around his neck as he held her closer. Laurel began to tremble with emotion as Caleb began to kiss her more demandingly, placing one hand at the back of her neck, the other griping the small of her back. She whimpered softly at the intensity of the moment, which made Caleb only more passionate in his attentions, as he began to kiss her face, neck and throat in a fervidness he had not expressed to her since after the Scimitar incident. Laurel was overcome with emotion by his intensity and began to tremble uncontrollably. She gently pulled away, as she was becoming intimidated by his presence. He grabbed her waist and pulled her back to him, kissing her with a raw emotion she had never seen him show before.

“Caleb, please. I ...I cannot breathe,” she whispered softly. 

Caleb stopped suddenly, looking into her eyes, which were now wide and shinning with emotion, her lips and body shaking. He was breathing heavily with passion he was desperately trying to gain control of. He led her over to a large wooden upholstered bench against the wall of the Lodge, sitting down he pulled her onto his lap and held her gently in his arms, allowing them both to relax and calm down from the intensity of their encounter.

He could feel her body tremble in a way she had never done before, and he felt pained that he had caused her to be so overwhelmed by him, but still hoping it would accomplish what he had purposed.

“Shh, it is alright my love. I am so sorry. I will just hold you now. Do not be upset. I would not have broken my promise to you,” Caleb said, in a soft deep whisper.

“I...I know. I trust you Caleb. I only wish to keep my promise as well. It was so important to my mother, and everything she taught me,” Laurel said, her voice filled with sadness.

She suddenly began to cry quietly, her body shaking with silent sobs.

Caleb’s heart was breaking at her crying, but at the same time relieved she was finally able to release her grief over her mother. He held her closer resting his chin on the top of her head, as he gently cradled her in his arms.

“Yes my darling, let it go. Just empty your heart to me, I am here,” Caleb said to her soothingly.

She cried softly, occasionally her breath would catch, but soon she began to calm down, letting out one final shuddering sob, ended by a deep relieved sigh. She just lay still in his arms, as he very gently kissed her forehead.

“I am sorry I was so intense with you, but I knew you needed to release your pain and it was the only way I could think of to help you do this,” Caleb said to her softly. “You still have nothing to fear from me. As I said before, I will not do anything to cause you to break your vow. Especially now that we are so close,” he said, as he kissed her forehead once again.

“I know that Caleb. Thank you for helping me through this,” Laurel said in a small voice, as she brought her hand up to touch his face.

He took her hand and closing his eyes gently kissed it several times before putting it gently in her lap. 

“I am going to bring you back to my room. I will not have you be alone tonight. I will have a bath arranged for you. Shh, no,” he said, as she began to protest the bath as too much trouble. “It is no trouble, I will light the fire myself. Then when you are finished, you will come back in my room and I will hold you in my arms all night. I will not be performing any more duties until after your family has gone home, and we have had our first week together. The only thing I will do without you, is to finish arranging the security measures, and the surprises I have planned for you,” Caleb said, to her with a loving smile. 

Laurel sat up and looked at him with unabashed love in her eyes, a smile on her tearstained face. She laughed softly as she spoke.

“I do not know what I find to anticipate more. Our wedding or all the surprises you have planned for me,” she said giggling.

“After you have experienced both then you can tell me which you preferred,” Caleb replied, moving his thumb across her cheek gently to wipe away a stray tear. 

“My mother always loved you. She would have been happy that we are to be wed,” Laurel said in a shaking whisper, putting her arms around his neck again.

“I am very happy to hear that,” Caleb whispered back to her, as he stood up holding her in his arms and carrying back into the Lodge.

When they reached the inside of the Lodge, Laurel asked to be put down. She was feeling vulnerable and self-conscious and did not want anyone to make a fuss of her. Caleb complied with her wishes, as he did not want to upset her. They walked hand in hand back to the private rooms.

“Go and get your things mo stor, and then come to my room. I will be helping to arrange the bath. Just come in and relax, I still have our book from the Library, and I will read to you later,” Caleb said, as he gently kissed her forehead.

Laurel just smiled passively and walked to her room. The moons were so bright she did not need any other light to see by, as she opened her wardrobe to retrieve her clothes for the night. She walked back out into the corridor and noticed that Caleb had left his door open for her. She entered his room quietly and saw that he had lit a fire, as well as the candelabra on the table.

He had the door into the bath opened, and she could hear Caleb talking to Lucas, the older man had served the royal family almost his entire life. She smiled when she heard Caleb laugh at something Lucas had said to him. She found it endearing that Caleb had such an easy manner with most of the staff. The only one he seemed to scold from time to time was Imagin, who was not really considered a servant, as she was actually a family member.  She sat down in the large deep leather chair at the foot of Caleb’s enormous bed. When she had slept in Caleb’s bed before, Laurel felt lost in its enormity, when she was laying in it by herself. She heard Caleb softly walk into the room. He walked over to her and crouched down to be at face level with her, reaching over and stroking her hair.

“Your bath will be ready in a few moments my love. I am glad that I found you waiting. I was ready to go and bring your little argumentative self in here,” Caleb said, smiling at her adoringly.

“I am not argumentative,” Laurel said laughing.

Caleb raised his eyebrows and gave her a doubtful grin. 

“Well I am not tonight, that is why I am in here now,” she replied, still laughing at his expression.

He was happy to see her mood had improved and she was no longer looking sad and heartbroken, only tired and a bit drawn.  He reached over and kissed her tenderly on her lips, very gently, as he had no intentions of overwhelming her again.

“When you are finished, come back in here and lie down. If I am not in the room, I will not be gone long. Then I will read to you, and we will have a pleasant quiet night together. No one will come looking for you, or disturb us, I will make sure of this,” Caleb spoke in a deep and soothing voice, as he gently traced the contours of her face with his finger.

He looked towards the bath as he heard Lucas leave the room through the main door out into the corridor. He stood up smiling at Laurel and walked into the bath to check on what needed to be done. Lucas had kindly finished filling the copper tub with warm water. Caleb added Laurel’s favourite bath salts. He then put the warmed bath linens on the small stool next to the tub. After adding more wood to the hearth, he lit several candles and went to tell Laurel her bath was ready for her.

“Your bath is all prepared dearest,” Caleb said to her, helping her to her feet. “Enjoy it and relax for a bit. I will try to be back before you are finished,” he said in a soft deep voice, kissing her forehead again.

Laurel did not speak, she simply smiled sweetly at him and walked quietly into the bath, closing the door softly behind her. Laurel looked about the room and found that Caleb had arranged everything perfectly. All her personal toiletries had been placed on the stone mantel, the bath linens had been warmed, and the fire in the hearth was still burning brightly, which caused the room to be very warm and a bit steamy. She found it amusing how sometimes he could be quite intense and rough, when he teased and played with her, but then be very sweet and tender when he wanted to tend to her needs. She undressed quickly and took off her matrimony necklace and carefully placed it on the stone mantle. She sank into the intoxicating warmth and aroma of the bath. She felt her tension and sorrow drift away with the fragrant steam of the water. It was tempting to stay for some time in the bath, but she did not want to have Caleb wait too long for her to return to the room. She listened carefully to hear any sounds he had come back. After a few minutes had passed she heard his door shut, and could hear him walking about. She smiled and stood up as she stepped carefully out of the tub and wrapped herself in the warm bath sheet. She dried quickly and applied a rich lavender scented lotion to her skin, and then donned her pale rose colored night gown. She unpinned her hair and brushed it out to smooth the tangled waves, then placed her necklace back on. Tonight she decided to not wear her robe to bed, they would be wed in less than a week, and Caleb had more than proven himself to her. Taking a deep breath she opened the door and walked into his room and found him tending to the fire, kneeling down, his back to her. He had changed to more comfortable attire, so as to be able to lie down with her. She approached him slowly, her hand trembling slightly as she touched his hair and softly moved her fingers down his neck and shoulders. He smiled at her shy gesture, but continued to stare ahead at the fire, not wanting to interrupt her demonstration of affection. She moved her hand back up to his hair, and gently caressed the back of his head. She stepped forward slowly, and bent down and gently kissed the back of his neck, then returned to lightly stroking his hair once again. Caleb breathed in deeply, his heart pounding in his chest. How he wanted to take her in his arms, and bring her back to his bed, and show her how much his heart and body ached for her. Letting out another breath, he stood up slowly and turned to look at her. Laurel’s eyes were soft and glowing, and full of love and trust. 

No, he thought, he would not betray that trust he saw in her eyes. 

Her actions were pure and innocent, she was not being provocative in anyway. It was simply her way of demonstrating her affection and love for him. Her inexperience did not allow her to see the effect her sweet gesture had on him. He smiled at her warmly and lightly kissed her lips. Caleb took her gently in his arms nuzzling his face into her hair, as he felt her wrap her arms around his waist. He breathed in her scent, feeling her body tremble against him through her nightgown. He pulled away slightly to look into her face, gently brushing her hair back.

“How are you feeling now mo ghra? You look more relaxed,” he asked her, in his deep rich voice. 

“I am. Thank you for all the lovely things you did to make my bath so comfortable. Now I am ready to just lie down and hear your beautiful voice read to me,” Laurel said, in undisguised affection.

Caleb laughed at her lightly. “Well, let us waste no more time then,” he said, completely enchanted by her.

Taking her hand he walked over to the bed and pulled down the blankets, allowing her to get into the bed first. She settled in and turning on her side she waited for Caleb to get in the bed with her. He settled in and covered them both. Laurel snuggled into his side, her arm across his waist, laying her head in the crook of his arm. Caleb reached over to the side table and taking the book opened it to read, Laurel reached over and held it open for him.

He began to read very softly, as this particular poem was light and happy in mood, speaking of the joy and pleasure found in the arms of someone loved and cherished. It was one of their favourites, and always left them smiling at each other when he was through reading it. Tonight was no exception. When Caleb looked over the book to read her another poem, suddenly she gently closed the book, which caused him to look over at her curiously.

“Perhaps we could just talk now,” Laurel said, in response to his expression.

Caleb smiled at her in amusement, placing the book back on the side table. He then turned over on his side to face her, pulling her closer to him.

“And what would you like to talk about, dearest?” he asked, in an ardent voice.

“Yesterday when Phineas and I went for a walk, I suggested that we go to the back garden and he told me that we could not, because you told him I was not to go there until after the wedding. When I asked him why, he would not tell me,” Laurel replied, with a coy smile.

“And you want me to tell you?” Caleb asked, in a deep seductive voice, smiling at her enticingly.

“Yes. I do,” Laurel said, as she laughed at him.

“Well, I am afraid I will have to disappoint you mo ghra,” Caleb said in the same tone, caressing her face. “I have something very special planned for us and you will just have to wait to see what it is. So I will insist you not try and find out on your own. I would be very disappointed if I could not keep this a surprise,” Caleb continued to speak in the same beguiling tone as before, to express to her how important it was to him, without challenging her. 

Laurel was moved by his demeanor, as she found him impossible to resist when he spoke to her this way. His presence was intense but completely seductive, and she was unable to give him an impudent remark. Laurel found herself captured by the soft intenseness of his vivid blue eyes. She swallowed hard as he smiled at her and continued to caress her face and gently kiss her forehead.

“Alright Caleb I will not go there. If it is that important to you,” Laurel said in a soft voice, smiling demurely at him.

“Thank you my love. You will not be disappointed that you had to wait a bit,” Caleb said to her ardently. “Is there anything else you would like to discuss tonight?” he asked, smiling lovingly.

She looked away for a moment, smiling shyly. 

“I wished to discuss ...,” she trailed off, biting her bottom lip.

“What is it dearest? You may ask me anything you wish. We can talk about whatever is on your mind,” Caleb said to her in a soft reassuring voice, as he gently touched her face.

“As you know, I truly am unaware of what to expect on our wedding night. 

I never had the opportunity to discuss anything of this nature with my mother, or with anyone. I do not wish to... to appear awkward to you,” she spoke in a shaking shy voice, keeping her eyes averted.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, reaching over to kiss her softly on her lips. 

“Awkward is never a word I could think of to describe you. I could certainly never look at you in that way, on what will be the most wonderful night of our new life together. I promise, I will be very gentle and very patient with you. You will have nothing to be afraid of, or to worry yourself about. All that I will be concerned with is showing you how much I love you, that is all that will matter,” Caleb said to her, in a soft loving voice.

Laurel looked at him with soft trusting eyes, a small smile on her lips.

“I cannot help but think, that perhaps it will almost be like the dance at the Festival. I felt....I felt things I have never felt before. That must sound silly to you,” Laurel said, laughing nervously.

“No, not at all. The nature of that dance was very sensual, and very seductive. Which is why I asked you in the first place,” Caleb said to her, with a charming smile.

Laurel laughed shyly at his comment. She reached over and slowly pushed his hair back and lightly caressed his face, as he continued to smile at her lovingly.

“Is there anything else you wish to ask me mo ghra?” he asked her gently.

Laurel paused for a moment, her eyes becoming stormy with emotion.

“Will you kiss me again, the way you did the first time in the Library? I wish to feel that way again, after all the sadness we shared tonight. I wish to feel that way before I fall asleep,” Laurel said, her eyes brimming with tears.

Caleb did not speak, his eyes conveyed all that he wanted to say to her.

He gently reached over and took her face in his hands and slowly began to kiss her. Being careful to treat her as if this was the first time he had kissed her passionately. He turned over, placing Laurel to lie beneath him, as he softly caressed her hair, his other arm supporting his weight above her. Caleb gently lowered himself slowly to her.

“Do you feel how are bodies meld together this way?” Caleb asked her, in a soft whisper.

“Yes. Yes I do,” Laurel whispered back.

“This is how it will be when we join with each other. We will then move together, just as you said, in a dance. I will not join with you until you are completely ready to receive me,” Caleb said in a soft reassuring whisper, as he gently kissed her lips.

“How will you know?” Laurel asked him, with a trembling voice.

Caleb smiled at her gently before answering, “We will both know mo stor. It will be a feeling neither one of us will be able to deny,” he replied, in the same soft whisper.

He felt her melt into him as he continued to kiss her softly, her body beginning to tremble at this new experience. He kissed her passionately once more and then turned back on his side turning Laurel with him, holding her in his arms. Laurel sighed deeply, still trembling, but not overwhelmed, as she was on the terrace. She felt a sense of relief, at knowing that he would be loving and gentle with her.

“It will be a wonderful, beautiful night, Laurel. I promise you. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb told her his voice filled with love, as he kissed her forehead again.

“I love you too Caleb. Thank you for helping me feel less... anxious,” she said without guile.

“You are most welcome mo ghra. Let us try and get some rest now,” he said to her gently. “My mother has quite a bit planned for you tomorrow,” Caleb said, in an impatient tone.

Laurel giggled at his demeanor, the wedding plans were beginning to try Caleb’s patience. The only thing he was concerned with was the “surprises” he had in mind for him and Laurel.

“Yes, I am supposed to choose the final selection for the flowers, as well as the food being chosen. She actually wanted you to help with that,” Laurel giggled again, guessing Caleb’s reaction.

“I do not care what we eat, may it be fish or fowl. I will be too busy looking over the security details. I finished selecting the escorts for your family’s arrival. The camp will be made readied for them by the river. So whatever you and she decide on will be perfect,” Caleb said, still sounding uninterested.

“She will not be happy with your excuses,” Laurel told him pointedly. 

“She will not be happy until the day of the wedding. I am beginning to believe she is looking forward to it perhaps more than we are,” Caleb replied dryly.

Laurel laughed at his remark, wondering how true it was.

“Caleb you must know my stepmother will never be happy camping by the river,” Laurel said, smiling at him wryly.

“I was already informed by the envoy of this. She will have no choice. It is a two day journey, three for the supply wagons. The escorts will be ready to leave tomorrow. This will all be done soon dearest. Then we will finally be able to relax a bit,” Caleb said sounding tired.

“Do you think after I have helped your mother with the last of the preparations, we could take the horses out for a bit? I have not ridden my mare since the meeting with the Chieftains,” Laurel asked quietly.

“Of course dearest. I think that is wonderful idea. Do you have any place in mind you would like to go?” he asked, delighted with the idea of this pleasant diversion. 

“I still have not seen the ruins. I have been wanting to see them for two seasons,” Laurel giggled at the idea.

“That is true. It will be easier to see things now, as much of the greenery that covers them will have died back or lost their leaves this time of the year. You will enjoy the ruins. There is so much history and stories there. Some of them I am afraid are a bit sad and tragic,” Caleb said, in a melancholy tone.

“That is just a part of life. It makes us who we are. It will not make the trip any less enjoyable, especially because we will be together,” Laurel said, lovingly as she snuggled deeper into his side.

“Many things have become more enjoyable because you are here. I truly can no longer imagine life without you,” Caleb said, ardently as he kissed her forehead.

“You do not have to Sire,” Laurel said softly.

Caleb turned over on his side to face her, holding her closer to him he began to kiss her passionately, but with tenderness. He stopped after he felt her tremble with emotion again. Turning back over on his other side, he pulled her over with him, so her back was to him, as he held her in his arms.

“Shh. Just rest now mo ghra. Close your eyes and sleep. I am afraid this may be the last night we share together until our wedding night, we will be a bit busy with preparations and of course your family will be here soon. Let me just enjoy your presence. I will indeed miss you while you are not here with me,” Caleb said, softly as he kissed the back of her head.

Laurel smiled at his remark and sighed deeply in peace.

“I love you,” she whispered as she began to drift off.

Caleb smiled warmly holding her closer, “Ta ghra agam ort,” he murmured back to her, as they both drifted off blissfully together.

 

“Caleb. Caleb wake up,” Aiden whispered, grinning broadly.

Caleb slowly opened his eyes with Laurel still sleeping in his arms.

“Why is it whenever I have Laurel in my room, you feel the need to come in here and wake me up?” Caleb whispered back groggily.

“I just find annoying you this way very amusing,” Aiden smiled continuing to whisper. “Actually I was woken up early myself. Chieftain Argon sent a page over. He wishes to go over the security details with us in the study in a couple of hours. Come on, tear yourself away from your pleasant company, I brought us some chicory root tea and warm bread,” Aiden spoke quietly, as he began to walk over to Caleb's desk.

Caleb very reluctantly got up from his bed, doing so carefully, not wanting to wake Laurel so early. He walked over to his desk, and sat down with a sigh, taking a long sip of his tea. 

“So why does Argon want to go over things so early?” Caleb asked, taking a bite of the fresh warm bread.

“This is also the week he goes over things with the village elders of his Clann.  I guess there is quite a bit going on. A number of births, request for several betroths, as well as getting ready to prepare for winter distributions of firewood, for the widows and the older ones. Apparently your wedding is causing everyone to have to rush to get things done,” Aiden said with a smirk.

“Yes, well so sorry to inconvenience everyone,” Caleb grunted, as he rolled his eyes, and took another drink of tea.

Aiden laughed at his comment and looked over as he heard Laurel stir in the bed. Caleb also turned and smiled as he watched Laurel sit up and look groggily about. Laurel began looking over the bedding, moving the sheet and blankets about as if searching for something, her face still drowsy with sleep. 

“What is she looking for?” Aiden asked in a hushed tone, smiling curiously.

“You will see,” Caleb answered quietly. “Laurel. Go to the wardrobe mo stor. Left side, on the bottom shelf,” he spoke up.

Laurel looked over at him with a sleepy and confused expression. She stood up and walked over noiselessly to the wardrobe and opened it slowly. She looked about for a moment, and then turned and smiled wryly at Caleb who laughed quietly at her expression.

“You were not expecting to find them were you?” Caleb asked her still laughing.

Laurel reached down and unfolded her pale lavender colored robe, and her pale blue slippers and put them on hurriedly, to ward off the chill she felt.

“No I was not, I had wondered what happened to them,” Laurel said sleepily, as she walked over to the back of where Caleb sat, wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning her face into his shoulder. 

Aiden smiled as he was amused how openly affectionate Laurel was to Caleb in his presence, still not as yet around everyone else.

“You are up much too early,” Laurel complained sleepily, stifling a yawn. 

Caleb turned and smiled at her lovingly, reaching up to stroke her hair.

“Then go back to bed dearest, you do not have to be up this early,” Caleb replied softly.

“Why are you and Aiden awake so early? It feels as if it is barely dawn,” Laurel remarked yawning.

“It is barely dawn, love,” Aiden said smiling at her.

Lauren groaned into Caleb’s shoulder, he laughed as he reached up to hold the side of her face.

Caleb smiled as he led her around to sit in his lap, kissing her temple.

“We have an early meeting with Chieftain Argon to discuss security details for our wedding, my love. Go back to bed, I will come back and wake you for breakfast. You do remember Mother has a very busy day planned for you?” Caleb asked, as he gently pushed her hair away from her face.

Laurel smiled at him sleepily and kissed him softly on the lips. Caleb smiled back at her adoringly, as she got up from his lap and then returned to the bed and got back under the warm covers. As Caleb and Aiden finished their tea and bread they heard her softly breathing in sleep once again.

“It is nice to see her being so comfortable and relaxed here is it not?” Aiden asked Caleb in old speak.

“Yes it is. After all she dealt with coming back here, I was afraid she would feel anxious and unsettled. She is only a bit nervous because the wedding is going to be in her words, ‘immense’,” Caleb replied in the same manner, looking over at the bed again smiling.  

Caleb then stood up and walked over to his wardrobe, absently grabbing a few articles of clothing. Aiden stood up to leave the room.

“I will meet you in the study,” Aiden said before leaving.

Caleb changed quickly while Laurel lay sleeping. After he had finished dressing he walked over to the bed, adjusting the covers around Laurel, he leaned down and gently kissed the side of her face before leaving the room.  As Caleb made his way down the corridor he could hear the voices of his father and Aiden, as they too were headed to the study, just ahead of him.

As he walked into the study, he saw that a servant was bringing in breakfast for them, as he placed it on the large desk.

“If Argon insist on having a meeting this ridiculously early, I need more than a cup of tea to keep me focused,” King Fergus said grumpily, as he sat down to enjoy his meal. “Sit down my boys, more than enough for all of us.

So tell me Caleb. How is our little Princess, after her emotional evening last night? When you came in to tell us she had gotten upset, your mother was worried about her. Where you able to help her to calm down?” King Fergus asked Caleb, as they began to eat.

“Yes, she relaxed after her bath. I feel she just needed to face her loss and get it out of her system. I will be taking her to see the ruins this afternoon, it should be a pleasant diversion for her. She is just feeling a bit nervous with how big the wedding is becoming. I have noticed crowded events seem to make her tense,” Caleb replied, taking a bite of his meal.

“Well she may not feel so tense after all,” Chieftain Argon said quietly, as he walked in the study smiling.

“Ah, Argon, sit my friend. We have just started eating, have some breakfast. The new morning cook has outdone himself. There is plenty, fix yourself a helping,” King Fergus said, gesturing for the Chieftain to join them.

“What did you mean about Laurel not feeling so tense Argon?” Caleb asked curiously.

Argon sat down with a satisfied sigh as he looked at the abundant meal in front of him, and began to fix a plate for himself.

“What I meant was, I feel we may have to scale down the wedding a bit. Not allow as much public access. My security guards have noticed quite a number of people from outside of the realm coming into Welstone, and the city lately. Of course it is to be expected, with the wedding so close. The guards have also noticed quite a bit of talk concerning her Highness, as some of our citizens brought it to their attention. Strangers asking how often is she seen, and whereabouts. Is it to be expected to see her during the ceremony? Will it be accessible to the public? I feel for safety reasons the wedding itself should only be accessible to invited guests and family. To appease the people, simply make the city itself a festival, food and drink for everyone.  Allow the people to have a celebration, bring in merchants, and vendors, but keep the main courtyard and the Grand Hall closed off. Also a show of heavily armed soldiers will make an impression. I believe a group of Sentinels in full armor, Patrolling on horseback around the Lodge perimeters, will let any undesirables know we mean business,” Argon said with a sly grin, before taking a bite of food.

“I agree. We must do whatever is deemed necessary to keep Laurel safe. I was going to take her to the ruins today Argon, but now I do not think it is a good idea,” Caleb said with concern.

“I think it would be best to wait until after the wedding, when the crowds have all left, to go on any ventures. Just to be on the safe side,” Argon replied, trying not to be alarming.

“Well Alana will be a bit disappointed, but she will certainly understand the reasons for scaling back a bit. I myself am glad we will be doing this. I felt it was becoming a bit over blown and too accessible to outsiders,” King Fergus said, in a relieved tone.

“How do we present this to Laurel without making her fearful?” Aiden asked seriously.

“Be honest with her. She is an intelligent young woman, she should be told the truth. Just tell her there are a large number of outsiders here in Heathwin at this time, and for safety reasons, we feel things need to be kept more personal and low key. No threats have been made, but with the number of people in the vicinity, you feel caution is needed. Tell her calmly and in a relaxed fashion and she should be fine,” Argon said reassuringly.

“I have a few other suggestions. They may seem a bit extreme, but at this point I do not care,” Caleb began, sounding very serious. “I feel only trusted merchants and venders be allowed within the city, only those who we have known for some time. Have the gates on either side of Heathwin guarded and closed after a certain time. The festivities will only last until evening. Then things should start shutting down. I also want those who have been asking too many questions brought in and questioned. I wish to be present for this. If we do not like the answers they give us, then I want them escorted out of Heathwin. If they show up again they will be detained, in a less comfortable place. I also want all the new staff interviewed again as well. None of them are to have access to Laurel until then. If I am not satisfied with what I am hearing they will be dismissed. If it is a case of nerves it is not my problem, if they have nothing to hide they should not be nervous,” Caleb said quite sternly, his eyes burning intensely.

King Fergus and Aiden smiled at each other, knowing that even if they did find it too extreme, Caleb would not be convinced otherwise.

“I agree with the interviews Caleb, but I will ask that myself and my second,

Silas, conduct these interviews. I feel you are a bit too emotionally involved.  I have no qualms about you being present, but I do feel you should let us actually conduct them,” Argon said, calmly as he smiled at Caleb.

Caleb sat thinking this over for a moment before answering.

“Fine, I agree. I however wish it to be done immediately,” he said.

“I will have Silas start the interviews with the staff this afternoon. As far as those with the strangers, we can start rounding them up as soon as I leave. We will have them comfortably detained at the Council chambers. The interviews may not start until tomorrow morning however,” Argon said taking another bite of food.

“I will arrange the Sentinels to start doing this right now. I have finished. I will go and speak to Silas and Tolemais and then we will get started. Caleb, I will meet with you later at the Sentinel headquarters,” Aiden said as he stood, taking one last drink of his tea and then left the room. 

“I do hope I did not cause you distress Caleb. I feel though you needed to be aware of my concerns,” Argon mentioned in a calm soft voice, as was his usual way of speaking.

“Not at all. I appreciate your honesty. I am well aware of those who would not wish our union to happen. If we have to marry secretly in the stables I do not care,” Caleb remarked smirking.

King Fergus and Argon chucked at the thought, of the wedding being conducted among the horses in the stables.

“No I do not feel that will be necessary Caleb. There will be enough guards in place to have the wedding conducted in the Hall,” Argon said laughing lightly.

“The Hall? Well that does change a few things. Mother wanted the ceremony at the Council Chambers and the wedding feast held in the Hall,” Caleb smiled wryly, looking over at his father.

“Oh yes, and with a grand procession both to and from the Chambers,” King Fergus gesturing with a sweep of his arm, the size the procession would be.

“No. I feel in light of our discussion that will most certainly not be wise. There are far too many places in which individuals could hide, in the forest.

If your Princess finds the grandeur of formality stressful, then the simplifying of the wedding should be a welcome change to her. Is this not true?” Argon asked Caleb, with a kind smile.

“Most assuredly. I think she will actually be happy to hear that you have advised things to be scaled back. I will not be telling her though about the interviews, or of those asking questions about her. I feel it will just unnecessarily upset her,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“You know her best Caleb. Tell her the way you feel is most suitable for her,” Argon said as he continued to enjoy his meal.

“Well if you will both excuse me. I am taking a plate to Laurel, and then let her know what has been decided. I do not wish to delay in telling her, that way she can adjust to the idea, and perhaps start to relax a bit,” Caleb stated as he stood and arranged a plate of food. “I will meet with you later Argon. Thank you for your help and concerns with this matter. Father please inform Mother I will be more than happy to help her and Laurel decide upon the menu and flowers. I feel it is the least I can do, now that she will have to change her grand plans,” Caleb said smiling knowingly at his father.

“Thank you Caleb. Believe me she will appreciate your gesture. I feel the poor dear is actually going to be heartbroken that she will have to arrange things a bit more simply. She was getting quite carried away I am afraid,” King Fergus said, with a sad smile.

Caleb smiled broadly shaking his head as he made his way out of the study.  He knew well his mother’s enthusiasm for the wedding had been a bit overwhelming. He walked back to his room unhurriedly as he went over in his mind how he wanted to broach the subject with Laurel. He did not want to alarm her, yet at the same time wanted her to realize these security measures were necessary. He entered his room quietly feeling most likely she was still asleep. He smiled looking over at the bed that he had assumed correctly. Placing the plate of food down on his large desk, he walked over and sat down carefully on the bed. He smiled down at her lovingly as she lay peacefully sleeping, her hair spread out across her pillow. He leaned down and softly began to kiss her face until he felt her begin to stir. 

Laurel opened her eyes slowly, and when she recognized Caleb, smiled at him sleepily.

“Maidin mhaith, once again my love,” Caleb spoke softly.

“Good morning Sire,” Laurel said drowsily, still smiling. “How did your meeting go with Chieftain Argon?” she asked, as she started to sit up.

“It was....interesting. He suggested a number of things that we found to be helpful, though I dare say Mother will be disappointed,” Caleb replied smiling charmingly.

“What do you mean?” Laurel asked looking puzzled.

“You will just have to get out of bed to find out,” Caleb said in a deep ardent voice, as he leaned down and kissed her once again.

Laurel put her arms around Caleb’s neck, and he then pushed her back against the pillow and began kissing her more passionately. Laurel started to giggle, as Caleb smiled still kissing her. 

“Caleb,” Laurel said, between Caleb kissing her. “I will not be able to get out of bed if you do not stop,” she giggled, as he continued his affectionate and playful attentions.

“You have discovered my intentions,” he said to her, smiling enticingly, as he kissed her again.

Laurel continued to laugh at his affectionate teasing.

“Caleb, please. Tell me what will disappoint your mother,” Laurel said still laughing.

“Oh very well your Highness,” Caleb said with mock annoyance, as he lay down next to her, holding her close. 

He smiled at her lovingly as he gently caressed her face, she smiled sweetly back at him. 

“Chief Argon felt we should scale the wedding back a bit, for security reasons. He felt some of Mother’s grand plans were not safe, as he did not feel our wedding should be so accessible to everyone. There are quite a few outsiders in the Kingdom, curious about the wedding. So for that reason, family and invited guests only, will be admitted. Aiden and I and Father agree with him, now we just have to let Mother know. How do you feel about this my love?” Caleb asked smiling warmly.

“I am willing to do whatever is for the best Caleb. What did Argon feel should be changed?” Laurel asked curiously.

“As I said, the wedding itself would only be accessible for family and invited guests. Which means that the ceremony and reception will be held here at the Lodge. The courtyard will not be opened, and we will not have a procession. The wedding will be, well more intimate I think,” Caleb said warmly.

“I agree it will. How do you think the people themselves will feel? Will not perhaps they be disappointed?” Laurel asked, sounding a bit concerned.

“Perhaps at first, but we will allow festivities to be held outside, similar to the Festival in the Planting season. Only not quite as open as during that time. It will still be an enjoyable time for everyone,” Caleb replied, smiling warmly at her.

“I do feel badly for your mother however. She has worked so hard to make our wedding such a grand an elaborate affair. I feel she will be very disappointed,” Laurel said, with a sad smile.

“She will be, but she will understand why it is necessary. To help ease her disappointment, I have told Father I will help you both with final selections for the menu and flowers. I will confess I have no idea what I should do,” Caleb said smiling sardonically, as he pulled her closer. “You will have to assist me my love. You make the choices and I will just agree with you,” he smiled charmingly at her.

“Do you not feel that is a bit deceitful?” Laurel asked giggling.

“No, not at all, I completely trust your judgment. Mother will be happy that I have finally participated with the wedding plans,” Caleb said charmingly.

“You Sire, are using me to appease your guilt, for not being more attentive to your mother’s requests,” Laurel replied, smirking at him.

“Again you have discovered my intensions,” Caleb said with an enticing smile, as he began to kiss her once again.

Laurel kissed him back beginning to giggle again, as Caleb was still not letting her get out of bed.

“Why are you laughing your Highness,” Caleb asked, smiling warmly at her.

“We cannot stay in bed all morning Caleb. We will have to meet with your mother sometime soon, and I have still not had breakfast or tea as yet,” Laurel replied, smiling coyly at him.

“Yes unfortunately for now that is true. I will promise you this dearest, as soon as we are wed, we will indeed spend some of our mornings in bed,” Caleb said in an ardent voice smiling seductively, so that he caused her to blush. “I do have some breakfast waiting for you on my desk, I will go and fetch some tea,” he said kissing her forehead, as he began to get out of bed.

Laurel followed him over to his desk as she sat down and began to sample the food he had brought in.

“Mmm, this is very good,” Laurel said, taking a bite of a savory custard pie.

“I thought you might like that, seeing how you enjoy pie so much,” Caleb said kissing her temple, as he wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “Let me go and get your tea for you, and I shall be right back, enjoy your breakfast,” Caleb said, with a final kiss before leaving.

Laurel smiled at him sweetly as she took another bite, feeling happy and relaxed. She was actually, as Caleb had thought, relieved that things would be simplified for their wedding. It was becoming stressful and intimidating at the thought of it being so immense and far grander than she herself had wanted. She did appreciate the Queen’s happy enthusiasm as it was much different than her father’s outright indifference and sometimes hostile attitude. Laurel was delighted that Caleb would be with her to help with the final choices for the menu and flowers, it did not matter if he was merely pretending to be enthused about doing so, as long as he was present.

Caleb made his way back from the kitchen with a tray of the small bite sized honey lavender cakes. The cooks enjoyed making these for Laurel as she had thanked them personally for their efforts. They had become quite fond of her as the wedding drew closer, having had to meet with them several times. They were charmed by Laurel’s enthusiasm whenever they made her favourite dishes or embellished on them. She was always polite and gracious even to the servers, and were grateful for how much she had improved Caleb’s overall mood. As he made his way up the stairs he was met by Silas, Chieftain Argon’s second. 

“Good morning Sire,” Silas said with friendly enthusiasm. “I have just spoken with Prince Aiden, and I am more than happy to begin conducting interviews with the new staff. I would however like to do so without your being there. I feel Sire you are indeed quite a presence to be reckoned with, and it may hinder the process,” Silas said, with friendly respect.

Silas was a kind and pleasant man, not as tall as Caleb, but still broad shouldered and strong looking. He was in his late fortieth season, balding with grey flecks through his red hair. His intense grey blue eyes, bright and warm as he spoke. Caleb noticed he always felt relaxed and comfortable whenever he spoke with Silas, which is how he made everyone feel, when he spoke with them.

“I do appreciate your honesty Silas, I am just concerned with Laurel’s safety, and yes I will admit to being a bit emotional over this,” Caleb replied calmly.

“It is perfectly understandable Sire. I do feel however that everyone is going to sound nervous and guilty with seeing you in the room. Please be assured I know exactly what to ask and what to look for. If I have the slightest doubt about their character I will not hesitate to inform you and King Fergus so that you can do what you feel needs to be done. My suggestion to you is, to enjoy the day with your Bride to be. When we conduct the interviews at the Council Chambers, I will of course send for you. I have no issues with intimidating outsiders,” Silas said with a twinkle in his eyes.

Caleb laughed lightly at this comment. 

“Thank you Silas, I appreciate your help in this matter,” Caleb replied smiling broadly.

“Not at all Sire it is my pleasure, enjoy your day and give her Highness my regards,” Silas said warmly as he put a reassuring hand on Caleb’s arm. “We will ensure the safety of our Princess, Sire. She is after all called ‘the Treasure of Gwenlais’ is she not?” Silas asked, with a warm smile.

“Yes she is. Soon to be known as Heathwin’s treasure,” Caleb replied, amused, that after telling Aiden what he had called Laurel, all the Sentinels and others in the King’s service referred to Laurel as such.

Caleb made his way back to his room feeling more relaxed, concerning the events that had been discussed earlier. He felt satisfied that they would be handled thoroughly and quickly. As he walked back into the room, he was met by Laurel smiling at him as she sat curled up in his chair reading.

He glanced over at the desk and saw that food still remained on the plate, he walked over placing the tray of cakes and tea on the desk, looking over at Laurel with a wry grin.

“Mo ghra, you have not finished your breakfast. Did you not like what I picked out for you?” Caleb said, with a bit of concern. 

She never seemed to finish what was put in front of her, even though she always appeared to enjoy it.

“I always appreciate what you prepare for me Caleb. I cannot always eat the portion sizes you give me however. I swear if I ate as much as you think I should, I would end up becoming quite round and chubby,” Laurel replied smirking.

Caleb leaned against his desk folding his arms and laughing at her comment. He stood looking at Laurel for a moment longer before walking over and crouching down in front of her.

“You eat barely enough to keep your present weight, I truly doubt you will become round and chubby from eating a bit more off your plate, now and then,” Caleb said, with a wry grin.

“Very well Sire, I shall try to eat a bit more now and then. Did you bring me my tea?” Laurel asked him, smiling mischievously 

“I did. It is over on my desk, along with some of those little cakes they enjoy making for you,” Caleb answered watching her face, as he noticed the smile that often meant she was about to be silly or sarcastic.

“Well are you not going to bring them over to me?” Laurel asked, with a smirk and mock haughtiness.

“Do I look like your maidservant to you? I already have brought your tea and precious cakes up to you from the kitchen as it is. Do your legs not work this morning? You are certainly quite smug and bratty today,” Caleb said sternly, though still smiling at her.

Laurel had her hand up to her mouth laughing silently, her shoulders shaking with her mirth.

“Well you are always calling me your Princess, so should you not treat me accordingly?” Laurel continued with her tone, stifling a laugh as she spoke.

Caleb smiled at her wickedly as he leaned closer to her, her eyes widening as she bit her bottom lip, and began to giggle.

“Well my Princess is acting a bit naughty this morning. So should I treat her accordingly?” Caleb asked, with a low deep voice.

“Um....no, no. I think you should just let me get up and walk over to the desk, so that I may have my tea,” she said giggling again.

“Hmm. A wise choice, though I certainly would not have objected had you said yes,” Caleb spoke in the same low voice, kissing her forehead, then standing helped her to her feet. 

He still smiled at her wickedly, attempting to grab her, as she walked over to his desk. She guessed his actions and laughing, skipped out of his reach, and hurriedly sat down.

“So will we still be going to the ruins today after we help your mother with the last of the planning?” Laurel asked her eyes bright with the excitement of their excursion, taking a sip of her tea and a bite of one of the small cakes.

Caleb smiled at her sadly, he felt terrible he had to again delay their visit to the ruins.

“No, I am afraid we will not be going there today my darling. Chieftain Argon does not feel it is a good idea until the crowds and outsiders have left Heathwin. It is a long ride through the forest, and very secluded,” Caleb said softly reaching over and squeezing her hand.

“Oh...I understand. Perhaps another time then,” Laurel said smiling but unable to hide the disappointment from her voice.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly as he caressed her hand with his thumb.

“How would you feel about an alternative excursion? To the Gallery perhaps? How would that be?” Caleb asked her warmly.

“I would love to see the Gallery again. Though I thought you did not like it,” Laurel mentioned her eyes bright again with this new venture.

“You enjoy it. That is more than enough reason for me to go, and I really do not mind it all that much. Especially now that a few new items have been added. I was going to take you there after our wedding, but going earlier would be just as nice. It is also as you know, a very short trip on horseback,” Caleb said, smiling at her secretively. 

“Well I look forward to it Sire. What are the new items that have been added?” Laurel asked excitedly.

“Oh you will see. I think you will find them quite interesting. I enjoy them very much,” Caleb answered smiling slyly.

“Will you not give me a hint as to what they are?” Laurel asked smiling demurely at him.

“No. Not even with that lovely smile. You will just have to wait, as I enjoy surprising you too much,” Caleb answered smirking taking a drink of Laurel’s tea.”

“Fine. I shall go and get dressed now, we shall have to meet with your mother soon, and I do not wish to keep her waiting,” Laurel answered, with a pout.

“No. You shall come over here and kiss me first. Then you can get dressed,” Caleb replied, smiling at her pouting.

Laurel sighed and rolled her eyes in an over exaggerated manner as she stood up and walked over to Caleb a few steps away. Caleb smirked at her demeanor and taking her by the waist pulled her on to his lap. 

“I am very happy you like your necklace my love. I notice you wear it every day,” Caleb mentioned softly, reaching over and touching the smooth stone that hung from her neck.

“I love it Caleb. I only take it off when I bathe. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever had. I truly treasure it,” Laurel said her eyes warm and loving.

“I can say the very same thing concerning you my sweet Laurel,” Caleb said adoringly as he kissed her ardently, bringing his hand up to hold the side of her face.

Caleb felt his passion rising, as his heart was filled with love for her, at hearing how much the token of his affection and devotion meant to her.

He heard Laurel moan softly as he continued to kiss her, feeling her body trembling in his arms. She then pulled slightly away from him before speaking.

“Oh, Caleb. I will not be able to hold myself back, if we do not tear ourselves away. Please my Prince, we must stop for now,” Laurel whispered in a trembling voice, her eyes filled with longing.

“I am sorry my love. I want you so much, but I do not wish to upset you. Leave me for now, and I will meet you in the corridor when you have finished dressing. I am afraid I will no longer be able to have you share my bed until after the wedding. You are becoming impossible for me to resist,” Caleb said gently, trying to take control of his passion.

“I understand Caleb, for it is becoming difficult for me as well. When you take me in your arms I do not wish to leave,” Laurel whispered softly, her breath caressing his face.

She slipped of his lap and gently kissed his lips one last time before turning to leave. 

Please do not turn around, Caleb thought to himself, as he watched her leave. 

He knew if she did the last of his self-control would come crashing down.  He would take her to his bed, as he realized she would not resist him. She would then feel badly she had not kept her vow, and he did not want their first time of sharing their love be filled with regret. To Caleb’s relief Laurel did not turn around, she just quietly slipped out of the room, like a vision in a dream. He sighed deeply and relaxed his thoughts for a few moments to gain control once again of his feelings. 

Laurel leaned against the door as she closed it, sighing deeply and closing her eyes for a moment. She had surprised herself with how difficult it was to resist Caleb's ardent attentions. Laurel knew he had not deliberately tried to make her do so, realizing how passionate in nature he was. The more however she was with him, the more she found herself falling even more deeply in love with him. It was only natural to want to be with him and feel closer to him physically. The wedding was now only five days away, her family would arrive in three days, she would focus on this and whatever else needed to take place before the wedding. She would do all she needed to do to help Caleb not feel so restless emotionally towards her. 

He has been so patient and loving concerning my vow, she thought, she did not wish to make it difficult for him.  

Laurel began to dress hurriedly, and decided a modest dress with a high neckline and a plain brown color, would be best, not wanting to wear anything that might appear enticing. The dress was dull and quite boring and was not exactly flattering as it did nothing to accentuate her figure, but seemed the right choice. She also wore her fullest underskirt to hide her figure more. She wore her hair in a long braid over her shoulder and then with one more glance in the mirror, walked out of the room. She found Caleb as promised waiting for her in the corridor. He smirked at her, his eyebrows raised in surprise at her appearance.

“What scullery maid did you steal that dress from Laurel?” Caleb asked her sarcastically. 

Laurel stopped short, just out of his reach, looking at him with surprise. Her lips trembled and eyes filled with tears at his remark. Caleb immediately realized he had upset her and he went to her and hugged her close, as he felt her body shake as she began to cry.

“Ta brom orm mo ghra, I did not mean to upset you. I was only teasing, I was just surprised by your outfit that is all. Please forgive me,” Caleb spoke softly as he kissed the top of her head and gently caressed her back.

“I....I thought I should dress this way...to make things easier for you,” Laurel said between her tears, her body shaking with her crying.

Caleb held her closer, sighing deeply, feeling horrible at teasing her this way. 

“My sweet Laurel, do you not realize you could wear a grain sack and I would still find you irresistible? I only said something because I found it surprising you would wear something so plain and, well unflattering. You take pride in your appearance, there is no reason not to my love. I mentioned what I did to you in my room, because I do not wish to place you in a vulnerable position. I am fully able to control myself while you are with me,” Caleb said patiently as he raised her face to look at him. “But I admit that having you lie in my bed with me makes it a bit more difficult. I wish for you to be able to keep your vow, I know how important it is to you.

But there is no need for you to change how you dress and appear to me. There is no reason for you to try and hide your beauty, for I see it no matter what you wear. I do not wish for you to be unhappy with your appearance however. Be honest with me, do you like how you are dressed?” Caleb asked her, smiling gently.

Laurel sniffed back her tears as Caleb gently wiped the tears from her face.

“No. I hate this dress, I would only wear it when I was angry at

 Father,” Laurel said in a shaky voice, as she tried to stop crying.

“Really? Well you must have worn it quite a bit then,” Caleb said grinning wryly, as he held her closer.

Laurel laughed at his comment, knowing it was truer than he realized.

He pulled her away enough for her to look up at him, brushing his thumb across her cheek.

“Why do you not wear what you really want to? Let me enjoy your beauty my love. There is no reason to keep it from me, though I do appreciate your love behind the thought. I am again sorry I was so crass, I did not mean to be. I forget how sensitive mo chailin milis is,” Caleb said softly, as he gently kissed her face.

She smiled at him lovingly as she turned to go back to her room.

“I shall only be a moment,” she said her eyes brighter and no longer teary.

He smiled at her as she closed the door, happy he had been able to calm her.

Shaking his head and rolling his eyes. “Caleb, you are an idiot,” he said out loud to himself. 

A few moments later Laurel came back, out all smiles, as she had changed into a lovely pale blush colored short tunic, wearing a full black skirt. She had the long wide scarf the Queen had gotten her, draped around her shoulders.

“I thought this would be suitable for riding as well,” she remarked cheerfully.

“You look utterly lovely, as you always do mo stor,” Caleb replied kissing her forehead.

“Unless of course I am dressed as a scullery maid,” she said smirking impishly. 

“Yes, that is true. We shall definitely have to burn that dress,” Caleb answered smiling at her sardonically. “Come along my little scullery maid, let us not keep her Highness waiting too much longer,” Caleb remarked with a wry grin, taking her hand.

They walked to the sitting room to find Queen Alana, and her two attendants Stella and Mauve with her, Mauve was holding the Queen’s hand and both were smiling at her comfortingly. The Queen looked up at Caleb and Laurel when they walked into the room, with a sad and crestfallen expression. She stood and warmly embraced Laurel before speaking.

“My dear Laurel, it has just been brought to my attention by Fergus and Argon that we will have to forgo the lovely procession and have both the wedding and the wedding feast here at the Lodge. I am so sorry dear. I had truly hoped to have all of Heathwin see you, and how lovely you will look on your wedding day,” Queen Alana exclaimed in a disenchanted voice, pulling away to look in Laurel’s eyes.

“Please do not concern yourself Mother. As Caleb had said earlier, it will be much more intimate with only family and close friends. In all honesty, I rather prefer it that way,” Laurel replied, doing her best to sound encouraging. 

“Do you? Well that does make me feel a bit better. Eavan and the two head cooks will be here shortly so that we can finalize in the choosing of the flowers and menu items. I am very happy to see that you have finally decided to help your Bride to be, with making some of the decisions, Caleb,” Queen Alana spoke with a droll smile, as she looked at Caleb’s sardonic expression.

“Of course Mother. I told Father it is the least I can do, to help ease the disappointment of you having to make a change of plans,” Caleb said, smiling at her knowingly.

Eavan and the two cooks would be arriving at the same time, for the meeting with Laurel and the Queen. Making the final choices for flowers to be used in arrangements and decorating, and menu choices, took considerably longer than expected, and what Caleb had patience for. Each time one of the cooks had yet another dish brought in for everyone to sample, Caleb would roll his eyes or glare annoyingly at the cooks, who were doing their best to avoid his gaze. By the time they were finished and the choices made, Caleb stood up and kissed Laurel warmly.

“Seeing as this has taken all day, we shall have to postpone our visit to the Gallery for tomorrow dearest. I need to go meet with Argon, Father, and Aiden, at the Council chambers. I shall see you at dinner,” Caleb said with an impatient tone, as he kissed her once more before turning and walking out of the room.

Laurel looked over and smiled at the Queen, who was smirking at Caleb’s demeanor, as Eavan giggled good naturedly.

“Well, at least he stayed for the entire time,” Laurel sighed and smiled, appreciating Caleb’s efforts to remain as long as he did.

 

The outsider rode into the city of Heathwin, with trepidation, finding the abundance of trees and the higher altitude of the Highlands of the west to be very disconcerting. He had left his traveling companion a few short hours ago telling him he felt confident the mission would not fail, but if he did not return at the appointed time, to leave without him. He stopped his horse for a brief moment, to reach into the folds of his tunic for the small vial that had given him comfort on his long journey. Putting his head back and sipping the last of its contents, he closed his large golden eyes, and sighed deeply as the warm liquid flowed soothingly down his throat. Taking another deep breath, and pulling his hooded cloak tighter around him, he urged his horse forward as the forest seemed to open up in front of him. Suddenly there before him, stood the Great Lodge, in all its rustic beauty and glory. He looked about the vastness of it, unable to hide his surprise and captivation, of its beauty. Just then a Sentry walked up to him.

“Excuse me. May I be of assistance? I notice you are visitor. Are you perhaps lost?” the Sentry asked, not unkindly, but not over friendly either.

“This is my first time to the famous Heathwin. I have traveled far to visit your most impressive Kingdom. Would this be the Great Lodge, so widely spoken of?” the outsider asked in a soft silky low voice, almost a whisper.

“Yes it is. Where would you be coming from stranger?” the Sentry asked, as two others joined him.

“From the far borders of Gwenlais,” he replied with a charming smile.

“What would your business be here in Heathwin?” the Sentry asked again, looking at him suspiciously, as he was unable to make the stranger’s features out clearly from underneath the hood he wore. 

The outsider reached in his cloak slowly, causing the other two Sentries to draw their short swords. The outsider then put both of his hands up to reveal in one hand a chain with delicately carved copper charms hanging from it, of various shapes of different objects.

“I am but a simple craftsman, hoping to find a place to sell my wares, during the time of the wedding of course. I was told many vendors would be coming here,” he said in a pleasant, silky smooth voice, once again. 

The Sentries looked at his necklace then sheathed their swords.

“Perhaps you could tell me where I might find a place for a meal and where I could spend the night,” the outsider requested in the same pleasant tone. 

“If you go down the main roadway here for a half mile you will see the roadway leading off to the left. Take that way and you will find a pub, just a short ways down. It is called The Standing Bear. It will be quite busy as it is the midday meal. They will direct you to a place for lodging,” the Sentry replied.

“Thank you. You are most kind,” the outsider answered bowing his head slightly as he turned his horse in the direction given.

When finally reaching the pub, he hesitated slightly for a moment, not comfortable with all the loud talking and fiddle playing going on, the food also did not smell all that appetizing. The delectable smell of meat, overpowered by the smell of roasted vegetables and ale, which caused him to wrinkle his nose in distaste. He walked into the pub to find it filled with people of every description, laughing and talking much too loudly for his liking, yet it would be necessary for him to try and engage in conversation, in order to get the information he required. He sat down at one of the long tables, a few seats between him and the other customers, and just listened to the various conversations of others around him for a few moments. Then unexpectedly, yes there it was again, the name he had been waiting to hear, ‘Laurel’. He turned in the direction of the name being spoken, looking intently at those who were speaking. Yes, they were most definitely speaking of this Laurel. He walked up to the table and sat down next to the others, smiling in a friendly manner. 

“Tell me friends. Would Princess Laurel, be interested in perhaps purchasing some new jewelry for her wedding day?” he asked, pulling out the necklace with the charms once again.

“Damned if I know. You will not be getting close enough to ask. We have all just heard, the Prince himself has decreed the wedding will be strictly family and invited guests only, apparently they made that decision only yesterday and word has gone out all over Heathwin. Seems he is keeping his Treasure well guarded,” the burly man said, with a laugh. 

The young woman who was serving ale at the table, looked over with concern, and walked into the kitchen hurriedly. A few moments later, Marcus the Scribe, who was the owner of the pub, walked out of the kitchen glancing over quickly at the table as the outsider continued with his questioning. Marcus walked outside, only to return a few moments later with two fully armed Sentinels, who approached the outsider, quickly but cautiously. 

“Excuse me sir. We wish to have a word with you please. If you will come with us,” the tall man with piercing blue grey eyes said, in a quiet, but stern voice.

The outsider looked at them both guardedly, but decided it best to go along with them, at least for now. When they escorted him out the door, his hopes for a quick escape were dashed, when he saw that six other Sentinels were waiting outside as well. He quietly went along with them, allowing himself to be led away, though the whole time his mind racing with how he could escape. Angry at himself for underestimating the barbarians caution and ability to apprehend him, putting a damper on his mission. 

 



  
 


 25: WENDELL THE SCRIBE 
Murtagh, a young Sentinel, who was part of Aiden’s Patrol, was intently watching the men brought to the Council Chambers. Most of the group had been rounded up yesterday, and divided, as this group of twelve had been placed in a smaller room adjacent to the main Chamber.  The majority were walking about grumbling loudly, not understanding why they were being detained. Murtagh had been told by his uncle, Chieftain Argon, to look for those who seemed to stand out, and look more suspicious, to be questioned first, the Princes as well as Phineas were on their way.  One man in particular, did indeed stand out, as different. He was quieter and standing off slightly away from the others, yet not too far, so as not to be noticed. Murtagh, assumed this was his reasoning, and watched him closer. He was of average height, except for a hooded cape, his clothes were nondescript in style, yet his physical features were indeed unusual. There were many different people in Heathwin at this time from territories far and wide, but this man was rather exotic looking. His features were very uncommon, almost cat like in appearance, his eyes were quite large and gold colored, and his skin the color of ripened wheat. When walking about, his movements were fluid, and graceful. He made eye contact with no one, and spoke to no one as well.  Murtagh watched him closer, as he seemed nervous and anxious to be in the large chamber with everyone else. 

“You there,” Murtagh suddenly called out to him, as he approached the man slowly. “We wish to have a few words with you please,” Murtagh said, in a non-threatening voice, so as not to cause alarm.

The man turned suddenly, as he stopped his nervous pacing, his eyes narrowed as Murtagh began to walk up to him. Murtagh was less than an arm’s length away, when he suddenly heard the quiet hiss of metal hitting metal. He looked down quickly and saw the glint of a steel, near the man’s wrist, the man suddenly lunged at him. Murtagh was already on guard and caught and blocked his blow, yelling out to the other Sentinels as he did so. Within a heartbeat’s moment, more than a half dozen Sentinels, sprang upon them. The man was thrown to the ground, yelling and cursing in a language unknown to them. The man continued to fight and struggle, then realizing he would not escape, clenched his jaw and then began to spasm violently. Unseeing eyes, rolling into the back of his head, foaming bloodily from his mouth, letting out one last guttural scream, fell silent, and unmoving. The entire room had gone completely quiet, except for Murtagh’s heavy breathing from his struggles, there was no other sound. Everyone stood staring in shock and disbelief, looking down at the man’s body, grotesquely contorted from his seizures. Heavy footsteps could be heard, hurrying over to where the man’s body was lying.

“What just happened here?” Caleb suddenly demanded, with Aiden, Argon and Phineas right behind him.

“I went to single this fellow out to question him first, when I came towards him he attacked me. It all happened so fast, the next thing we all knew, he screamed out, began to convulse and then died,” Murtagh explained, still slightly breathless. 

Caleb got down on one knee to examine the body briefly as well as Argon.

“Looks to be some kind of poison,” Argon said, as he looked at the man’s mouth.

“He was certainly not from any nearby city or district. His features are quite unusual and foreign to Heathwin or Gwenlais. Look here, at his wrist. It is a stealth dagger of some sort.  I have not seen one so detailed and expertly designed, but it is similar to those worn by raiders we have encountered. He was most definitely an assassin. Though I have never seen such loyalty so as to kill himself, rather than expose who he was working for,” Caleb looked over at Argon, with a concerned expression.

“Perhaps he belonged to some obscure cult. Not wishing for the Olden Scribes words to come true. We may never know now,” Argon replied shaking his head.

Caleb stood up and looking over at Murtagh, placed his hand on his shoulder. “Murtagh. You are bleeding. You must go to the Infirmary and see to your wound.” 

As he glanced down at the blood staining his forearm, “No need, it is just a flesh wound Sire. I have received worse during our training,” he replied with a tone of reassurance. 

“Very well, Murtagh. I am approving your promotion to Lieutenant. It will be finalized by the week’s end,” Caleb said to him, with a grateful smile.

“Thank you Sire, I am most appreciative,” Murtagh said, with a slight nod of his head.

“As am I. Now let us get this nonsense over with shall we?” Caleb asked, as he looked over at the rest of the stunned group, with narrowed eyes.

As three Sentries approached to search the assassin for other weapons, one of the Sentries pulled out from the folds of the assassin’s cloak, a small hollow metal tube. As he examined it closer a tiny barbed dart fell from the tube, and pricked the young man’s finger. No sooner did he pull it from his skin, then he began to cough and sputter, clutching his chest and falling to his knees. Caleb moved forward grabbing the young man’s shoulders, before he hit the floor, as he began to shake and convulse for a moment, as everyone watched with helpless alarm. When his spasms finally stopped, the Sentry looked over at Caleb with frightened but relieved eyes, struggling to catch his breath.

“Are you all right Blane? Can you stand?” Caleb asked quietly, his hands still on the young man’s shoulder.

“Aye Sire. I think…I will be able to in a moment,” Blane answered, beginning to breathe with ease now.

“What is it that you touched?” Chieftain Argon asked, noticing Blane’s finger purple and grotesquely swollen.

“A small barb fell out of that metal tube there. Be careful when you pick it up,” Blane cautioned, still shaken from his experience.

Caleb and Aiden pulled their leather gloves out of their coats and putting them on, Caleb then picked up the tube and barb carefully.  Aiden then searched methodically, through the assassin’s cloak and tunic.

“Obviously this was poisoned. It appears as if this would be blown through this tube then into the target,” Caleb spoke in a grating voice, as he handed the weapon to Argon, who was now also wearing gloves.

“I have read of weapons of this type used by foreigners, for assassination, but I never thought I would actually see one,” he looked with intrigue at the delicate barb and slender tube. “He would have been able to shoot this from a slight distance, being undetected in a crowd,” Argon, stated with chilling acknowledgement.

“Caleb, look here,” Aiden spoke up with concern, as all turned to look at what he was holding up.

Aiden held in his hand a fine thin silken cord, with two hand grips at either end. It was very easily folded and made to be hidden.

“A strangle cord,” Caleb stated with certainty, the nerve in his cheek pulsed, as he clenched his jaw. “He is most fortunate he killed himself, for I would have made it last much longer,” Caleb spoke in a low and dangerous tone, looking at the body with anger and loathing. “Piran, Curran, bring Blane to the Infirmary. Be sure and tell Master Elphin we will be bringing him a body to examine soon. Blane you are to have the rest of the week off, rest and get well my boy, good job,” Caleb said with a smile, as he patted the young man’s shoulder.

“Thank you Sire,” Blane replied in a weak voice, as the two other Sentries helped him to his feet and walked him out of the large room.  

Caleb then stood up and looked angrily at the now silent nervous group, watching them.

 “What do you plan on doing Caleb?” Aiden asked in a hushed voice. 

“Thinning out the herd,” Caleb answered back, in a low threatening voice.

Caleb continued watching the anxious group and then leaned over and whispered to Murtagh.

“Who was the one that was complaining the most? Make sure he sees you pointing him out,” Caleb directed, in a low voice.

Murtagh did as Caleb instructed, as Aiden looked over and smiled sardonically at a very nervous looking, short stout man, who was overly dressed. Caleb narrowed his eyes and walked over menacingly to him, as the others standing close by, moved hurriedly away as Caleb approached. Caleb stood in front of him and grabbed the man’s shirt front roughly, leaning down into his face.

“So what is your business here and why are you so interested in seeing my betrothed? In league with the dead wretch on the floor are you?” Caleb asked in a threating tone, loud enough for everyone to hear.

“No! No Sire! I most assuredly am not! I….I have never seen him before today,” the man answered, in a panic stricken voice.

“You still have not answered my first two questions. If I am not satisfied with your answers I shall save you the trouble of killing yourself,” Caleb replied, grasping the man’s shirt front tighter.

“Please, please Sire! I am but a humble merchant from the village of Alderwood, just outside of the city of Gwenlais. I only wished to catch a glimpse of Princess Laurel in her wedding gown, so as to make a sketch of her. I was then going to make smaller ones to place in these lockets, here, and sell them at my shop,” the man said frantically, as he reached in his pocket to pull out a silver locket. “The women of Gwenlais are most interested in seeing what her Highness will look like on her wedding day. It will be a keepsake for them,” the terrified merchant explained, trying to smile.

“Are you not aware of what Princess Laurel looks like?” Caleb asked, in the same threating manner.

“Oh, why yes Sire, quite aware. I have seen her at the House of Healing, several times. I supply the Ollams with their apothecary bottles,” the merchant answered, beads of sweat, now on his forehead.

“Well fine. Use your imagination then,” Caleb growled back in reply, shoving him away roughly.

“Is there anyone else who wishes to turn a profit on seeing my Princess on our wedding day?” Caleb asked, in an angry loud voice. 

The remaining ones in the room all answered at once, with frantic replies of ‘no’, and ‘certainly not’.

“Murtagh. You and the rest of the Sentinels, escort these gentlemen out of Heathwin. If you all wish to have your heads remain securely on your shoulders, then I suggest you do not return,” Caleb ordered, as he turned and walked back over to where the body was still on the floor. 

“That was truly the most stunning performance I have ever seen,” Aiden said, smiling slyly as Caleb walked up to him, looking over and watching the group being led out of the room.

“Well you will no doubt enjoy this next performance, as I intend on making our dead assassin here a very useful prop,” Caleb said, as he reached down, and grabbed the dead man by the scruff of the neck. 

“What do you plan on doing with him Prince Caleb? Should his body not be brought over for Master Elphin to examine, so as to determine where he came from?” Phineas asked with concern.

“He will be, when I am finished with him,” Caleb answered, with a slight grin. 

He then began to drag the body with him, walking out of the room into the main Chamber area.

“But Caleb, we did not kill him,” Aiden said, smirking at his brother’s use of the corpse.

“No, but they do not know that,” Caleb answered, gesturing to the next room.

The remaining group of fifteen, turned in horror as Caleb threw the body on the floor. The dead man’s face now gray and swollen, his mouth gaped open and still bloody. 

“Does anyone else have any more questions concerning her Highness?” Caleb asked in a menacing shout, his voice echoing in the Chamber.

Again came the chorus of no, and terrified gasps. Caleb then had Tolemais and another half dozen Sentinels escort the anxious group out of the Council Chamber. To Caleb’s and the other’s surprise, there remained a lone small figure, standing against the wall, trembling in fear. It was a young man not much more than twenty seasons, thin and frail looking, not much taller than Laurel. He wore a brown robe, with red trim, and held a large satchel, that seemed filled with books and papers. He raised a trembling hand and then spoke in a small and shaking voice.

“I….I have a question Sire,” the young man said, visibly shaking, almost dropping his bag.

Caleb walked up to the young man with narrowed eyes, and looked down at him with complete disdain.

“What is it?” Caleb asked, in a low growl.

“Be careful Caleb. You are going to cause the poor sop to wet himself,” Aiden remarked laughing lightly, as he walked over to the young man. “So my good fellow, what is your name?” Aiden asked, smiling broadly at him.

“Wen….Wendell Sire,” he replied still shaking.

“Alright then, Wen…Wendell. What is your question?” Aiden asked, in an amused tone.

“I am a Lesser Scribe from Gwenlais, your Majesties, as Master Phineas can attest to. I wish to ask permission to record for the archives, Princess Laurel’s experience of her wedding day,” Wendell stated, still shaking but determined.

“We have Scribes to do that. Why should I let you? A Lesser Scribe at that? What makes you so special?” Caleb asked him intimidatingly, as he leaned down closer to Wendell’s face.

“I have been recording Princess Laurel’s life, since she became a doe med, Sire. I was the first to record your betrothal. I have spoken with her personally, many times. Because I am a Lesser Scribe, I was not assigned to record the wedding. Though I feel I should have been, as I know her better than the Scribes here or in Gwenlais do,” Wendell said, still looking frightened, but no less determined.

“Well I like him Caleb. Look at him, all pathetic and shaking, and he is still standing up to you. Good for you Wendell,” Aiden said grinning broadly. 

Then Aiden reached over, and gave Wendell an enthusiastic slap on the back, which caused him to fall face first on the floor. Aiden, Phineas, and Argon, with the remaining Sentinels laughed heartily, as Aiden leaned down and helped the poor young Scribe to his feet.

“So Phineas, you can attest to this young man being a Lesser Scribe of Gwenlais, as he claims?” Caleb asked not laughing.

“Well, I do not know him personally Sire, but ah…yes I do remember seeing him about the castle grounds and in the city,” Phineas remarked trying to regain his composure.  “I also recall her Highness caring for a young Scribe at the House of Healing, and her mentioning speaking with him on several occasions.  He is, of course, wearing the robes of a Lesser Scribe.”

 “Yes, I was ill with a lung infection for over a fortnight. I had the wonderful privilege of being a patient of her Highness. In all honesty I prayed to the Maker, to have me be ill longer. It did not work that way as it is a dreadful thing to pray for,” Wendell said chuckling nervously, as the others with the exception of Caleb laughed at him once again.

 Wendell seeing Caleb’s unsmiling demeanor, stopped laughing and cleared his throat nervously.

“You claim to know Laurel, better than any of the Scribes here or in Gwenlais. I assume you are able to show us proof of your entries in the archives, as well as interviews with her?” Caleb asked, with a piercing gaze.

“Oh yes Sire, I have much proof. Here I will show you,” Wendell said anxiously, as he began to look through his satchel.

Wendell reached in and then pulled out several, what appeared to be journals. Caleb looked them over quickly then handed everyone present one, and then walked over to the Chieftains’ normal seating area. Wendell followed them carrying his bag and then stood waiting, with trepidation as the men read his journals. Smiling back on occasion to Aiden who would either give him a wry grin or outright chuckle at whatever he was reading.  Caleb however, his long legs stretched out in front of him would only occasionally glance up at him intensely, sometimes with a mordant smirk. 

“Well, I feel the only thing the lad is guilty of, is being completely smitten with her Highness,” Chieftain Argon spoke up suddenly, closing the journal and smiling kindly at Wendell.

“I concur. Wendell, you write things in fascinating detail,” Phineas said, looking up from the journal he was reading.

“Her beautiful grey eyes shone like the twin moons, when full in the night sky,” Aiden read in an exaggerated voice from the journal. “So Caleb, have you ever told Laurel her eyes shine like the moons? You could learn something from Wendell here,” Aiden said laughing.

Wendell began to laugh as well, until he saw Caleb glare at him.

“Fine Scribe. You have proven who you are. That does not mean however you will be recording the wedding or Laurel’s feelings on the matter. If she does not remember you or have any interest in you, you will not be allowed access. Also, if you so much as twitch suspiciously in her presence, you will be looking up at your headless body wondering what just happened. Am I making myself clear?” Caleb asked, in a deep dangerous tone. 

Aiden laughed at Caleb’s threat, which did not make Wendell feel any less worried as he swallowed nervously again, his eyes wide.

“Y…yes Sire. I completely understand,” Wendell said.

“I say Wendell, you must have the women eating out of your hands, with your pretty words,” Aiden remarked, grinning roguishly.

“Ah….well not exactly Sire. I never really say those words to women. I only write them. I actually am a bit nervous around the fairer sex. I have only felt this comfortable around her Highness. I find her presence to be quite comforting and soothing,” Wendell admitted in a far off voice, then glanced nervously over at Caleb, who was smiling slightly in spite of himself. 
“Phineas if you would be so kind, as to go ahead of us to the Lodge, to inform Laurel she has someone who wishes to reintroduce themselves to her. Do not mention a name. As I wish to observe for myself, her reaction to you….Wendell,” Caleb paused for a moment, saying Wendell’s name with emphasis. 

“Very good Sire, I shall see you all shortly. However this should turn out, it is nice to finally meet you Wendell,” Phineas said, giving the young Scribe a sympathetic smile, as he walked out of the Council Chamber. 

“I find it curious that the Princess has never mentioned you Wendell,” Caleb said in a low deep voice bringing his attention back to the young Scribe.

“Why do you find it curious? She knows how you would react. You would be suspicious and jealous, exactly how you are now,” Aiden mentioned, smirking over at his brother.

“I am not jealous,” Caleb said indignantly.

“You certainly are suspicious,” Aiden continued smiling knowingly.

“Of course I am. I am suspicious of everyone, until I can be proven not to be. Especially where my sweet girl is concerned,” Caleb said defensively.

“She mentioned you called her that,” Wendell spoke up suddenly, as they all turned to look at him. “She said you would call her that in old speak. Mo….mo chailn ….mo chailn milis.  Yes, yes that is what she said you called her,” Wendell said smiling nervously. 

Caleb could not help but be surprised, that Wendell knew this, though he said nothing, only grinned at him wryly.

“Very impressive Wendell. Fluent in old speak are you?” Aiden asked, with a laugh.

“Oh…oh no Sire. I just remember the words Princess Laurel said to me. In the journal where I mention her eyes, is when she told me, that is what Prince Caleb called her. It is all in the notes. She would always look that way when speaking of you Sire,” Wendell said, as he looked at Caleb, and smiled shyly.  

“Really? All in the notes is it? Curious how you failed to mention that,” Caleb spoke in an accusing tone, looking over at Aiden.

“Damn it Wendell. How am I supposed to use you, to torment my brother, when you make him feel all superior like that? Can you not see, how big his ego is already?” Aiden asked, smirking at Wendell, as Argon laughed at his remark.

“Sire, I feel we have given Phineas a good lead. Let us head back to the Lodge, so we may finish validating Wendell’s trustworthiness,” Argon suggested, as he stood up.

With that they all stood, as Aiden walked over and grasping Wendell by the back of his arm, leading him out of the Council Chamber. As they walked to their waiting horses, Caleb looked about and then looked over at Wendell.

Where is your horse Scribe?” he asked brusquely. 

“I…I do not have a horse Sire,” Wendell answered sheepishly.

“Then how did you get here from Gwenlais?” Caleb asked him incredulously.

“I rode in one of the wagons with the wedding feast supplies. Fortunately it was the wagon with the vegetables and flour, and not the livestock,” Wendell said laughing lightly.

“Come my very small friend, you can ride with me,” Aiden replied, laughing back at him.

“He is not your friend yet. I am still not completely convinced,” Caleb spoke in the same brusque manner, as he mounted upon Lorcan.

“Well, I think you are completely wrong, concerning our little Scribe here,” Aiden said, hitting Wendell on the back, much lighter this time, then mounting up onto his horse.

“What if I am not?” Caleb asked, grinning roguishly.

“Then I will cut his head off myself,” Aiden replied matter of factly. 

This in turn causing Wendell to look very alarmed, as Aiden reached down and yanked him up onto the horse.

“Fair enough,” Caleb answered back, giving Wendell a wicked grin.

 

They rode to the Lodge in a fairly quick canter, and just as they entered the Grand Hall, Laurel, along with Owain and Phineas were almost at the bottom of the staircase. Laurel looked over and smiled in delighted surprise.

“Wendell!” she announced happily, as she walked over quickly to him. “I am so happy to see you,” Laurel said, as she embraced him warmly.

“I am happy to see you as well your Highness. You have no idea,” Wendell replied, his voice indicating his relief, as he embraced her back.

Laurel noticed this and pulled away to look at his face, then looked over at Caleb with an annoyed expression. Caleb looked back at her, trying to look surprised at her reaction.

“Caleb, what did you say to poor Wendell? Did you threaten him?” Laurel asked, in a scolding tone.

“No more than I threaten anyone else, my love,” Caleb answered, in a low voice.

Laurel rolled her eyes at him and looked back at Wendell.

“Did he threaten to cut your head off? Do not look at him, look at me,” Laurel responded, to Wendell’s nervously glancing back at Caleb.

“It is quite alright my Lady. I understand his concern for your safety,” Wendell answered, still glancing nervously over at Caleb’s frowning face, as Aiden’s shoulders shook from laughing quietly.

“Caleb really. Wendell is my friend. Does he look dangerous to you?” Laurel asked, her voice still scolding. “He is the Scribe I mentioned to you who was one of my patients. Do you not remember?” Laurel asked sounding impatient “I did not know that at the time dearest. He has just told you himself he understands my concern. I have also had a bit more on my mind of late,” Caleb said sounding very put out, by Laurel’s demeanor. 

“Well in all fairness, he did mention several times he knew her,” Aiden remarked, smirking at Caleb’s glare.

Laurel rolled her eyes at Caleb in a disapproving manner, then turned to speak with Wendell once again.

“Why did you not come when I spoke to the other Scribe from Gwenlais yesterday? Did you not arrive with him?” Laurel asked curiously.

“He did not arrive with him because Wendell was not invited,” Caleb spoke up, grinning sardonically.

“Why would you not be invited Wendell? You know me better than any of the Scribes I have met with,” Laurel asked him, a bit defensively. 

“Wendell mentioned that very thing at the Council Chamber. Did he not Caleb?” Aiden spoke up hitting Caleb’s arm, who just glared at him again.

“To answer your question my Lady. As I am a Lesser Scribe, I was not considered experienced enough to be assigned to record your wedding day, or your feelings concerning your wedding. Even though I did personally ask to be assigned, as we have spoken many times together, I was told no, and that I could not come,” Wendell answered, in a weary voice.

“Well if you did not arrive with the other Scribes, how did you get here?” Laurel asked, with a bemused expression.

“He hitched a ride on the back of a vegetable wagon,” Aiden spoke up again, laughing.

“Yes, it is true my Lady,” Wendell replied, in response to Laurel’s surprised expression.

“Well that is ridiculous! I will not have you treated this way Wendell!” Laurel said indignantly. “Caleb. I wish Wendell to be assigned to me as my personal Scribe. I trust him completely. Please have the other Scribes informed I will not need to interview with them again,” Laurel said, with a very decisive air.

“That may not be very agreeable to the other Scribes dearest,” Caleb said, trying to be patient.

“I do not care if they do not like it. It is what I wish. I do not feel as comfortable with them as I do with Wendell,” Laurel said in a soft voice, with a slight pout.

Aiden smirked over at Caleb, who was smiling at Laurel’s expression.

“Very well my love, if that is what you wish. I will send word to the Scribes before the evening,” Caleb spoke, in a low voice.

Laurel smiled at him demurely, and then walked over, raising her face up to him.  Caleb then leaned down, and accepted the light kiss on the cheek she gave him.

“Thank you Sire,” Laurel said softly, as she smiled up at him sweetly.

“You are welcome, and we shall talk later about this,” he spoke back, in the same hushed tone.

She smiled at him once more before turning and giving her attentions once again to Wendell.

“Wendell. After you have had a chance to catch up with her Highness, you will meet me in the study. I will need to introduce you to my father. Owain will bring you there,” Caleb said, in an officious tone.

“Yes of course Sire,” Wendell replied, still sounding nervous.

“Come along Wendell, we have so much to talk about,” Laurel began speaking in an excited and happy voice, as she put her arm through his and led him up the stairs.

“Owain,” Caleb called out, as he gestured for Owain to come over to him. “Until, I say otherwise, he is not to be alone with her. I do not care what her fussy little self thinks. If she argues too much, tell her she will have to take it up with me,” Caleb said in a very frustrated tone, as he watched Laurel and Wendell, continue up the stairs. 

“Yes, of course Caleb. Do not worry. I shall be as diligent as I always am. If it makes you feel any better, I do recognize him. He was always leaving when I went to escort Laurel home,” Owain said smiling, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder, and then quickly went up the stairs to catch up to Laurel and Wendell.

“Oh, Wendell this is Owain. You never did get the opportunity to meet him,” Laurel said, with bright enthusiasm. 

“I am most pleased to meet you Owain. Her Highness has told me so much about you. I make mention of you in at least two of my journals,” Wendell spoke in a friendly calm manner, unlike his demeanor in front of Caleb.

“Do you now? I would like to see that if you do not mind,” Owain said smiling charmingly.

“Not at all, I would be most happy to show you,” Wendell replied, as they walked into Laurel’s room.

Caleb then turned to walk out of the Hall, only to be stopped by Argon.

“Is it my understanding, that Wendell will be allowed access then?” he asked with a warm smile, as Caleb still seemed to be irritated.

“Yes, I suppose for now. She certainly does know him. Apparently the little rodent was telling the truth,” Caleb spoke clearly annoyed. 

“You actually seem disappointed by that,” Aiden remarked smirking at him. “Did you not notice his expression when she hugged him? It was that of a lost puppy who has just been claimed by his beloved mistress,” Aiden said with a laugh.

“No not disappointed. I just did not expect her to be so happy to see him, and be so irritated with me,” Caleb grumbled, as they once again began to walk out of the Hall.

“Ah. So you are jealous then,” Aiden said teasingly, hitting Caleb roughly on the arm.

“For the last time, I am not jealous of Laurel’s pet Scribe. I wish to have the attendants come and bring the body back for Master Elphin to examine. Also have someone sent to give the wretched annoying Scribes from Gwenlais the good news. I cannot wait to hear the results of that. Phineas, I am putting you in charge of that detail, as I have no patience whatsoever in dealing with them,” Caleb spoke with even more irritation, as he walked up to his horse. 

Leaping upon him quickly he then looked over at Argon, who was smiling at him kindly.

“Argon, have Silas let me know the results of his interviews with all the new Lodge staff,” Caleb directed, as he began to turn Lorcan towards the main pathway.

“I have already been informed Caleb. He is most confident that everyone can be trusted. All the new staff have family members who have worked at the Lodge for many seasons,” Argon spoke in a soft and reassuring tone.

“Good, one less thing I have to think about,” Caleb said with a deep sigh.

“Where are we off to now?” Aiden asked riding up next to him.

“Making sure the body is out of the way and someone will clean up the mess it left behind,” Caleb replied, as he made his way down the path.

 

After speaking with Master Elphin and Argon concerning the body of the assassin, he was assured they would have some answers by the week’s end, as to his origin.  Caleb and Aiden headed back to the Lodge, and to their surprise already found Wendell engaged in a lively conversation with both of their parents in the study.

“Ah good, there you both are. Wendell here, was telling us a most amusing story, of our little Princess putting a large brute of a blacksmith in his place as she was trying to tend to a burn he had gotten. Had him eating out her hands in a matter of moments,” King Fergus said chuckling.

“Hmm, now why does that sound familiar?” Aiden asked smirking at Caleb. Caleb then punched him roughly on the arm, before sitting down next to the wide desk.

“She always seemed to be given the most difficult patients, but she really had no problems with them for very long,” Wendell said, with a bright smile.

“Why was she assigned you Wendell? You do not appear as if you would be too much trouble,” Caleb asked, in a low sardonic voice.

King Fergus and Aiden smiled knowingly at each other as Queen Alana gave Caleb a disapproving frown.

“I think it was just a happy accident. I came in just as she was leaving. She walked over to me and felt my head, told me I was burning with fever and walked me to the rooms where the ill are housed and then stayed with me all night. After she got a bit of rest she insisted I be assigned to her. After that we became friends. That is when I started to record her activities,” Wendell explained, his voice sounding wistful and far off again.

“What a perfectly lovely story Wendell. I look forward to hearing more of them. Was that not a lovely story Caleb?” Queen Alana asked him pointedly, giving him a meaningful look.

“Oh, yes quite lovely,” Caleb responded, sounding and looking very disinterested.

“Well I feel you are the perfect choice for our dear Laurel’s Scribe, and I shall certainly write a letter of recommendation to your Elder Scribe in your behalf,” Queen Alana said to Wendell, with a warm smile.

Caleb rolled his eyes at his mother’s words as King Fergus and Aiden smirked at his reaction.

“Thank you your Majesty. I am most appreciative,” Wendell gushed happily.

“Well congratulations Wendell. It looks like you are in. This calls for a celebration. I say we take Wendell out for a couple of pints,” Aiden replied walking over and grabbing Wendell’s shoulder, and shaking him back and forth.

“Oh…well I do not drink Sire,” Wendell said shyly.

“Really why not? I did not know the Scribes in Gwenlais had such restrictions,” Aiden asked him.

“They do not Sire. It is my own personal preference. I never had good experiences when people around me would drink,” he explained nervously.

“That is all in the past Wendell. You are among friends now. Just ignore the brute in the corner, he treats everyone like this until he gets to know you better,” Aiden said, laughing along with his parents, though Caleb was clearly not amused.

“I say we take Wendell to my favourite pub right here in the city. It is owned by a Scribe. He makes the best venison stew you have ever tasted,” King Fergus remarked enthusiastically. 

“Well thank you. I find it very interesting that Scribes own and run businesses here in Heathwin. It is not so in Gwenlais. You are a Scribe and that is all. We Lesser Scribes live solely on the generosity of others,” Wendell exclaimed with fascination.

“How did you ever survive before meeting Laurel, Wendell?” Caleb asked, again receiving a disapproving look from his mother.

“Sheer will Prince Caleb,” Wendell smiled, and answered humbly. 

“That will not be the case now dear,” Queen Alana said warmly.

“Thank you your Highness. I shall go and put the rest of my things in my room, so I do not keep all of you waiting,” Wendell said as he turned and walked out of the study, he paused for a moment and turned to speak again. “I do believe this is one of the happiest days of my life,” he said, with heartfelt honesty.

“We shall meet you in the Hall Wendell,” King Fergus said warmly.

His eyes filled with emotion, Wendell just nodded and walked quietly out of the study, shutting the door behind him.

“What did he mean by putting things in his room? What room?” Caleb asked, with a concerned tone.

“I have given Wendell a room. If he is to record Laurel’s experiences he will need to be close by,” Queen Alana replied thoughtfully.

“Seriously Mother? You gave the Scribe a room?” Caleb asked incredulously. 

“Do not be ridiculous Caleb! There are fifteen bedrooms in the main part of Lodge alone. He was given the room in the far west wing. The room with the largest windows facing the mountains, as well as the only room with an actual writing desk. He will be most comfortable there. Really you are acting like a jealous brute,” Queen Alana said scoldingly.

“I am becoming quite sick of being told I am jealous of the Scribe! I just fail to see what all the fuss is!” Caleb replied angrily, as the last of his patience was beginning to slip away.

“Caleb is out of sorts because his sweet girl was not so sweet to him a short time ago. She scolded him for threating to cut Wendell’s head off,” Aiden spoke up smirking.

“Well I do not know how you expected her to react Caleb,” Queen Alana said smugly.

“I reacted the way I did, because of the assassin we discovered, before we met pathetic Wendell,” Caleb growled back.

“Yes Caleb, I have been informed of him. Though by the sounds of it you cleared everyone else out fairly quickly. The security measures we have in place will keep out any and all strangers, from the city itself. Laurel will be safe, as she is not going to be leaving the Lodge or the grounds,” King Fergus said trying to be comforting. “Come with us to the pub for a drink and bit of supper. I found Wendell to be most entertaining, with his stories and accounts of your beloved. He has a rather interesting point of view. You may even grow to like him,” King Fergus explained.

“I have no interest in hearing how enamored the Scribe is with Laurel. I am going to my room to relax for a bit,” Caleb grumbled, as he stood up to leave.

“Come on, Caleb. It will do you some good to get out for a bit, especially after today. Do not be such a great grumpy bastard,” Aiden said, good naturedly teasing him. 

“No, I am afraid that is the way I am going to be this evening. You will all just have to deal with it or leave me alone,” Caleb spoke in a low voice, as he left the room.

“I was not aware of the assassin Fergus,” Queen Alana, said with a deep sigh after Caleb was out of hearing.

“I know my love. Do not be troubled. All the proper measures have been put in place,” King Fergus reassured her, as he walked over and kissed the top of her head.

“No, it is not that. Had I known beforehand, I would not have been so hard on Caleb. It is no wonder he is ill mannered,” Queen Alana said, with sad regret. “I shall go and speak to Laurel,” the Queen said in a determined voice, as she stood up to leave.

“Do not mention the assassin, Alana. It will cause her needless distress,” King Fergus said with concern.

“Yes, of course mo chroi. I will only tell her Caleb is in need of her company,” she said, with a soft knowing smile.

 

Caleb sat in his large leather chair, trying to read a book, but to no avail. He was unable to relax, after the stressful events of the day. Not to mention Laurel’s frustration with him, left him feeling unsettled. She had no idea the dangers that still surrounded her and the pains he took to keep her safe. Her annoyance with him left Caleb feeling both angry and hurt. A soft knock on his door took him from his thoughts, as he looked up and then saw Laurel smiling sweetly at him as she quietly came into the room.

“Well who do we have here?” he asked her sardonically.

“You actually look surprised to see me,” Laurel said still smiling, as she closed the door.

“I am a bit. I thought you were having fun with your pet Scribe,” Caleb answered her brusquely.

Laurel stopped walking, and stood in the middle of the room, looking confused with his demeanor.

“Mother told me you had a very stressful morning. I have no doubt it had something to do with the dead body that was found in the Council Chamber,” Laurel said with concern, trying to discern what was upsetting him so much.

“Who told you there was dead body at the Council Chamber? Did the Scribe tell you this?” Caleb asked her angrily. 

“Would you please stop referring to Wendell as ‘the Scribe’? Yes he did, but he did this defending your rudeness. He said he could not blame you for being upset as there was a body found at the Chambers. I cannot believe you are so jeal….” Laurel was cut off abruptly.

“If you tell me I am jealous of that pathetic little sop, I shall throw him out on his skinny arse, and maybe spank yours while I think of it,” Caleb said, in a low and angry voice.

Laurel looked at Caleb, her eyes narrowed slightly as she crossed her arms and smirked at him. She then uncrossed her arms and walked up to him, reaching over lightly putting her fingers through his hair, as he looked up at her, still seeming annoyed.

“You are very grumpy Sire. What must I do to help you feel more at ease?” Laurel asked, smiling at him coyly.

Caleb smiled back at her as he reached up and took her hand, pulling her on to his lap.

“Well, for one thing you could give me a proper kiss. I have had only one from you since breakfast. That little peck you gave me in the Hall after you so rudely yelled at me was ridiculous,” Caleb said, with a sly grin.

“I would be most happy to Sire,” Laurel smiled demurely, as she leaned over and kissed his lips.

Caleb began to kiss her intensely and ardently, as he placed his hand on the back of her neck. When they had finished their kiss, Laurel sighed softly her eyes still closed, while Caleb smiled watching her face.

“I do believe that was a proper kiss this time, was it not”? Laurel asked, in a soft whisper, her eyes loving and warm.

“It was indeed,” Caleb answered back in a soft low voice, has he brushed her hair back from her face. “I did not wish for you to know of the account at the Council Chamber,” he added, speaking softly, with a sad smile.

“I would have heard of it at some point Caleb. You cannot shield me from everything that happens. I have accepted, because of who I am, who we are, that certain things can and will happen. You told me yourself there are those who do not wish for our union to take place. Which is why Wendell also mentioned it, and to not be upset with you, because it was your right to worry for me,” Laurel replied, smiling warmly at him.

“He actually told you that?” Caleb asked, sounding a little surprised.

“Yes he did,” Laurel said softly, as she outlined his face slowly with her finger. “Perhaps I could tell you a bit about Wendell, so as to have a better idea of who he is,” Laurel continued, in the same soft voice.

“In just a moment. I have a very important request I wish to make of you,” Caleb stated in a soft, but serious tone.

“What is it?” Laurel asked, looking a bit concerned at the solemn voice he was using.

“Until I tell you otherwise, I need for you to stay inside the Lodge. You are not to go outside for any reason, not even in the back garden,” Caleb directed in the same tone, though his eyes and expression were softer and less harsh.

“Does this have to do with the body that was found at the Council chambers?” Laurel asked, keeping her voice calm and even.

“Yes it does, and that is all you need to know at this time. Give me your word dearest that you will do as I request,” Caleb insisted gently, as he caressed her cheek.

“I give you my word Sire,” Laurel replied, smiling warmly as she leaned over and kissed Caleb softly on the lips.

“Thank you mo stor. Now, seeing as I am feeling more relaxed, tell me all about Wendell, mo ghra,” Caleb said softly, as her kissed her neck. “Tell me when you first met,” he directed smiling at her.

“It was two months after the Harvest Festival, the winter rains were just beginning.  If you remember, I had just been made a doe med, and you and I were not yet betrothed. I was getting ready to leave from my duties when I saw Wendell walk in. He had a dreadful cough, he was soaked and shivering so badly, I thought he would fall over. When I walked up to him he could barely speak and was burning up with a fever. I brought him to the sick room immediately. One of the Ollams in charge felt he had a lung infection, and should not be left alone that night. So I stayed with him, to help him with his fever. He did not know who I was until that next evening.  I asked Mistress Gavenia if he could be assigned to me, as I just felt this need to protect him. I really do not know why, but after I began to learn more about his life, I was glad that I felt that way,” Laurel spoke in a thoughtful soft voice as she glided her hands through Caleb’s hair.

“So what was it about Wendell’s life, which made you feel the need to protect him?” Caleb asked, smiling at her adoringly.

“Wendell is an orphan, he is the only one in his family who survived a horrible bout of fever, which left many in his village very sick and weak for some time.  At least six, including his parents and a younger brother, died from it.  After which Wendell came to live with his uncle and family. They are farmers, the type of farmers that give all in their noble profession a bad name. Wendell was sickly most of his life, and not able to be of much help with the kind of work that particular life requires. So needless to say he was mistreated miserably. His uncle one day said as an insult, that he was completely worthless and he should just become a Scribe. So he decided that is what he would do. They were impressed with his memory and ability to describe so vividly things that were told to him, in the written word. Also the fact that he is a gifted artist. He did not remain an apprentice long, as the other Scribes felt it was a waste of his talents. So, he became a Lesser Scribe quickly, but unlike most Lesser Scribes, they have family who care for them and support them, as they are not paid until they become Scribes. Wendell however did not have that privilege. I know that there were days sometimes that he did not eat, or have a place to stay, which is why he became so ill,” Laurel explained, with a sad smile. “Yet he never gave up, he was and still is most passionate about becoming a Scribe. He is also very easy to talk to. He helps you to express your thoughts in the most interesting way. Wendell makes you want to share with him,” Laurel spoke again in a thoughtful way.

“So I take it you shared with him quite often then?” Caleb asked, with an amused smile.

“Yes I did,” Laurel replied with a giggle. “He helped me very much from becoming too anxious from missing you, especially the last few months before you brought me back to Heathwin,” she said wistfully.

“You had your dear Phineas, Marina and Tulla for that, did you not?” Caleb asked with a wry grin, thinking she was giving Wendell too much credit.

“Well yes, but when I would speak of you or would say I missed you, they all just gave this sad smile to remind me of how pathetic I was. Wendell would not do that. He would say things like….it is no wonder I miss you as I must feel safest when with you, or I miss you because you are the one that makes me feel complete. As you can see, Wendell was really most helpful in calming my nerves without making feel I was being silly. So my Prince, can you see now why I care for him so much? Perhaps one day you may even grow to like him, or at least find him less annoying,” Laurel asked, with a hopeful smile.

“I am sure that I will mo ghra, as he is so important to you. Not to mention all of the people in my life you have had to come to know and adjust to. All the relatives, Cahir, I know was not easy for you to adjust to, and now has actually grown quite fond of you. So I think getting accustomed to your pet Scribe’s presence, is the very least I can do,” Caleb replied smirking at her.

“How long do you intend on calling him that?” Laurel asked with a laugh.

“Until it no longer amuses me. So it will be for a while now,” Caleb remarked, with a mordant grin.

“Are you feeling a bit more at ease now Sire?” Laurel asked, with a demure smile.

“A bit. Father and Aiden are taking Wendell to the pub owned by a Scribe here in the city, they wished for me to go along,” Caleb stated, with a gleam in his eye.

“How wonderful! You are going are you not?” Laurel asked excitedly.

“I will, under one condition,” Caleb asked her, his grin growing broader.

Laurel paused for a moment, looking at his expression, as she lightly bit her bottom lip. 

“And what would that be Caleb?” Laurel asked, with a shy giggle.

“That you be here waiting for me when I return,” Caleb answered, in a deep soft voice, as he kissed her forehead.

“I thought you said we should no longer, share your bed. That it was becoming more difficult to do so,” Laurel mentioned, with a coy smile.

“Your family will be arriving in time for supper tomorrow, so tonight will really be the last time we can spend the night together, before our wedding. I think I have one more night of restraint left in me,” he said, with a roguish smile.

Laurel giggled at his remark, as she put her arms tighter around his neck, drawing herself closer.

“What nightgown and robe shall I wear tonight?” she asked, with luminous eyes, and a bright smile.

“Your pale blue gown, no robe,” Caleb said very decisively, with a wicked smile.

“The pale blue….it is a bit thin,” Laurel said, as she blushed lightly.

“I shall keep you warm enough,” Caleb answered back, with the same smile.

“Very well Sire, when I get ready for bed I shall be here waiting for you. I can sit here and read for a bit,” Laurel said, with a shy smile.

“Knowing Father and Aiden it will be a late evening, so just get into bed and make yourself comfortable. It is alright if you fall asleep.  I shall wake you and tell you all about Wendell’s evening,” he said, kissing her forehead lightly. 

“Alright then, I should go and freshen up a bit before dinner with Mother,” Laurel said, slipping off of Caleb’s lap to stand up. “Thank you for this Caleb. I do love and appreciate you very much,” Laurel said leaning over, and kissing Caleb warmly on the lips.

“I know my darling, which is why I am doing this. I appreciate all of the changes you have had to make for me,” Caleb replied in a warm loving voice, as he kissed her back tenderly. “Well, I need to leave now, before they head off without me. Have a lovely evening with Mother dearest, I shall see you later,” Caleb said, as he led her into the corridor, and watched her walk to her room.

She turned to give him a warm and demure smile, and then closed her door. Caleb then shook his head and with a grin, headed down to the study. When he walked into the room, both his father and Phineas gave him surprised smiles, Aiden however only grinned knowingly at him.

“Changed your mind did she?” Aiden asked him with a broad smile.

“No, it was more like, she persuaded me,” Caleb answered back, grinning wryly.

“Well good for her. I am glad you will be joining us, son. We all needed a bit relaxation, after today. The wedding being less than three days away, it will become hectic enough once again,” King Fergus said as he slapped Caleb on the back. “Come along then, I am sure Wendell is in the Hall waiting for us,” King Fergus remarked cheerfully.

“I did not see him as I walked by the balcony. Hopefully he has not gotten lost,” Caleb remarked with a chuckle.

“He is in the last room on the west wing, it will take him several minutes just reach our corridor,” Aiden answered back.

When everyone reached the Hall, Wendell was still not there, much to everyone’s amusement. 

“It will take the lad sometime to learn his way around the Lodge. If he does not show up in a few moments I will go and look for him,” Phineas volunteered.  

“This sudden change of heart, what are you getting out of all this?” Aiden asked, Caleb with a smirk.

“Nothing. Just the satisfaction of knowing my sweet girl is contented,” Caleb answered, with a smug grin.

“Oh really? Excuse me if I am not fully convinced. You look much too happy with yourself,” Aiden replied back, with a sly smile.

Before Caleb could give an answer back, Wendell showed up at the top of the stairs, making his way down and smiling shyly at everyone. He was no longer in the Lesser Scribe robes, but a simple tunic of dark blue, with black britches and a heavy woolen grey jacket. He looked surprised when he glanced over at Caleb, not expecting him to be there. Caleb noticed this and smiled at him kindly, as he walked over and gave him a friendly pat on the back.

“Come on Wendell, we need to find you a horse. You cannot be expected to get around Heathwin without one,” Caleb said as he began to lead him out of the Hall, stopping to grab his long riding coat.

“I truly appreciate this Prince Caleb, but I am afraid to say I have never learned to ride,” Wendell replied sheepishly.

“Are you quite serious? How did you ever get around?” Caleb asked him incredulously.

“I just walked Sire,” Wendell answered sounding and looking embarrassed. 

“Or he hitched rides in vegetable carts,” Aiden replied with a laugh.

“Well that will have to change. You cannot get around Heathwin without a horse. It would take you well over an hour just to walk to the House of Records from the Lodge. Father, we shall have to arrange riding lessons for the Scribe here,” Caleb said, as he looked over at his father.

“We shall see what we can do about that in the next few days, but for now let us just focus on a having a good time at the pub. I sent word and Marcus is expecting us. He should have a table in the back waiting. Ahh, I can almost smell the stew already. You are in for a real treat tonight Wendell,” the King said happily, as they entered the stables. 

Two Sentinels, Murtagh and Aaron, were waiting as escorts. Smiling as they were happy to volunteer to join the group on the King’s visit to the pub. King Fergus went at least twice a month, the Queen accompanying him, on occasion. He enjoyed his talks with Marcus the Scribe and pub owner.  They discussed events that were going on, or things that Marcus himself had either spoken to others about or overheard. It helped King Fergus to feel connected to the real things, as he would call it, which mattered to his subjects. This in turn made King Fergus the most respected and beloved King of Heathwin, not since very long ago. They got upon their horses quickly as they were ready for them, Wendell once again riding with Aiden.  They talked in steady but relaxed conversation, not discussing the hectic nature of the day, as everyone was quite fatigued from it all. Rounding the bend and after riding past several fine homes, the soft warm glow of the lanterns inside, gave Wendell a sense of peace and he began to appreciate the rugged beauty of the city. It was not filled with as many merchants as Gwenlais, and the paths were not paved with cobble stones. Just the soft dirt of well-traveled paths of many seasons past. He noticed how two young men were lighting high hung lanterns along the pathway, and waved as they called out greetings to the group. Wendell was impressed that the King and his sons, answered and replied back in a friendly warm manner, not expecting any special fanfare. Just a wish for a good evening, as you would say to anyone you might happen to meet. Suddenly up ahead, Wendell could hear the sound of fiddles, and people laughing and talking. The pub itself was not overly large, it resembled more a sturdy built home. With a wide front porch, large windows and a heavy ornate door, with a bear standing upright carved into it. Many horses and a few carts were tethered to the front railings, two old men sat on the front porch facing each other, playing a game of Tablut. They both looked up and smiled as the group walked up the three wide steps to the porch. 

“Good evening to you Sire. How be you and the young Princes this fine evening?” the oldest of the two asked.

“Quite well my old friend. Have you both had your stew tonight?” the King asked, as he put his hand on the old man’s shoulder.

“Aye, that we did Sire. Now we just been enjoying a pint and a bit of that lovely cheese and brown bread the missus makes so well. That Marcus has a very talented wife he does. She treats us right proper when we come for our weekly meal,” the second old man replied.

“I have no doubt. Which is why I tell my boys there is no finer pub in all of Heathwin, than the Standing Bear,” King Fergus said as he patted the old man’s back, and made his way into the crowded noisy pub.

Wendell was quite moved and impressed by how the King himself was so approachable to others, and how kind Caleb and Aiden were, as they walked past them and warmly patted the old men’s shoulders as well. Aiden paused for a moment leaned in and began to talk in old speak, as Caleb paused smirking at his brother, as he continued to talk to them for a moment. Their faces crinkled in amusement as Aiden continued to talk in a low tone. After he finished speaking, the old men hooted with laughter, one hitting his knee from laughing so hard. Aiden gave them a wink and then walked in with his brother who just shook his head and grinned at him.

“Master Phineas, what just happened?” Wendell asked quietly, as they both walked in the pub.

“Prince Aiden just told the old gentlemen a very foul joke. He does that each time he comes, if they happen to be here. They expect it now, and Aiden enjoys the rise he gets out of them,” Phineas explained with a wide grin.

“I must say I did really not expect this. I mean, all I have been told of Heathwin, is the people are very hardy but can be a bit harsh and well… barbaric at times. I admit Prince Caleb scared the life out me at the Council Chambers, but after what had taken place I do not blame him. I feel we of Gwenlais tend to misjudge our neighbors from the west,” Wendell, said thoughtfully.

“I feel we do as well my young friend. Before coming into the service of Queen Milna and Princess Laurel, I was the Royal Envoy to Heathwin. King Fergus had just acquired the throne. He was not the oldest son, that brother was killed in a horrific battle with the Rabkins. Had he been King, I dare say the reputation given the men of Heathwin, would not be unfounded. Thankfully King Fergus does not share the same feelings and attitudes of his brothers or father. I feel now with the union of Prince Caleb and Princess Laurel, those old prejudices will be put to rest,” Phineas explained with a warm smile, as they made their way to the back room, arranged specifically for the King.

When the King entered the wide and spacious dining room of the pub, everyone greeted him at once. Then in the midst of all the greetings came the burly Scribe Marcus. With his long, but neatly kept beard, twinkling sky blue eyes, and smile which lit up his entire face. Wearing an apron, his arms outstretched, as he greeted the King with a warm hug. 

“Dea trathnona Sire! Welcome back to my humble pub. Your table waits for you in the back room. My dear Tess has just taken two large loaves from the oven, and my Clare will be serving you all, this evening. Would this be the young Scribe you spoke of?” Marcus asked, as he looked over at Wendell.

“Yes, Marcus. This is Wendell, the young Scribe from Gwenlais. He also happens to be a good friend of Princess Laurel,” King Fergus replied, as he beckoned Wendell to come closer. 

“I must say lad, you are quite young to be a Scribe. You cannot be much older than my Clare, who is twenty seasons by week’s end,” Marcus said, as he clasped Wendell’s hand in a firm handshake.

“I am a Lesser Scribe, Master Marcus. I am but twenty-two seasons. I have the esteemed privilege of being able to record her Highness experience of her wedding day, with the good graces of Prince Caleb of course,” Wendell mentioned, as he glanced over at Caleb, who only smiled at his remark. 

“No need for formalities with me my lad. We are a bit more relaxed here in Heathwin, in the Scribe Guild. Is it true that you as a Lesser Scribe do not receive payment, or any kind of compensation for your work in Gwenlais?” Marcus asked, with bemusement.

“We live solely on whatever donations or gifts we receive or if we are sponsored by our families, until we become Scribes. I was very fortunate to have her Highness herself, sponsor me last season,” Wendell answered humbly.

“What did you do before then?” Marcus asked, as he began to lead everyone once again, into the private dining area.

“Oh…I did not do very well I am afraid,” Wendell replied, with a shy chuckle.

“Well you have come to the right place my boy, we shall put some flesh on those frail bones of yours. Come and sit down, right here, and soon my Clare will be here serving everyone the first course. Make yourselves comfortable, I shall be back in from time to time,” Marcus said, with a broad smile as he turned and left the room.

A few moments later a tall, buxom, dark haired, attractive girl, walked into the room. She was carrying a tray of bread and cheese, and a tray of pints of ale. She placed the trays on the table and smiled brightly at everyone.

“Good evening Clare. You are looking particularly fetching this evening. Is that a new dress?” Aiden asked her, with a charming smile.

“Why thank you Sire, yes it is,” Clare answered back smiling coyly, revealing a slight gap between her front teeth. 

She looked over at Wendell, whom she noticed was staring at her with wide eyes. The rest of the group also noticed Wendell’s rapt attention, which of course had Aiden and Caleb grinning wryly at each other.

“Wendell, I would like to introduce to you Marcus’ daughter, Clare,” Aiden said, in a low voice.

“Hello Wendell. I am most pleased to meet you,” Clare said, in a friendly bright voice.

“I…I am most pleased to meet you as well,” Wendell replied in a shy voice, but still unable to take his eyes from her.

“I will be back in a few moments with a potato and onion tart Mother has made especially for all of you. Will there be anything else you fine gentlemen would care for?” Clare asked, her lovely blue eyes resting on Wendell.

“No thank you my dear. You have taken care of us quite well,” King Fergus answered warmly, as he glanced over at Wendell’s smiling face.

“Very good Sire. I shall be only a moment,” Clare replied, as she turned and walked gracefully from the room.

“So Wendell, what do think of our Clare?” Aiden asked, as he hit Wendell lightly on the arm.

“She is a vision Sire. Truly the embodiment of all that is pure and lovely,” Wendell replied, in a faraway voice.

His comment elicited much surprised laughter from the group, as he looked away a bit embarrassed.

“Do not be ashamed of your eloquence Wendell. It is a very admirable   quality. Many a man would be happy to speak half as graciously as you,” King Fergus said, patting Wendell on the back.

“You like the tall and voluptuous girls do you Wendell? I thought she might be a bit too much for you,” Aiden remarked, with a sly smirk.

“Most of the young ladies I have met, with the exception of her Highness, are taller than me. So I have grown quite accustomed to it. But no, it does not bother me. I cannot explain why, but I find the taller girls to be most attractive,” Wendell answered.

The men smiled or laughed lightly, and then began to enjoy the food and ale set before them. Wendell just stared at his tankard with slight trepidation.

“Come on Wendell, take a sip, it will not bite you. Marcus serves some of the best ale in Heathwin. King Garron himself would have a hard time deciding which was best, Marcus’ or that from his own cellars,” Caleb remarked, with a grin.

Wendell took a deep breath than picking up the tankard in both hands, took a sip. He licked his lips and then took a much longer drink, than another, until to everyone’s surprise and amusement he nearly half finished it. He put the tankard down with a loud clank and smiled at everyone with a silly crooked grin, eyes watery and sleepy looking.

“This is truly the best ale I have ever tasted, though it is my first, it is still the best. Does that make sense?” Wendell asked, with a bemused expression.

“Absolutely, Wendell! Take another sip,” Aiden said, laughing along with everyone else.

Clare then returned with the promised potato and onion tart, and began serving each one in turn, stopping lastly with Wendell. As she handed him his plate their hands touched for a moment.

“May I be so bold as to say my lady, that I would give my right arm, to be that plate you hold in your lovely hand,” Wendell said, with unabashed adoration. 

Everyone looked at Wendell in complete surprise and laughed in a muffled way, so as not to cause Clare to blush any more than she already was.

“Why thank you Wendell. You are most certainly a man of poetry,” Clare said smiling prettily.

“Oh no Clare, I am only inspired by the beauty that stands before me,” Wendell continued, as he smiled warmly at her. 

“You flatter me Wendell. I shall be back soon with the rest of your meal. Shall I bring anymore ale?” Clare asked the group.

“Thank you my dear. More ale all around please,” the King answered, smiling broadly.

Clare smiled and looked once more over at Wendell with a rosy blush and then left the room. Everyone then looked over at Wendell who was still smiling dreamily, looking on as Clare left. 

“Wendell! You sly dog. Here you had us believing you were shy and awkward around women, and look at you! Spouting off words of endearment like a poet,” Aiden said, hitting Wendell’s arm and laughing.

“I usually am Sire. It must be I am just overwhelmed by her presence,” Wendell answered, with a one sided grin. 

“I agree that Clare is a lovely girl, but in this case I would say it is the ale that has made you a bit embolden,” Caleb remarked laughing lightly.

“Oh really? Well perhaps I should have more,” Wendell replied, as he went to take another drink.

Caleb reached over from across the table and held down Wendell’s arm.

“Have a bit of cheese and bread first Wendell,” Caleb directed, as he smirked at him.

“Yes, my dear boy. Do have something to eat. You would not want Clare to think you do not enjoy her parents’ cooking now would you?” King Fergus asked, with a wry grin.

“Oh no Sire, not at all,” Wendell said with a worried tone, as he then began to eat with relish, the ample fare placed in front of him.

Just then Marcus walked back in with a wide grin, as he looked over at Wendell, who was devouring a large piece of bread, he slathered with copious amounts of butter.

“So my friends how are you all enjoying your first course? Did you all like the potato tart my dear Tess made?” Marcus asked the group.

His grin was even broader at the chorus of approval that was met by his questions.

“A culinary delight as always Marcus. Please thank Tess for making this delicious tart for us,” King Fergus said, before taking another bite.

“Would Tess be inclined to give the recipe Marcus? My mother is quite fond of potatoes. I feel she would enjoy this, if the family cook made it for her,” Murtagh requested.

“I have no doubt my young friend, that Tess would be more than happy to share the recipe, especially for your mother. How is your dear mother faring Murtagh? The weather has been a bit cooler of late,” Marcus asked, with kind concern.

“Yes, as you are all aware, the cool weather does make it difficult for her to get around. Since however, my betrothal to Shannon, with her moving into the family home, it has been a great source of help to my mother. My mother and young sisters love Shannon, and she them.  The house has been much happier since her arrival,” Murtagh smiled warmly, at mentioning his recent betrothal.

“I have not yet had the chance to offer my congratulations on your betrothal to Shannon, Murtagh. I am happy for you both. She was a bit lost after her mother’s passing. I feel you helped her to find her way. Your family seems to have given her purpose,” Aiden said thoughtfully, with a caring smile.

“Thank you Sire. I feel it has been a mutual benefit. Shannon just needed to feel wanted and loved again. My mother and sisters are quite open with their affections. It has also eased my father’s worry as well, as he dotes on my mother quite a bit,” Murtagh replied, happy that Aiden himself, congratulated him.

“And what of you young Wendell? Are you enjoying your first visit to my pub?” Marcus asked, the young man enthusiastically.

“Oh yes very much sir. This is the finest ale I have ever had for the first time. May I also say your daughter is also the finest vision…I have ever beheld for the…first time,” Wendell answered, smiling crookedly as he finished his tankard. 

Everyone in the room burst into laughter, including Marcus, who walked over and patted the young Scribe on the back.

“Very good my young friend. She will be rejoining you shortly, when she brings in your stew,” Marcus said with a laugh, as he left the room. 

A few moments later as promised, Clare returned smiling brightly as ever, as she carried in a large tray with steaming bowls of stew. She passed each one a bowl, again lastly with Wendell, as she smiled at him demurely, his eyes filled with unhidden affection, as he looked up at her.

“Ahh, I have been waiting for this all week,” King Fergus said, as he took a bite. “My dear Clare. Tell your father, excellent as always,” the King complimented, as he took another bite of the rich stew.

“I will be happy to Sire. Will there be anything else I can get for all of you?” Clare asked, in a cheerful voice.

“More ale and bread love, but not for Wendell. He has had plenty, he has not yet finished his second tankard,” Aiden answered her, as he hit Wendell’s arm lightly.

“Oh…really? Perhaps I should then,” Wendell mentioned, as he began to reach for the second tankard in front of him.

“Eat your stew Wendell,” Caleb directed him, shaking his head.

“Oh…alright then,” Wendell replied, as he lifted his spoon to take a bite of stew. “You are most delicious my lady. No…no, I mean the stew is most delicious,” Wendell said, amongst much laughter.

“Thank you Wendell. I shall inform my father of your opinion,” Clare said with a giggle, as she left to fetch more ale and bread.

Marcus reentered the dining room, helping Clare carry in the bread and ale, and his own bowl of stew as he sat down to join the group.

“The wedding only being less than three days away, do you have a case of the nerves yet, Prince Caleb?” Marcus asked, as he sat at the table.

“No, my friend. I only wish it to be done with. All this planning has become tedious,” Caleb answered, with a light laugh.

“And how be your beloved after that bit of drama at the Council Chamber? I cannot believe an assassin would dare try to be here, well knowing how you would go to great lengths to protect her,” Marcus said, with disbelief.

“Is it not amazing how fast bad news travels?” Phineas asked, shaking his head.

“I feel Marcus that indeed is the problem. Obviously, those who do not wish for our union to take place, have no idea how much I do love her. Leland himself felt our union was only happening for our family to acquire wealth. He had no idea of our feelings for each other. I am most grateful for your help in bringing the assassin to our attention,” Caleb answered, with a bitter tone.

“You are most welcome Sire. I shall never forget that day at the trial, her Highness standing before the Tribunal, all bruised and battered. When the Queen herself came to stand by her Highness’ side, putting her arm around her, well I am not ashamed to say I wept. Then when the little lass gave that passionate plea to spare that wretch’s life…..I still get choked up just thinking of it,” Marcus spoke, with a sad smile.  “She won the hearts of Heathwin that day Sire. Now pay no mind to the grumbles you may hear from some, that the wedding is not accessible to the public. I told all I heard complaining, that is was your right and yours alone, to do what you felt had to be done, to keep your Princess safe,” Marcus said straight forwardly.

“Thank you for that Marcus. I very much appreciate it,” Caleb responded, smiling at him warmly.

“It is no trouble at all Sire. In fact in honor of your wedding day, I am having all first drinks on the house. I will admit it is good for business, as they have one, they will pay for another. The venison stew will be the special of the day, and in honor of our new Princess, Tess will be baking honey lavender cakes as well,” Marcus announced smiling broadly.

“I wish I could have been there to record it myself. She must have looked beautiful standing there. Humble and yet triumphant,” Wendell suddenly spoke up, in a sad and wistful voice.

“She was,” Caleb stated simply, as he smiled back at Wendell.

“Come over the day after the wedding young Scribe. It falls on the day of Prayer and Reflections, the pub is always closed that day. I shall then relate to you all that happened, one Scribe to another,” Marcus said with a warm smile. “Now my friends,” Marcus announced, with a clap of his hands. “I shall go and see if dessert is ready. Prepare to be amazed, as my dear Tess, outdid herself,” Marcus said with a bright grin as he stood and left the room.

Within moments several servants entered the dining room to clear away dishes, Wendell held on to his second tankard possessively. Clare once again reentered with deep bowls and spoons, as well as a small pitcher of cream.  Marcus then came in holding an enormous steamed pudding, which he put in the center of the table. He then took a long thing stick and after catching the tip on fire, he touched the pudding which then caused it catch aflame. The pudding burned a brilliant blue for just a few seconds, then Marcus covered it with a copper cover, which extinguished the flames instantly. After lifting the cover, the entire room was filled, with the fragrant smell of the sweet spicy pudding and the rich brandy it was soaked in. Marcus then cut everyone a thick slice, while Clare poured cream over each slice and handed everyone a bowl. The various sounds of approval made Marcus beam with pride.

“Marcus, this is truly the most exquisite dessert I have ever had. Your wife is a true artist,” Phineas said, with a satisfied smile.

“Yes Marcus, I must agree. It is the most wonderful confection your Tess, has ever served us. Please ask her to come in so that I may thank her personally,” King Fergus, graciously requested.

“I would be happy to Sire. I shall be back in a moment,” Marcus smiled, as he and Clare walked out of the room.

A short time later, Marcus and his wife and daughter walked into the dining room. It was clear where Clare got her voluptuous goods looks from, as Tess and her daughter, resembled each other quite closely.  Tess smiled at the King shyly, her cheeks flush with her efforts from the kitchen, her hair pulled back tightly in a long braid, a small cap on her head.

“My dear Tess, I just wanted to thank you myself, for making this such a wonderful evening,” the King said graciously, as he stood up and took her hand.

“You are most welcome Sire. Tis truly a privilege to cook for you and your sons. Many a patron comes here knowing this is the King’s favourite pub,” Tess mentioned graciously.

“May I also say Madame, that this has been a lovely meal made even more so by your sumptuous daughter,” Wendell, said with a crooked happy smile.

Everyone snickered or smirked at Wendell’s misworded compliment, as Clare giggled, and her mother raised an eyebrow at Wendell.

“I do believe this is Wendell’s first time to a pub dear,” Marcus leaned over and informed his wife.

“The first time anywhere!” Wendell exclaimed happily. 

“Thank you Wendell. I was told you had a way with words,” Tess replied, with a wry smirk, as Wendell just smiled the same crooked smile.

The evening ended on a happy note with good conversation all around, which was interrupted by the unfamiliar and loud sound, of Wendell’s snoring, as he was slumped over against Aiden’s arm.

“The poor sop has had a long day, what with him almost losing his head and all,” Aiden explained with a smirk, as he looked at Marcus and Tess.

“How did the poor lad almost lose his head?” Tess asked clearly distressed.

“Caleb threatened he was going to cut it off,” Aiden answered grinning, as everyone looked over at Caleb.

“And why would you want to cut the poor lad’s head off Sire?” Marcus asked chuckling.

“That Marcus, is a story for another time. So with that, I feel we should say good night,” Caleb said with a smile, as he stood up. 

After all the evening salutations were said, the group made their way out of the pub. With Wendell being half carried and half dragged out between Caleb and Aiden. It was the same as they reached the Lodge, Caleb and Aiden leading Wendell up the stairs and back to his room.

“Are we almost home?” Wendell asked, in a weary frail voice.

“We are home Wendell, we are bringing you to your room,” Caleb answered him with impatience, as Aiden began to laugh.

“I do not remember the corridor being so long,” Wendell said, with a whine.

“You are utterly pathetic Wendell,” Caleb replied, with the same tone.

“Yes, I know Uncle,” Wendell answered, in a weepy voice.

“Uncle? I am not your uncle, you twit,” Caleb said brusquely, as Aiden laughed even louder.

“Oh yes…that is right. You are my friends…my dear, dear friends,” Wendell’s voice becoming more emotional, as he smiled with a sleepy expression.

“We are not your friends either,” Caleb told him, in the same tone.

“Do not listen to him Wendell, of course we are your friends,” Aiden replied, still laughing.

“This has been the happiest day of my miserable life. I found the Princess, I have friends, and now I am in love. I am so happy,” Wendell said, beginning to weep openly.

“By the Maker! Good, we are finally here at your room,” Caleb mentioned with an aggravated sigh.

“My room?! I have never had a room of my own. At Uncle’s I slept under the table in the kitchen….with the dog when it let me,” Wendell exclaimed, continuing to weep pitifully.

This admission only made Aiden laugh louder and Caleb roll his eyes in exasperation.

“Let us put this pathetic sop to bed and be done with it!” Caleb said, as he grabbed Wendell roughly up in his arms and then threw him on his bed, throwing the covers over him.

“Goodnight dear friends,” Wendell’s muffled weepy voice, could be heard from under the covers.

“Goodnight Wendell,” Caleb said with annoyance, as he shut the door, while Aiden continued to laugh.

“Now that we have put the Scribe to bed, I am calling it a night as well,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

“Really? It is not that late,” Aiden mentioned noticing Caleb’s grin. “You dog! You have her waiting for you in your room.” Aiden said, clearly making a statement, not an assumption. 

“Yes I do, which is why I am calling it a night,” Caleb replied grinning wryly.

“And what do you expect me to do? Father and Mother are in their room. Phineas is asleep already and I am not tired yet,” Aiden spoke, mildly irritated.

“How do I know? Try reading. Either way it is not my problem. I will see you in the morning,” Caleb replied hitting Aiden on the arm, and continued on his way to his room.

Upon entering Caleb was surprised to find Laurel still awake, sitting up in his bed looking at a book.

“Hello dearest. I am surprised you have not fallen asleep as yet,” Caleb said in a soft voice, as he walked over and kissed her forehead.

“I was too restless. I also promised your mother I would look over the wedding journal here, and make sure everything is the way I wish it to be,” Laurel said, with a weary sigh.

“Dearest you do not have to look through the whole journal,” Caleb remarked in a sympathetic voice, seeing how tired she was.

“I promised her I would,” Laurel replied, with a pout.

“Let me ask you this then. Do you wish to change anything that has been planned and adjusted?” Caleb asked her with a warm smile, brushing his bent finger against her cheek.

“No. Nothing,” Laurel remarked, with a sleepy voice.

“Well, then you are done,” Caleb answered taking the journal from her, and bringing it over to the desk.

Just then there was a knock on the door.

“Whoever it is go away,” Caleb answered rudely, causing Laurel to laugh.

“You know who it is,” Aiden answered back, walking into the room.

“Yes I did, precisely why I told you to go away, not that it did any good,” Caleb retorted, as he pulled clothes out of the wardrobe. “What do you want?” Caleb asked him, in the same rude manner.

“I cannot sleep. We need to play a game of Tablut,” Aiden answered as he retrieved Caleb’s Tablut board and pieces out the cupboard.

“Laurel is tired. Mother has been exhausting her with wedding plans all evening,” Caleb said attempting to make excuses, as he watched Aiden begin to set up the board. 

“It is alright Caleb. I will just lie here and watch you both play,” Laurel said with a giggle, as she snuggled into the covers. 

Aiden looked over smiling warmly and winked at her.

“Fine, I shall be right back,” Caleb spoke with a sigh, and then walked into the bath to change.

When he returned he found Laurel had fallen asleep, as Aiden grinned over at him. Caleb walked over and kissed Laurel lightly on her temple, moving the covers up around her chin.

“I hope you are happy with yourself,” Caleb grinned at him mordantly, as he sat down to play Tablut.

“I most certainly am. It was the plan all along. I am as yet without pleasant distraction, so I felt you should be as well,” Aiden said moving his piece on the board. “At least for the time being,” saying with a wry grin. 
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“Well good morning Wendell. Or should I say good afternoon?” Laurel asked with a light laugh, as she met Wendell in the corridor.

“Oh….good afternoon your Highness,” Wendell replied back, in a tired and embarrassed voice. 

“I am so happy you had an enjoyable evening. Your visit to the pub last night was all everyone talked about both at breakfast and the midday meal,” Laurel said, as she placed her hand on his shoulder.

“I do hope I did not cause any embarrassment last night,” Wendell spoke, with a concerned tone.

“I am sure you did not Wendell, as everyone was quite amused whenever they mentioned you. I hear you were quite taken by the pub owner’s daughter,” Laurel giggled once again, as she led him past the balcony and towards the sitting room.

“Yes, her name is Clare. She is….well…a vision your Highness. Just so lovely and sweet natured. She has the most adorable little gap between her front teeth, and the most beautiful smile,” Wendell explained, with a dreamy eyed expression.

“That is wonderful Wendell. When will you see here again?” Laurel asked, with bright enthusiasm.

“I am not sure my Lady. Most likely never,” Wendell replied, in a sad voice as they entered the sitting room.

“Well why not?” Laurel asked, in bemused look of surprise. 

“Clare may not wish to see me again after my bout of drunkenness. What if perhaps she now finds me distasteful?” Wendell asked, his voice even sadder than before.

“Oh, do not be silly Wendell. She works in her father’s pub. I have no doubt she has seen plenty of fellows in a drunken state. Besides, everyone found you to be most entertaining,” Laurel reassured him, as they sat together on the couch, looking over at Phineas and Owain playing Tablut.

“So, why does her Highness find you to be silly Wendell?” Phineas asked, as he and Owain looked over at them in amusement.

“Wendell feels that the object of his affections will not wish to see him again because he had a bit too much to drink,” Laurel answered for Wendell, as she smirked at him.

“I have no doubt my young friend, that your fair Clare would be happy to see you again. You were actually quite well spoken for one in your inebriated condition,” Phineas remarked with a smile, as Owain laughed lightly. 

“I appreciate your encouragement, I truly do. I do not have a way to again return to the pub, in fact I cannot remember how to get there. The roadways all look the same to me, what with the trees and all,” Wendell explained, with a sheepish grin.

“I would be more than happy to bring you Wendell. Marcus is as pleasant a fellow as you could ever meet. I have not been to the Standing Bear, since the early Planting season. Caleb and Aiden brought me there before going to Gwenlais, when I entered my twentieth season. So when would you like to go?” Owain asked with a charming smile, and gleam in his eye.

Wendell smiled thoughtfully for a moment, thinking about Owain’s question, feeling excited and nervous. Laurel looked at him, completely enchanted, by seeing this side of her friend. 

“You do realize Wendell, that as my personal Scribe, you are allowed one guest to accompany you to the wedding?” Laurel inquired, with an impish smile.

Wendell looked up from his thoughts to smile at her in surprise.

“What say you Wendell? Shall we go and visit the pub so you may ask the fair Clare to the wedding?” Owain questioned with a broad smile, as Phineas laughed at the young Scribe’s expression.

“Do you really believe she will accept my invitation?” Wendell queried, with growing excitement.

“Of course she will Wendell. You are one of the most charming men I have ever met,” Laurel answered smiling kindly, as she placed her hand on his.

“Look at it this way Wendell, at the very least she will wish to come to the wedding,” Owain said with a wry grin, while Laurel looked over and smirked at him. 

“Alright then. I will do it! I will invite Clare to the wedding as my guest,” Wendell announced in a decisive voice, after a brief pause.

“Excellent! Come along then my friend, we should leave before Caleb returns and finds something for me to do,” Owain expressed as he stood up, and began to walk towards the door, gesturing for Wendell to follow him.

“My Lady, perhaps you would care to join us?” Wendell asked, smiling at Laurel excitedly, suddenly feeling very confident.

“Oh, no I am afraid that will not be possible, as much as I would like to. I promised Caleb I would not leave the Lodge until he felt it was safe to do so. He as well as Aiden, Cahir and Father, are meeting with Chieftain Argon at the Sentinel Headquarters, to go over more security details. I do not wish to even think about his reaction if I were to go with you and Owain,” Laurel explained with a sad smile, as Phineas and Owain chuckled knowingly.

“I am well aware what his reaction would be. He would pummel me to unconsciousness for letting you go, and well…we all know how he would react with you,” Owain smiled, roguishly at her.

“Yes, so for that reason alone, I will just sit here and play Tablut with my dear counselor and wait for my betrothed to return,” Laurel remarked with a grin, as she walked over and sat in front of Phineas to resume he and Owain’s game.

“Come along Wendell, let us leave now. I was not jesting about Caleb finding me something to do,” Owain stated, giving Wendell a friendly pat on the back, as he led him out of the study.

 

Caleb carefully held the small cross bow in his gloved hand, looking intently at the small dart, which was intended to be loaded in the bridle.

“Be careful not to touch the dart Caleb. That could very likely be poisoned as well,” King Fergus warned, with a deep frown.

“He would have been able to climb a tree and shoot from there. We would have never seen him,” Caleb spoke, in a tense low voice.

“I am sorry to say Caleb that is not the only thing we recovered from the assassin’s horse. There is also this line, made from a material I am unfamiliar with. It is light and unbelievably strong, and it has a grappling hook attached to as you can see,” Argon said, handing Caleb the thin but resilient line. “Also this small vial, it is empty, but it obviously contained some sort of liquid. I have dispatched a squadron of Sentinels to search outside of the city’s boundaries, just to be sure he had no traveling companions,” Argon stated in a troubled voice.

“I spoke with Tolemais this morning and he informed Caleb and I that all outsiders, unless they were able to prove they were staying with family, have been escorted out of the city,” Aiden remarked, as he looked with morbid fascination at the small hand-held crossbow. 

“I have also spoken with at least twenty Sentinels who have volunteered to ride around the Lodge’s perimeters during the wedding as well. They will be heavily armed,” Cahir related, smiling reassuringly at Caleb.

“The gates on either side of Heathwin will remain guarded and closed until after the wedding. Admittance will only be allowed after searches are conducted. I have informed the Merchant’s Guild, that only six on the list given me, will be allowed into the city during the wedding. Those six have been doing business at the Planting Festival for well over ten seasons. There will not be allowed any milling about the Lodge for any reason for the next week. I have also increased the amount of Sentries that are also present normally,” King Fergus said, as he looked over at Caleb, giving him a reassuring grin.

“Well it is most obvious we have all done all that can be. I do feel very satisfied with all the security we have in place. I do not wish to alarm Laurel, so I will not be telling her any details of our meeting today. She is aware there are precautions in place, as her pet Scribe inadvertently told her of the dead assassin. I only wish her to think of the wedding, nothing else need be mentioned to her,” Caleb stated in a calm but weary voice.

“I agree Sire. I spoke with Master Elphin this morning and he hopes to have more information for us by the week’s end. You should be well informed after your honeymoon. So my advice to you now would be, to go home and enjoy the company of your Princess and the festivities that will soon follow,” Argon replied with a warm smile.

“I intend on taking your advice Argon, so with that I say we conclude our meeting,” Caleb said with a wry grin, as he stood up from his seat.

As they all began to ride back to the city, King Fergus suggested they all go to the Standing Bear.

“Just to have a pint and some of Tess’s wonderful cheese and brown bread. It will give us all a chance to relax a bit before going home,” King Fergus mentioned with a glance at Caleb, and a knowing smile to Aiden and Cahir, who returned it.

“Splendid idea,’ Argon answered with a warm grin, also looking over at Caleb’s melancholy expression.

“Well I am game. What do you say Caleb?” Aiden asked him, though already knowing the answer grinning over at Cahir.

“No, I think I will just head back home. I wish to spend some time alone with Laurel before her family and ours arrive this evening at the Lodge. The next two days will be hectic enough,” Caleb replied with a low voice, and a sad grin.

They were all aware how the findings of yesterday, and that afternoon, had left him feeling uneasy and disconcerted. His need to be with Laurel was both evident and expected.

“Very well Caleb, we shall see you later then,” King Fergus said, as the road branched off, and the group separated.

Caleb was glad to be alone with his thoughts for a short time, desperately trying to rid his heart and mind of the disturbing images the implements that were found evoked. Once arriving at the Lodge Caleb knew he would feel more at ease, being able to see and hold Laurel once again, would help dispel any more disquieting thoughts. He urged Lorcan on, into a light gallop, helping to shorten the distance. The roadway home was for the most part void of any other riders or people walking about. As strangers had been cleared out, and most residents were not yet on their way to their own homes this early in the afternoon, from their various vocations or duties. Caleb smiled to himself at the thought of Laurel’s enthusiastic reaction to the lovely and larger wardrobe they would be receiving that evening from Brecon. His heart began to feel lighter as he anticipated the evening’s merriments. 

 

As Owain and Wendell approached the Standing Bear, Wendell was relieved it was not yet as crowded as it had been last night. There was of course the regular customers, who arrived for the midday meal, still lingering about and talking. The atmosphere was filled with talkative excited chatter concerning the wedding. Several patrons that recognized Owain, called out a greeting to him, as he waved and acknowledged them. Wendell looked nervously about, hoping to catch a glimpse of Clare. 

“Well come on then Wendell, we cannot stand in the doorway all afternoon,” Owain said as he put his hand on Wendell’s back, and directed him to a small empty table in the corner.

A few moments after sitting down, Marcus appeared at their table, as a servant had announced that Owain had arrived.

“Good day my young friends! So good to see you both again and so soon. Well my young Scribe, could not get enough of my stew could you?” Marcus greeted them, in his usual exuberant manner.

“Wendell was actually interested in asking Clare a question?” Owain replied with a laugh, as he hit Wendell on the arm playfully.

“Oh really?” Marcus asked with a warm grin, his blue eyes twinkling. 

“Yes sir. Though I do suppose I should ask you first,” Wendell mentioned in a nervous quiet voice, as Marcus leaned in to hear him better over the din of conversations.

“What be the question, my young Scribe?” Marcus asked in a warm voice, seeing how anxious Wendell was.

“I was just made aware by her Highness, this afternoon in fact, that being her personal Scribe I was allowed a guest to her wedding. I was…..I was hoping sir…I was wondering…. if I could ask Clare if she would care to accompany me,” Wendell explained with wide concerned eyes, as he licked his dry lips a few times, swallowing hard.

Marcus sat back in his chair looking thoughtfully at Wendell for a moment, then hit him roughly on the side of his arm, making Wendell jump. Marcus laughed hardily before responding.

“She is in the kitchen my boy! I shall send her out and you can ask her yourself,” Marcus answered, laughing once again, as he stood up and made his way back to the kitchen.

“I shall leave, to give you a bit of privacy Wendell, I see a few family acquaintances I have not spoken to in a while. Come over to the table when you are ready to leave,” Owain smiled at him encouragingly, giving his shoulder a friendly pat.

Wendell sat looking more anxious than ever as he lightly drummed his fingers on the table, looking about aimlessly, as he waited for Clare. Suddenly she appeared before him with a tray of fresh baked bread, cheese, sliced apples and a mug of cider. Wendell looked up in happy surprise as Clare placed the tray on the table, smiling down at him benevolently.

“Good afternoon Wendell. I am so happy to see you again. Father said you had something you wished to ask me,” Clare said cheerfully, as she sat down in front of him.

“Oh…um…well yes I do. I was ah…well that is…I suppose… I should just come out and say it then,” Wendell stammered nervously, as Clare looked at him with a confused but enchanted expression.

“By the Maker, Owain. What is the matter with your young friend? He seems to be having quite a difficult time in speaking to Clare,” Owain’s old family acquaintance asked, with a wry grin. 

As the group from the table all watched with amusement at Wendell’s more than apparent nervousness.

“He is attempting to ask Clare to the wedding. He is allowed to bring a guest as he is Princess Laurel’s official Scribe,” Owain replied with a broad smile, watching Wendell intently.

A loud shriek followed by Clare standing up and enthusiastically saying very noisily and shrilly “Oh yes, yes Wendell I will!” then Clare reached down holding Wendell’s face in both her hands, kissed him quite soundly on the lips, before running excitedly into the kitchen.

“Well, I guess she accepted his invitation,” Owain stated, laughing with everyone else, at Wendell’s befuddled but happy expression.

 

Caleb entered the Grand Hall, looking about with a relaxed grin, as he observed the servants hanging the flowered garlands as well as lace moss and thin tree branches, which showcased the harvest season colors. As he walked quickly up the staircase, he could hear his mother’s voice giving instructions to someone, he smiled broader as he saw Laurel’s door was wide open. When he approached her room, he was pleasantly surprised to see that Laurel turned and noticed him immediately. She smiled warmly as he walked in, as she was delicately touching the sleeves of her wedding gown, which was placed on a dressmaker’s model. The Queen’s personal seamstress and her assistant, were kneeling in front of the dress, putting in the final stiches of the hem.  Laurel was dressed in one of her robes, wearing a lightly boned and fitted chemise with a full and lacy underskirt. Caleb noticed with amusement she was barefoot, a pair of dainty jeweled blue slippers, that matched the silk lilies on her gown, were placed next to it. Caleb walked up to Laurel placing a hand to her waist and kissing her lips lovingly, then smiled at her.

“Caleb, you really should not be in here. Caoimhe and her assistant are just putting the finishing touches on Laurel’s gown,” Queen Alana scolded lightly, with a slight smile.

“I am aware of what the gown looks like Mother,” Caleb replied rolling his eyes, and taking Laurel in his arms, causing Laurel to giggle at his expression. 

“That is not the point. You are not supposed to be looking about when Bridal preparations are being done,” Queen Alana continued, in her chiding manner.

“Fine I shall humor you with your ridiculous traditions, after I ask two questions. Caoimhe, will the articles we discussed be ready in time?” Caleb asked the seamstress, with a secretive grin.

“Yes Sire, they are all ready. One was just finished yesterday,” Caoimhe answered, as both she and her assistant looked up smiling back at Caleb.

“Very good. Now what of you mo stor? Are you finished here or must you try on the gown for the hundredth time?” Caleb asked Laurel with a wry smile, his voice filled with sarcasm. 

“I have just taken it off Sire. I will not wear it again until our wedding day,” Laurel looked up at him, with a sweet smile.

“Oh, well wonderful,” Caleb replied with a roguish grin, as he picked Laurel up quickly and threw her over his shoulder and carried her out of the room, Laurel’s surprised high pitched laugh echoing in the corridor.

“The poor dear. She will never have any peace,” Queen Alana sighed shaking her head, as the seamstress and her assistance laughed delightedly.

Caleb carried Laurel into his room, locking the door after closing it, then walking over to the bed placed Laurel down, still laughing at Caleb’s unexpected display. Caleb smiled back at her as he removed his coat and boots, then lay down next to her, taking Laurel in his arms and kissing her fervently about her face, neck and mouth. This caused Laurel to laugh even more, as she was attempting to ask him about his meeting at the Sentinel Headquarters. 

 “Caleb…Caleb how did….how did things go at your meeting?” she asked trying both to control her giggling, and speak at the same time as he continued his affectionate display.

“It was uneventful and boring, and I only wish to be with you now. Stop laughing you silly thing. How can I kiss you when you keep giggling like that?” Caleb stated, smiling at her in amusement. 

“Does this mean I can now walk about outside?” Laurel asked, now having control of her laughter.

“No, it means I shall be with you up to our honeymoon and a month after that,” Caleb answered teasingly.  “You will be able to go walking about after our wedding. Now stop asking me silly questions so I can kiss you,” Caleb replied in a mock scolding manner, then after smiling again warmly, kissed her passionately holding her closer to him. “Mo stor, do you realize how much I love you?” Caleb asked, in a warm and impassioned voice, gently caressing her cheek.

“Yes my dear Caleb I do. Why do your eyes look so sad my Prince? Does it have anything to do with your meeting today?” Laurel asked in a soft voice, a look of concern on her face.

“I am just weary from all of the endless planning my love. I am actually very happy that tonight will mark the start of our wedding celebrations. Your family, as well as all that are in the Bridal party and their families will be here. It will be a night of relaxed festivities. Our first wedding present will arrive this evening as well,” Caleb smiled at Laurel warmly, as he kissed her forehead.

“Really? Do you know what is it?” Laurel asked, in a bright excited voice.

“I do indeed,” Caleb laughed lightly, as he held her closer kissing her neck.

“Are you not going to tell me?” Laurel asked giggling, as Caleb continued his ardent affections.

“In a bit. I have not kissed you nearly enough as yet,” Caleb answered with a charming smile, as he began to kiss her once again, slipping his hand inside of her robe, pulling Laurel flush against him. “Is this new?” Caleb asked, as he moved his hand down the lacy fabric of her chemise and underskirt.

“Of course silly. Mother had them made for me to wear under my wedding gown. She felt the undergarments I brought with me were not…um…festive enough,” Laurel answered, as she smiled at Caleb happily.

“Well, perhaps you could show them to me,” Caleb suggested with a wicked grin.

“I was planning on doing that on our wedding night,” Laurel replied in a shy voice, her face blushing lightly.

“I may have something else planned for you instead. Why do you not stand up and take off this silly robe, and show me your new festive ensemble?” Caleb remarked his grin growing wider, as he began to untie Laurel’s robe.

“Well…I…you have not told me what our wedding gift will be yet. And what do you mean by something else planned for me?” Laurel asked, becoming a little flustered, and pouting slightly.

“Show me your new chemise and underskirt and I will tell you,” Caleb directed, with a teasing voice, as he began to sit up.

“Tell me what our present is first, and then I will show you,” Laurel smiled back at him mischievously.

“Very well your Highness,” Caleb said, with a doubting grin. “We will be receiving a new and larger wardrobe. The old one will simply be placed in one of the spare rooms. Now my love, I have kept my end of the bargain, so get up and keep yours,” Caleb stated as he took Laurel by her waist, and had her stand up in front of him, placing his feet on the floor.

“How are we to arrange our new wardrobe if they move the old one out before we have had a chance to empty this one?” Laurel asked, gesturing over to the wardrobe.

“I did not say they would move out the present one before we empty it. You are just changing the subject. Now show me your new frilly, whatever it is, you are wearing under your gown,” Caleb replied with a smirk, as he began to pull at the tie on her robe once again.

“Alright, I can do it myself,” Laurel chided with a smile, pushing Caleb’s hands away and stepping back a bit.  

She untied her robe and opened it wide for only a moment, before closing the robe again and tying it back up, smiling impishly at him.

“That was it? How did you expect me to see anything with that display? I just blinked and missed everything. You did not keep your end of the arrangement mo stor,” Caleb stated with a wry grin, as he stood up and walked towards Laurel, who just looked up at him wide eyed and giggling nervously.

“You will just have to wait and see on our wedding night,” Laurel giggled once again, backing up slowly.

“I told you, I already have something planned for that night,” Caleb explained as he moved closer, smiling enticingly. 

“Well what do you have planned?” Laurel asked, in a playful voice.

“I am not telling you another thing. Now come here,” Caleb said as he reached forward quickly, and grabbed Laurel by the waist, causing her to laugh with a little shriek. “Are you going to show me as agreed or am I going to have to remove your robe myself?” Caleb asked in a warning tone, smiling at her roguishly. 

“No. I shall show you, now step back a bit, so I can remove my robe,” Laurel answered with a pout, feigning insult.

Caleb laughed lightly, stepping back as Laurel requested. She suddenly felt a bit shy as she untied her robe and let it slip off her shoulders. Caleb smiled at her patiently, charmed by her bashfulness. 

“Let the robe fall on the floor dearest and turn around, so you may show me fully what it looks like,” Caleb suggested, in a warm deep voice.

Laurel did as he asked and turned around slowly to show the full view if the lovely and feminine chemise and underskirt. The delicate lace on the straps of the chemise matched the flowy underskirt, the tips of her toes just peeking out from underneath. Laurel slowly finished turning around and faced Caleb again with a shy smile. Caleb smiled back, as he leaned down and kissed her tenderly, his hands at her waist.

“You look absolutely beautiful mo ghra. It looks lovely enough to be a dress itself. I cannot wait to see you in your wedding gown,” he spoke softly kissing her once again. “Come and lie down with me again. We will hardly have anytime to ourselves after your family arrives this evening,” Caleb whispered, as he took Laurel in his arms again and walked over to the bed.

They lay in each other’s arms, smiling and kissing softly, Laurel then let out a shaking sigh.

“What is it Laurel? You sigh that way whenever you are anxious about something,” Caleb asked, as he outlined her face with his finger.

“I was just thinking of Father and the argument we had before I left Gwenlais. I hope it will not be difficult seeing him again,” Laurel replied in a quiet voice, her eyes filled with emotion.

“I have no doubt my love that he will be very happy to see you. In less than two days he will watch his only child be married and become the Princess of Heathwin. He will not be thinking of the ridiculous argument, he will be thinking of how proud he is of you. We will have a very enjoyable time tonight mo stor, and for the next few nights as well. Your pet Scribe will have much to record,” Caleb explained, with a charming smile.  

“Oh, speaking of Wendell. I nearly forgot. Wendell went back to the pub with Owain to ask the Scribe’s daughter…oh what is her name?” Laurel asked in frustration.

“Clare,” Caleb answered, with an amused smile.

“Yes Clare. Wendell went to ask Clare, if she wished to come to the wedding as his guest,” Laurel stated, with a happy voice.

“Well that should prove interesting. Father, Cahir and Aiden should be there also by now. They will be enjoying themselves quite immensely, at watching Wendell charm his new love,” Caleb laughed lightly at the thought. “Now my darling, enough talk of other’s romantic interests. I wish for us to share a romantic moment ourselves, before all the happy mayhem begins,” Caleb said as he smiled at Laurel adoringly, then began to kiss her warmly on the lips.

Their kisses grew in their intensity and passion, as Caleb gently placed Laurel to lie beneath him, moving her hands to the back of his neck. 

“Caleb,” Laurel spoke his name, in a shaking whisper.

“Yes mo chailin milis, it is all right. I only wish to give you a taste of love. We will no longer be spending the night together, until our wedding night. I promise you my sweet Laurel, it shall be wonderful. Yes, there now take a breath, relax and enjoy our time alone. Do you not feel loved and cherished, lying beneath me?” Caleb asked, in a soft deep whisper.

“Yes…yes I do Caleb,” Laurel replied in a breathless quiet voice.

“That is all that I wish for mo ghra,” Caleb said, as he brought his hands down to her hips.

They continued their loving affections until Caleb felt Laurel tremble more noticeably, then moving off to the side, he turned Laurel with him, gently stroking her hair and kissing the side of her face. Laurel lay her head against Caleb’s chest and sighed deeply, but relaxed and tranquil, a small smile on her lips as she blinked almost sleepily.

“I should go back to my room soon Caleb. I need to change out of these things, into something more suitable,” Laurel mentioned, as she began to giggle at Caleb kissing and nibbling her neck and earlobe.

“No, not yet. Just a bit longer,” Caleb requested in a low deep voice, resuming his ardent attentions, smiling as Laurel giggled even more.

“Caleb…please Sire,” Laurel’s giggling even more pronounced as Caleb became more playful and teasing in his affections. “I…need to get up. The servants will be bringing in cots for Marina and Tulla as I requested and…I need to show them where to place them,” Laurel beginning to laugh now, as she placed her hands against his chest.

Caleb sighed with an exaggerated annoyed expression.

“Very well your Highness. Flee from me, before I lose all my self-control,” Caleb replied, as he released her from his embrace, beginning to sit up.

Laurel sat up and smiled at him lovingly, softly kissing his lips before getting out of the bed. She walked to the door, turning and smiling at him one last time before leaving the room. Caleb lay back in the bed sighing and smiling to himself as he looked up at the ceiling.

This will be the longest two days of my life, Caleb thought to himself. 

 

As the day progressed, the activity in the Lodge became markedly increased. Queen Alana and Eavan were directing the final touches to the beautiful decorations, having Laurel join them to observe all that was being done. Laurel was amazed how the Grand Hall had been transformed to resemble the mossy forests of both Gwenlais and Heathwin. Delicate lace moss hung from dowels suspended from the heavy beamed ceiling. An archway was placed at the foot of the stairs and extended halfway to where Caleb and his Groomsmen would be standing and waiting for the Bridal party and Laurel to join them. Made of delicate willow wood brought from Gwenlais, each trellis was also hung with lace moss, with both silver and moon roses. Attendants would come and painstakingly, gently wring out water from a cloth several times daily, to keep the blooms fresh. They were all happy to do so as the Queen thanked them all graciously, and had given the twenty female attendants responsible for all floral decorations, gifts of beautiful silver jewelry. Two of Eavan’s former instructors, had graciously come to the Lodge to offer their services, in instructing the attendants on how to care for the blooms and foliage. They had to admit, they were both surprised and impressed, with Eavan’s artistry and vision.  On one side of the Hall, were placed long tables that were often used by the royal family for gatherings, more than usual were placed out at this time. They too were decorated with flowers and moss as well as candles placed in glass jars. In the center of each table a large branch, skillfully trimmed to resemble small trees, were placed still bearing their brilliant harvest season foliage. All the tables were placed in front of the Head table where the Bride and Groom, as well as parents of both, and all the attendants would sit. In the center of that table however, was a magnificent centerpiece, identical to Eavan’s sketches. Miniatures of both the castle of Gwenlais and the Lodge were built, joined together by an intricate bridge made of grapevines and delicate climbing roses of pale mauve and silver. Wooden chandeliers with large white pillar candles were also hung from the ceiling. All the servants would come to look at the splendor of the Grand Hall, whether they were assigned duty that day or not, just to get a glimpse of all that had been done. Wendell as well as other artists had volunteered that evening to come and make sketches of the Hall, in all its Bridal magnificence. They would later, display their work to the people of Heathwin, throughout the city. Then the sketches would be displayed in the Gallery. Three of Heathwin’s favourite artists, would be there at the wedding to show how the Bride and Groom, as well as the rest of the wedding party looked on that splendid day. All who were able to see the Grand Hall for themselves remarked that it had never looked more enthralling.

 

All of the men in the household were in the sitting room, laughing and talking loudly, clearly enjoying making fun of Wendell as he sat and smiled sheepishly.

“You should have seen the poor sop sitting there, smiling like an idjit at the table, Caleb. Father and I thought for a moment he had sampled more ale,” Aiden laughed, and hit Wendell roughly on the arm, causing him to jump in surprise.

“No, the lad was merely drunk with love,” King Fergus said, smiling kindly at Wendell.

“Congratulations Wendell. It shall be a glorious day. For everyone, I have no doubt. Her Highness looks resplendent in her wedding gown,” Phineas replied, with a happy and thoughtful smile.

“Thank you Master Phineas. I am still quite surprised she accepted my invitation,” Wendell admitted shyly.

“You have seen her in her wedding gown? When did this take place?” Caleb asked, in a surprised slightly irritated tone, completely ignoring Wendell’s remark.

“Earlier this afternoon, while you were at your meeting with Chieftain Argon,” Phineas answered, with a very self-satisfied grin. 

“Well no matter. I saw what I wished to see anyway,” Caleb said smiling wryly. 

“Yes, Mother mentioned your carrying Laurel off rather abruptly. Well done old man,” Cahir mentioned, hitting Caleb on the arm.

“Enjoy yourself while you can. Her father will be arriving in a few hours,” Aiden replied, with a light laugh.

“You should be quite happy with that, seeing as how your lovely interest will be arriving as well,” Caleb stated, with a droll grin.

“That is all he spoke of all night,” Owain said teasingly with a laugh, having spent the night at the Lodge.

“Then you should be happy as well, they will be bringing Tulla,” Aiden smirked, causing Owain to glance about with an embarrassed expression.

“Tulla? Really Owain? I must admit she is a lovely, if you like those doe eyed shy types,” Cahir said, continuing to tease his young cousin.

“We are just friends. We got to know each other better during my stay in Gwenlais,” Owain replied, a bit defensively. 

“Just friends is it? Do you wish to kiss all your friends Owain?” Aiden asked hitting Owain’s arm, continuing to tease him, as everyone began to chuckle at Owain’s self-conscious demeanor. 

“I only kissed her on the cheek, and that was to say goodbye. We only spent a short time together at the stables the night before we left for Heathwin,” Owain explained, with a slight smile.

“That explains why Tulla left early that night,” Caleb replied, with a light laugh.

“Enough talk about me. We were picking on Wendell, let us talk about him again,” Owain said, beginning to lose his patience with all the playful mocking.

“I say we have not picked on the Groom here, enough. Your soon to be father-in- law shall be here in only a few hours, along with quite a few of our family members. You are going to be quite pathetic for the next couple of days with everyone here and taking her attention away from you,” King Fergus mentioned with a wide grin.

“I fully admit it. It was bad enough when I came back to the Lodge earlier and found Laurel in her room. The first thing Mother said to me is I should not be there. I will only have to put up with for a little more than a day now. So there is not great deal anyone can do or say that will annoy me too much,” Caleb answered his father, with a sardonic grin.

“Yes we will see about that. I am sure there are a number of things that Remy and Phariss will come up with at the Bachelor dinner, that will annoy you in good order,” Cahir cited, with a broad grin.

 

The time had finally arrived. A Sentinel had just informed the family that King Garron and his family and their party would be arriving within the hour. Laurel paced around the Hall nervously awaiting for their arrival, as the members of the Bridal party and Groomsmen and their families began to arrive. They were all impressed with how beautiful and splendid the Hall looked dressed and ready for the wedding. Laurel was happy to see everyone but could not hide her anxiety with seeing her father once again, as she continued to pace about in a nervous pattern. She would walk from the seating area that Queen Alana had arranged, to the large fireplace, then back to the seating area. Caleb watched her do this for a short time, before taking her by her waist and making her sit on his lap, as she walked back to where everyone was sitting and talking. Ione held her hand and tried speaking consolingly to her, reassuring her that her father would be most happy to see her.

“Look at you my dear Laurel. You look beautiful, you are positively glowing with happiness. That is all your father will be seeing when he arrives,” Ione said in a warm voice, smiling at Laurel sympathetically.

“I told her the same thing. She does not listen,” Caleb remarked kissing Laurel’s cheek and caressing her back, as he could feel her tremble sitting on his lap. “Do you wish for me to get you something to drink mo stor?” Caleb asked her quietly.

“No. I am fine. I will feel much better when they finally arrive and everyone becomes all settled in,” Laurel answered smiling nervously, glancing at the Hall entrance.

Just then Aiden walked up to Laurel with a warm smile and leaned down and kissed her cheek.

“They are here love. They just rode into the front entrance. Phineas is already out there. I am going to meet them now, and I have been told by Deaglan, that your father is in an exceptionally good mood. All smiles and talking quite happily with everyone, so you may take a breath and relax now,” Aiden relayed in a calm voice, watching Laurel close her eyes for a moment and exhale softly.

“Thank you Aiden,” Laurel answered with a trembling smile, reaching over to grasp his hand.

“You are very welcome love. I shall be back in a just a few moments,” Aiden replied, as he turned and made his way to the entrance.

“You see, nothing to worry about,” Caleb stated with a knowing grin, as Laurel smiled and leaned her forehead against his, sighing once again.

A short time later King Garron, Lady Ellos, and Mistress Gavenia walked into the Grand Hall. They were followed by Marina and Tulla who was holding a drowsy looking Oriel by the hand, and Aiden who was carrying Jamison. The little boy had his arms about Aiden’s neck, his head resting on Aiden’s shoulder, appearing as if he had just woken up.  Phineas walked in immediately after, a very calm smile on his face. King Fergus and Queen Alana were the first to greet them. 
“The Hall looks amazing Alana. I feel as if we have entered some mystical realm. Your vision is quite remarkable,” King Garron exclaimed with a bright smile, as he leaned over and kissed Queen Alana on the cheek.

“Thank you Garron. My new daughter-in-law Eavan however, is the genius behind all that you see. Our dear Laurel was quite taken with her ideas and Laurel insisted on Eavan designing all the arrangements and decorations,” Queen Alana spoke in a voice filled with pride, as she had grown very fond of Eavan over the last two seasons. “And so nice to see you again Ellos,” Queen Alana greeted Lady Ellos warmly, by giving her a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you Alana. And may I also say how lovely and splendid everything looks. The ride here was truly spectacular. I was quite captivated by all the rugged and majestic hills and mountains as we entered into the Kingdom, and then to suddenly be surrounded by a lush moss covered forest, truly breathtaking,” Lady Ellos gushed with enthusiasm. 

“I am most happy the journey was a pleasant one. And Mistress Gavenia, it is so very nice you could come. Laurel will be so pleased, as it was her hope, you would be able to attend,” Queen Alana mentioned graciously to Mistress Gavenia, reaching out and taking her hand for a moment.

“I would not have missed seeing our dear Laurel’s wedding for any reason. I am very happy to be here,” Mistress Gavenia replied, with a warm smile.

“Speaking of Laurel. Where is the dear girl?” King Garron asked, with an anxious smile. 

“Caleb is walking her over now as we speak,” King Fergus answered, as he gestured over to Caleb and Laurel walking over to them hand and hand.

Mistress Gavenia was the first to greet Laurel, embracing her warmly.

“I am so happy you were able to attend Mistress Gavenia,” Laurel enthused with happiness.

“How could I not come my dear child? I would never forgo the privilege of walking you down the aisle and presenting you as the Bride. When Prince Caleb sent me the letter, asking me if I would do the honor of escorting you, my heart nearly burst with happiness,” Mistress Gavenia replied, placing her hand on the side of Laurel’s face.

Laurel looked over at Caleb, her eyes filled with love as he smiled at her adoringly. She then embraced Mistress Gavenia warmly again. 

“Ah, there is my sweet mountain Laurel,” King Garron exclaimed, with a broad smile and open arms, as Laurel walked up to him.

Laurel smiled in delighted surprise at her father’s greeting, as he had not called her that endearment since she was a little girl. They embraced each other warmly, as King Garron kissed the top of her head.

“Oh, I have missed you my girl,” King Garron said in a warm voice, his eyes filling with tears.

“I have missed you too Father,” Laurel replied, her voice trembling with her feelings of both relief and happiness.

“Now let me take a look you,” Garron stated, as he stepped back holding Laurel at arm’s length, looking at her intently for a moment. “You look positively radiant my dear girl. Does she not look radiant Ellos?” Garron asked, with a wide smile.

“She most certainly does. Hello Laurel, I am so happy to be here for your wedding,” Lady Ellos stated warmly as she embraced Laurel. “Of course your faithful companions have missed you as well,” Lady Ellos remarked with a smile, as she stepped back and gestured to Tulla and Marina.

Both young women came forward as Laurel laughed and held out her arms, all of them embracing at the same time. Caleb smiled warmly at them, then stepped forward, and taking King Garron by surprise embraced him also.

“Good to see you again Garron,” Caleb said, as he gave King Garron a hearty pat on the back.

“Why thank you Caleb. It is good to see you as well my boy,” King Garron reacted with a happy grin, hitting Caleb lightly on his shoulder.

“Welcome to Heathwin Lady Ellos,” Caleb told Lady Ellos with a charming smile, as he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

“Thank you Caleb. As I was telling the ladies of nobility in Gwenlais at a recent luncheon, the men of Heathwin are most charming,” Lady Ellos replied, with a lovely smile.

“Why thank you dear Ellos. Allow me to introduce you to more charming men and women from Heathwin,” Queen Alana spoke up, entwining her arm through Ellos’ as she led her towards the seating area and waiting relatives. 

Master Elphin then quietly appeared, having been invited by the family, as he had wished to meet the Head Mistress Ollam.

“Good evening Mistress Gavenia. I am Elphin. So very honored to finally meet you face to face,” he said with a charming grin, taking her hand.

“Likewise my dear Elphin. I have enjoyed our past correspondence and am most happy to finally be able to talk on a more personal level,” Mistress Gavenia remarked, with a gracious smile.

“Would you care to join me in having some refreshments?” Master Elphin asked, with an inviting tone.

“I thought you would never ask,” she answered as they both laughed and joining arms walked over to the tables. 

Phineas stepped forward and he and King Fergus and King Garron began to engage in conversation, as Aiden walked over, still holding Jamison in his arms, to the three young women giggling happily together, admiring Laurel’s matrimony necklace. Caleb smiled down warmly at Oriel, who was standing alone and looking drowsy and lost. Caleb crouched down in front of her, reaching over and playfully tugging on her pale gold curls.

“And how are you my little Orrie? Did you enjoy your trip from Gwenlais?” Caleb asked her, in comforting low voice.

“It was very exciting to sleep in tents by the river, but it was a bit scary riding on horses the whole time. I am also feeling hungry,” Oriel answered, with a tired whine in her voice.

“Well come with me darling, and I shall remedy that for you,” Caleb replied kissing her gently on the cheek, then standing up and taking her hand.

Walking over to the group still happily talking together, Aiden looking on in obvious amusement, Caleb then suggested they all walk over to the refreshment tables. They all made their way over, as other family members made their way over as well, to enjoy the festive fare laid out before them. Owain walked over and taking Tulla’s hand, kissed her on the cheek.

“Welcome back to Heathwin dear Tulla. Perhaps after you have had a bite to eat, you would care to join me for a walk in the garden. The night lilies are still in bloom,” Owain suggested, his warm blue eyes, were all that Tulla could see at that moment.

“I would enjoy that very much Owain,” Tulla replied, in a shy soft voice.

Aiden smiled drolly, as he glanced with amusement at this exchange.

“Brilliant idea Owain. Marina and I shall join you as well,” Aiden announced, as Owain looked over and smirked at him.

“Here you are children. Now come over and sit down so you can enjoy your meal,” Caleb instructed Oriel and Jamison, as they followed him to a small couch and handed then a plate of various delicacies from the tables, as Aiden brought them over each a glass of punch.

 

“I am most impressed with the kind attention your sons have shown my children this past season, Alana. They were quite anxious to see Caleb and Aiden once again,” Lady Ellos looked over smiling warmly, as she watched Caleb and Aiden tending to her children.

“As you can see Ellos, children are a large part of our lives,” Queen Alana said with a light laugh as she gestured to all the children running about the Hall. “My sons have always had younger cousins about. Caleb has helped in raising and looking after several of his younger cousins since he was a boy. In fact he is helping my dear cousin Ealish with her two young sons currently,” Queen Alana explained, pointing Ardal and Beacam out amongst the playing youngsters.

Just then the two young boys turned in the direction of Caleb’s voice, as he called them over to him. Smiling, they both ran over happily to see what he wanted.

“Ardal, Beacam. I would like to introduce you to Laurel’s young stepsister and stepbrother. This is Oriel and Jamison,” Caleb introduced them as Aiden, Owain and the three young women, looked on smiling in amusement.

“Hewoa,” Oriel spoke with a mouth full of food, waving at the two brothers, as Jamison smiled taking a bite of steamed pudding.

“Hello,” the brothers answered back with delighted smiles.

“I was hoping Ardal that after Oriel and Jamison have a bite to eat, you and Beacam could introduce them to the other children,” Caleb suggested, with a friendly grin. 

“I would be happy to Caleb,” Ardal answered, with an enthusiastic voice.

“I would be happy too!” Beacam joining in, with his brother’s excited manner.

“Very good. Have a wonderful time then,” Caleb laughed lightly, as he walked over to join Laurel and the others.

“Well it appears Sire that you have favorably arranged their evening,” Laurel said to Caleb, with a bright smile.

“It appears so. They both looked a bit overwhelmed when they first entered the Hall. The other children are all quite friendly so they should have an enjoyable time,” Caleb replied, as he glanced over at them for a moment, noticing the group now engaged in very animated conversation with Cinnie and Quinlan’s twin girls.

Caleb smiled at them, then began to look about the Hall, looking for something.

“Where is Deaglan?” he asked Aiden curiously.

“At the Sentinels Headquarters, with the rest of the Gwenlais guards. Father did have quite the meal prepared for them all, with plenty of hard cider of course. He said he would be here tomorrow. He felt he should spend the evening with the rest of the guards to settle in. In all honesty I think he was too tired from babysitting the little hooligans to socialize tonight. He mentioned they were quite the handful at the camp,” Aiden explained, laughing at Deaglan’s earlier description of the children’s behavior.  

Marina and Tulla laughed as well.

“Yes, they did give Deaglan and the guards, as well as the escorts from Heathwin, a difficult time. Mother had a headache and she and Garron stayed in their tent most of the evening. They would not listen to anyone, myself and Tulla included. They kept running to the river’s edge to throw rocks. Playing too close to the fire, and just being a general nuisance. It was not until Deaglan raised his voice and threatened to spank them, did they finally settle down. He has never done that before, so they were both quite surprised by it,” Marina giggled, at remembering her siblings’ startled expressions. 

“He would have done it. You are familiar with Deaglan’s sister Edeen or you not?” Laurel asked Marina, smiling meaningfully.

“Yes, I have met her several times before, she has begun to visit weekly now, after you moved to Heathwin, as Deaglan encouraged it,” Marina smiled back in bemusement, of Laurel’s expression.

“Well then you are aware that Edeen is twelve seasons younger than Deaglan, and he has helped to raise her with his mother, especially after their father’s death. He adores her but has no patience for her silly impulses, he is also very protective of her. I remember last season, I had just become a doe med, and she went to a gathering Deaglan specifically told her she could not attend as she was much younger than the others invited. Deaglan does not care for the nobleman’s son who was hosting it, as he has a less than an admirable reputation. Alas, Edeen is quite the little social butterfly, and still felt she should go and wished me to talk him into it. I told her I would not, as Deaglan would not be that easily persuaded and then would be upset with me for trying to do so. I invited her to spend the evening with me instead. She said she would and I thought that was the end of it,” Laurel explained, her retelling, growing more animated. “Well since her mother was away visiting an ill relative, Edeen had a servant bring her to the gathering in spite of Deaglan telling her she could not go. When he returns home to bring Edeen to visit me, he discovers this. He is furious at this point, he rides over to the noble’s home and drags Edeen out in front of everyone. He brings her home and spanked her quite soundly for it, then the next day he brought her to the House of Healing and made her apologize to me for lying. I was not angry at her of course, but I made no fuss and just accepted it to appease Deaglan. The poor girl was still overwrought and was quite tearful when she related all that happened,” Laurel smiled sadly, at recalling the event.

“Well she would have been far worse off if I had been Deaglan. I would have spanked her right there at the gathering itself. Deaglan actually related this to me. Edeen of course leaves out the part that she was helping herself to a rather large glass of wine, that the snot nosed son of the noble, had given her. Deaglan knocked the pompous, already drunk fool, unconscious. So I have no sympathy for the little brat whatsoever,” Caleb spoke up, shaking his head with a look of complete annoyance.

“Well of course you do not my Prince. Though, yes I do admit, she could have placed herself in a very compromising situation. However since Deaglan’s reaction, Edeen has been very careful of how she conducts herself, she has not gotten in any trouble since. In fact with my encouragement she became an attendant for the doe meds shortly after, and to the best of my knowledge has been doing quite well,” Laurel stated, with a satisfied smile.

“Yes she is, as I still volunteer as an attendant two days out of the week. You would be proud of her Laurel, she was just made an apprentice,” Marina informed her happily.

“That is wonderful. I knew she would do well, she has a very sweet and caring nature. The poor dear is just sometimes silly and impulsive,” Laurel said, with a gratified smile. 

“I suppose poor Deaglan deserves a bit of rest then. That way he will enjoy the Bachelor dinner much more. Oh, there is the Elder Scribe, right on time. Well prepare yourselves everyone, Mother will be having us all standing at attention, while the Scribe tells us all how we are supposed to stand, walk and carry on in general during the ceremony,” Caleb grinned mordantly, as he watched his mother happily greet the Elder Scribe, who would be preforming the wedding ceremony.

 

 As Caleb had expected, within a short time of the Scribe’s arrival, all members of the Bridal party were indeed directed to their places for the wedding. Laurel was overjoyed that Caleb had arranged with Mistress Gavenia to walk Laurel through the archway and halfway down the aisle, in place of her mother. As was the custom Laurel would be presented by her mother, or in this case Mistress Gavenia. Laurel would then be escorted by her father to King Fergus. King Fergus would then place over Laurel’s shoulder, a sash made from all five of the Clanns’ tartans, and then King Fergus would finish escorting Laurel to stand with Caleb. After which the wedding ceremony would take place. Oriel and Jamison were asked by Laurel to be junior attendants, and would lead the Bridal procession. The procession was practiced several times as Oriel and Jamison became a bit distracted with the twins dropping their baskets of rose petals and would have to stop walking. Oriel being quite precocious, would walk over and grab handfuls of petals off the floor and place them back in the baskets, showing the giggling little sisters ‘the proper way’ to hold their baskets. The adults did not mind these interruptions as the children were quite charming and clearly enjoying themselves. Caleb of course relished each time Laurel was escorted to him, as he would take her in his arms and kiss her passionately. 

“I am practicing,” Caleb would say, with every sarcastic remark given by Aiden or Rian.

“Must he maul her in front of everyone Ellos,” King Garron grumbled in a low voice, as Lady Ellos smiled at him, gently patting his arm.

After all the rehearsing for the ceremony had concluded, Brecon and Glenda as well as their children Addis, Bebhim and little Aoife, arrived at the Lodge. Glenda praised Queen Alana and Eavan’s success at transforming the Grand Hall into a fantastical forest. A few moments later several tall and brawny young men came into the Hall with the couple’s first wedding present. The oversized wardrobe was made of oak and varnished to a soft natural sheen. The two doors on the wardrobe were hand carved by Brecon himself. On the left door a carving of a flowering Laurel bush, on the right door, a likeness of Caleb’s beloved stallion, each door signifying the separate sides of the wardrobe. Laurel opened the wardrobe with delight, amazed at how many shelves and drawers had been placed in it, everyone laughing good naturedly that she was unable to reach the top shelf. The couple thanked Brecon warmly and the wardrobe was slowly and carefully carried upstairs by the young men, being led by Brecon and Lucas to Caleb’s room. Soon more refreshments were served as a trio of minstrels arrived and began to play lighthearted music. Aiden suggested to Owain to bring Tulla and Marina to the back garden, Owain then gave Aiden a wary grin.

“Are you sure that is wise? You know what is back there,” Owain remarked, with a laugh.

Aiden sighed and rolled his eyes, as he looked over, and getting Caleb’s attention spoke up for Caleb to hear him above the music and talking.

“Caleb. Is mian liom a thaispeaint Marina an puball,” Aiden relayed in old speak grinning broadly, as those who understood what Aiden was saying smiled, waiting for Caleb’s answer.

“Aon!” Caleb replied, back with a frown. 

“I knew he was going to say that. I will just suggest he come with us,” Aiden said with annoyance, as he walked over to where Caleb and Laurel stood.

“What did they say?” Marina giggled, as she and Tulla looked over at Owain.

“Aiden asked in old speak, so as not to let Laurel know, that he wished to show you the surprise Caleb had placed in the back garden for their wedding night. I have not seen it yet either. Caleb of course said no,” Owain chuckled and shook his head, as he watched the two brothers conversing intently together.

Kissing Laurel lovingly and whispering in her ear, Caleb then turned giving Aiden an annoyed smile, as they both walked over to where Owain, Tulla and Marina waited for them. Suddenly, Cinnie and Quinlan, as well as Ione, Rian and Kerrie, Cahir and Eavan all met up with them also.

“We all wish to see it as well, stop making that face,” Ione scolded Caleb, putting her hands on her hips.

“Fine. No one is to say anything to Laurel,” Caleb spoke, with obvious frustration, as he led everyone out towards the back terrace. 

Imagin, Addis and Bebhim waited for them to leave the Hall, before following them out sneakily, the girls giggling as they went. The younger children had been watching the entire time and followed them as well.

“Where are they all going Laurel?” King Garron asked in utter bemusement.

Laurel giggled at her father’s expression as he looked over watching them all disappear out the side entrance.

“Apparently they all wished to see the surprise that Caleb has planned for me in the back garden, for our wedding night,” Laurel answered, smiling shyly.

“Surprise? What sort of surprise?” King Garron asked, with a quizzical look on his face.

“I have no idea. I have not been allowed in the back garden since my arrival to Heathwin. He has not even given me a hint as to what it is,” Laurel laughed gleefully.

“Well seeing as we now have a few moments alone, I too have a surprise I wish to give you,” King Garron announced with a gleam in his eyes, reaching into his vest pocket.

He then pulled out a lovely silver bracelet that had beautiful green stones made from Connemara Marble, found only in Gwenlais. Laurel looked at her father in surprise as she recognized it once belonged to her mother. He placed the bracelet on Laurel’s wrist, fastening it carefully, holding her arm to admire the gift he had surprised her with.

“I was told it is customary for the Father of the Bride, to present his daughter with a gift. I gave this to your mother on our wedding day, it is only fitting you wear it on yours. It is what she wished,” King Garron spoke softly, in a voiced filled with emotion.

“Oh Father….thank you. Thank you so much,” Laurel said tearfully, as she embraced him warmly, her shoulders shaking with her silent weeping.

“You are most welcome my dear girl. Shh, there now. No more tears,” King Garron directed, gently pulling Laurel away slightly to look at her. 

“I miss her so much Father,” Laurel stated, in a soft weepy voice.

“I know you do, as do I. Let us not think of her with sadness these next few days, as she would have been most happy, to see you marry your Prince from Heathwin,” King Garron reminded Laurel with a warm smile, his eyes no longer sad.

“Yes, she would have. I shall keep that in my heart and mind Father,” Laurel replied, smiling as she wiped the tears from her face.

“Oh, there is your Prince now, looking rather irked,” King Garron said chuckling, as Caleb walked back into the hall, followed by the rest of the group all laughing and talking excitedly.

Little Jamison was walking beside Caleb, when seeing Laurel he excitedly cried out, “Laurel there is a big whi…” suddenly cut off, by Caleb picking him up by his waist, and covering Jamison’s mouth with his hand. 

Caleb then could be seen whispering into his ear, as everyone looked over in surprised amusement. After Caleb finished talking to Jamison, he placed the boy back on his feet, and released him from his grasp. 

“Never mind,” Jamison then announced with a happy grin, which caused everyone to laugh.

Caleb shook his head and smiled sardonically as he walked over to Laurel. King Fergus, Cahir and Eavan had joined Laurel and King Garron, only a moment ago.

Laurel very excitedly showed Caleb the bracelet her father had just given her, explaining its poignant significance.

“It is quite beautiful mo stor. Connemara Marble is it? This is only the second time in my life I have actually seen it,” Caleb remarked, holding Laurel’s wrist and smiling over at King Garron.

“Yes, it is a most precious commodity in Gwenlais. The quarry it comes from is ancient and it can be quite dangerous. I choose not to have lives lost, and have only small amounts mined for,” King Garron stated, looking back at the bracelet with fondness.

Aiden, Owain, Marina, and Tulla walked over, as Lucas also approached the group.

“Excuse me Sire. I wish to inform you that the wardrobe has been placed in your room. The maids were kind enough to move your things into the new wardrobe. The young men then placed your old wardrobe in one of the guests’ rooms,” Lucas informed Caleb, his blue eyes twinkling, as he noticed Laurel’s excited expression. 

“Thank you Lucas. Please inform the men who were kind enough to move the wardrobes to help themselves to the refreshments,” Caleb said to the Head of the staff, in a warm voice.

“I most certainly will. And may I again, in behalf of the entire staff, congratulate you and her Highness on your wedding,” Lucas replied with a benevolent smile, then walked over to the young men just coming down the stairs.

“Girls. Do you wish to come with me to help me place my things in the new wardrobe?” Laurel asked excitedly.

Before the two young women were able to answer however, Caleb spoke up wearing a look of gentle impatience. 

“Dearest, I could have the maids do that for you first thing in the morning,” Caleb stated, with a knowing grin.

“No, that will not be necessary Caleb. Tulla and I know exactly how I like my things arranged,” Laurel answered back, with a smug smile.

“And you and Tulla could show the maids in the morning so they would know as well,” Caleb countered back, as the others who stood around them, simply grinned at each other, watching the game of wills unfold.

“But I will be showing the girls where they are sleeping and this is something I wished to do now. We will only be a short while,” Laurel said with a slight pout, putting her hands on Caleb’s chest. 

Aiden snickered at Caleb’s expression to Laurel’s pout, as Caleb glanced over and smirked at him.  Caleb leaned down and kissed Laurel’s forehead. Whispering something in her ear which caused her to blush and smile impishly at him, she took Marina and Tulla’s hands as Eavan looked over at Cahir smiling. Laurel then led them all towards the staircase.

“She does this to him quite often,” Aiden remarked, as all in the group laughed, King Fergus gave Caleb a hearty pat on the back.

“What did you say to Laurel to make her give you that cheeky smile?” Cahir asked, with a wicked grin.

“I cannot say in front of her Father,” Caleb replied back with a sly smile, as Fergus looked over at him with a wry face.  

A few moments later Imagin and Bebhim walked past them heading in the direction of the stairs as well.

“Imagin, Bebhim. Mind what I told you outside,” Caleb spoke up in a stern voice.

Both girls stopped walking, looking at Caleb with an injured sulk.

“We will,” Imagin replied back with a defensive whine, then both turned and resumed their way upstairs to Laurel’s room.

“What did you threaten the girls with, to make them give you those pathetic looks,” King Fergus asked chuckling.

“I told them if they mentioned anything to Laurel about her surprise in the garden I would make them go home after the wedding and miss the wedding feast,” Caleb answered quite decisively.

“I told them Eavan and I would have no issue having them stay at our house until the festivities were over. So they would, most assuredly, miss all the fun as it would be very easy for Caleb and I to bring them there,” Cahir replied, with a light laugh.

“Believe me Cahir, Imagin takes you both very seriously. She will not say a word,” Owain mentioned, laughing as well.

“So Caleb, what exactly is this surprise you have planned, and in the garden no less?” King Garron asked, with a very curious look on his face.

“No need for explanations Garron. Alana and I will give you and Ellos a tour,” King Fergus proposed, patting Garron’s back and leading him to their wives, completely ignoring Caleb’s groans.

“I wish to know how all the work and planning, of making my sweet girl a lovely surprise for our wedding night, became part of a tour,” Caleb expressed irately, as everyone laughed at his frustration. 

 

The evening ended soon after, everyone saying their goodnights and wishing the happy couple congratulations once again. The family members and Mistress Gavenia, who spoke with Master Elphin almost exclusively all evening, were shown to their rooms. Owain and Imagin once again spent the night, as Imagin stayed in the guest room with the children, reading stories to them, until they all fell asleep. Lady Ellos smiled with happiness, at seeing her younger children asleep in the large plush bed, snuggled up to Imagin still holding the book in her hand.

As she joined King Garron in their room, she found him smiling at her lovingly from the bed. She returned his smile as he took her in his arms and sighed with deep contentment.

“It does my heart good to see Laurel so familiar and comfortable in her new home Ellos. You should have seen her stand up to Caleb this evening. It was most delightful to watch her wrap him around her finger, with just a little flirtatious pout. Yes, I feel much relieved,” King Garron said, with a smug laugh.

“You have to admit Garron, she was only able to because he is obviously quite enchanted with her. I am sure there will be times Laurel’s charms may not always have the desired effect on her Prince. But that is something they will figure out together. The wonderful thing is, that they do indeed love each other, it is most apparent,” Ellos stated with a lovely smile, as Garron smiled back at her softly stroking her hair.

“Thank you for that Ellos. I truly do appreciate your generosity at being here with me,” King Garron expressed, with a warm and loving voice.

“Of course Garron. You have given me and my children so much. I will do all that I can to show you how much I appreciate your generosity as well. I know you miss dear Milna, especially at this time. I will never hold that against you,” Ellos expressed, her beautiful emerald eyes soft and caring.

“I do love you, my dear Ellos. Forgive me for not telling you more often. That is something I shall amend starting tonight,” King Garron whispered, as he softly kissed her lips. 

 

Laurel knocked softly and smiled at hearing Caleb’s deep voice welcoming her to enter the room. She smiled sweetly as she looked over at him, standing at his desk, wearing a loose white tunic unlaced at his chest, with a pair of black britches he often slept in. Caleb looked up from a list he was reading, smiling at her enticingly.

She was wearing one of her favourite white nightgowns, forgoing her usual robe, as she intended to go to bed very shortly. 

“There you are. I was wondering if you were going to come in and say goodnight,” Caleb said, as he walked over and placed his hands on her waist.

“Well why would I not silly? The girls are already asleep, so I will not have to hurry back,” Laurel mentioned, with a bright smile.

“Well after I whispered to you that I was going to make you stay in my room tonight for your little display, I thought for certain you would not come in,” Caleb replied with a wry grin, holding her waist tighter.

“Yes, but I knew you were only teasing,” Laurel giggled, blushing lightly once again.

“Um, no. No I was not teasing,” Caleb replied very dryly, with a slight smile.

“Caleb, do not be silly I cannot stay with you while my family is here, not until after the wedding,” Laurel giggled, at the intensity of his gaze.

“Yes I thought that at first as well, but then I came to the conclusion that it is all really quite ridiculous. We are getting married in a day, so really what difference does it make,” Caleb regarded her with a teasing grin, as he leaned down and kissed her neck. 

“No, no I cannot. I do not wish for my father to make a fuss. The girls will wake up and wonder where I am. So, I will have to leave for now Sire,” Laurel mentioned, in a soft reluctant voice.

“So I will join you in your room then,” Caleb offered smiling at her deviously.

“No, no that would be worse. You are being most exasperating Caleb,” Laurel remarked with a pout, which was not flirtatious. 

“Oh good, that was my intension,” Caleb answered back, taking her in his arms and carrying her over to the bed.

Laying her down gently, Caleb moved her over with him so that they were both laying on their sides facing each other, as he began to kiss her ardently. They became more intense with their affections, as Caleb began to caress her softly, moving his hand down her body. He stopped kissing her and opened his eyes to smile at her. Laurel looked at him confused as to why he was watching her in that way.

“What is it?” she asked, in a trembling voice. 

“You are not wearing your bloomers tonight,” he whispered, still smiling at her.

“Um…well….no. I do not always wear them when I sleep,” Laurel answered shyly.

“You always do when you are with me,” Caleb stated, with a wry grin.

“I…well yes. That is different,” Laurel responded, sounding a bit disconcerted.

“Well seeing as you are not at this time, and you are with me, perhaps I could enjoy this moment of oversight,” Caleb suggested with a seductive smile, as he moved his hands slowly up her nightgown. 

“No! No you cannot,” Laurel said back curtly, as she pushed his hands back down.   

“Really? Are you sure? You are being most disagreeable,” Caleb smiled back even more enticingly, as he continued teasing Laurel by pushing his hands past hers.

“Yes! I am sure. Caleb stop. You…stop it. I…um…I am becoming all flustered,” Laurel stammering now, sounding quite irritated. 

Caleb smiled at her warmly, moving his hands and gently pulling her nightgown back down. Holding her in his arms once again, he gently caressed her back and tenderly kissed her cheeks and forehead.

“I am sorry mo stor. I was only teasing you. I took it too far and I apologize,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, kissing her forehead once again.

“I know, I am just feeling a bit sensitive tonight,” Laurel responded, in a shaking whisper. 

“Of course you are my darling. I did not mean to be so callous of your feelings. I was only playing with you, I would not have touched you in a way that would upset you. It is alright my love. I will not take advantage of you. Come let me bring you back to your room. I will stay with you until you fall asleep and then I will return to my room,” Caleb whispered, as he took Laurel up in his arms.

He carried her to her room, quietly getting into bed with her, holding her close as she lay against his chest her arm across his waist while he gently stroked her hair.

“The girls and I arranged almost all my things in our new wardrobe,” Laurel whispered sleepily.

“Did you? You certainly did not waste any time,” Caleb whispered back in amusement.

“With all four of us and Imagin and Bebhim helping, it took no time at all,” Laurel whispered, with a yawn.

“Go to sleep now silly girl,” Caleb chided gently.

“I do not want you to leave,” she replied, her voice heavy with sleep.

“I know, but I feel it will make the girls uncomfortable to wake and see us together as they were not expecting it. Go to sleep mo chailin milis. If you should wake and need me, just come to my room. Shh, go to sleep,” Caleb whispered soothingly, feeling Laurel finally drift off. 

Caleb carefully got of the bed and covered Laurel, then leaned down and kissed her temple.

“Just one more night my darling,” Caleb whispered, kissing her once more, before leaving the room and softly closing the door.

Tulla opened her eyes and smiled to herself. Content with the knowledge, her dear Laurel would be loved and well cared for. She closed her eyes once again, falling into a tranquil slumber.

 



  
 
  
 
   


 27: THE BACHELOR DINNER 
Laurel woke up feeling excited and nervous, with the knowledge that she and Caleb’s wedding would be tomorrow. She got out of bed quietly and looked out the balcony window, seeing dawn had just barely cast its light over the mountains. Glancing over at Tulla and Marina, still asleep in their cots, she put on her robe and slippers and silently walked out of the room. Laurel then tiptoed across the corridor and knocked softly on Caleb’s door.

“Come in,” she heard his deep voice reply, happy that he too was awake.

She walked in and smiled at him, as he looked up at her in amused surprise, from his desk.

“Good morning mo chailin milis. I was not aware you were awake so early, though I was hoping you would be. I just sent for some tea and rolls,” Caleb said, as he smiled warmly at her.

Pushing out his chair he opened his arms as she walked over to him and sat in his lap, putting her arms around his neck. Caleb kissed her tenderly, and softly tucked her hair, behind her ears.

“Could you not sleep this morning?” Laurel asked, smiling sweetly at him.

“No, I could not, and I do not like lying in bed, feeling wide awake and restless. I missed you. There will be no one taking you from my bed after tomorrow,” Caleb said in low deep voice, smiling wickedly, causing Laurel to blush.

“You are terrible,” Laurel said giggling at him, blushing brightly.

“Yes I am, but I enjoy making you blush. I need to enjoy it for as long as I can,” Caleb said, smiling wryly at her.

“What do you mean?” Laurel asked looking at him, with a curious smile.

“We shall be wed tomorrow my love. You will soon grow accustomed to me teasing you in this way, and our relationship, will become more intimate. So you will find my teasing you not causing you to feel so self-conscious. I suppose my losing your blush, but gaining your affectionate familiarity, is more than a fair trade,” Caleb explained, smiling at her blushing once again. “Now, why are you up so early? I thought you would be quite tired after last night” he asked, attempting to lessen her self-consciousness.

“Oh the same reason as you. Feeling a bit restless. I would go through bouts of feeling, the day of our wedding would never come. Now that it is upon us....well, I am feeling excited and nervous and a little overwhelmed, by it. 

I have noticed the staff has already finished decorating, and Eavan and your mother were so busy directing it all. It truly looks magnificent. The Grand Hall and the kitchen always seem full of activity. All the family is here. Today I am to meet with all the married ladies of the family, for what Mother called, the private talk. So, needless to say, my mind is racing,” Laurel exclaimed, looking a bit overawed, as she spoke.

Caleb smiled at her sympathetically. He remembered how Laurel became anxious with crowded events and things that were very consuming. A knock on the door, took them both from their thoughts. Caleb replied to the knock as a servant entered with a tray, containing tea as well as two large sweet rolls. The maid placed the tray on Caleb’s desk, smiled and gave a quick curtsy, and left the room.

“Here we are my love. Let us have a bite to eat, and then perhaps we can relax for a bit, before everyone expects us this morning at breakfast. How does that sound?” Caleb asked her, in a soft warm voice, giving her a bite of roll.

“Mmm. I do love sweet rolls. I did not have them until coming to Heathwin,” Laurel said, taking another bite of roll, and a sip of tea. 

“There is a number of things you have not had until coming to Heathwin,” Caleb smiled at her wryly, she giggled at him, because what his expression was implying. 

They finished the tea and rolls, and Caleb suddenly picked Laurel up and walked over to the bed, and laid her down. Getting in with her, he covered them both, and took her into his arms as she laughed lightly, snuggling into his side. 

“I wish we could stay here like this all day,” Laurel said, leaning her head against his chest, her arm across his waist.

“Hmm. Very soon my love,” Caleb said softly, kissing the side of her face and playing with her hair. “Let us rest for a bit, it is alright if we should drift off. My parents will just send Aiden in here to look for us,” he smiled and closed his eyes. 

He held her closer, as she sighed contentedly, beginning to feel drowsy.

“Ta ghra agam ort Caleb,” Laurel said in a sleepy voice.

“Ta ghra agam ort, my sweet girl,” Caleb whispered back, kissing her forehead.

 

“Now why am I not surprised to find you both together?” Aiden asked with a sly smile as he watched Caleb slowly open his eyes and look over at him with mild annoyance. “Steal her out of her room did you?” he teased Caleb.

“No, not this time,” Caleb said his voice still sounding tired. “Apparently she was unable to sleep, as was I, and she came in here early this morning,” Caleb explained, as he gently caressed her cheek, as Laurel still lay sleeping. “She is becoming a bit anxious. Everything is becoming busy and hectic. I hope she has an enjoyable day with all the ladies in the family,” Caleb said quietly as he looked over at Aiden. “Is everyone ready for breakfast? Did Mother send you to look for Laurel?” Caleb asked smiling wryly.

“No, not yet. I have been awake for some time myself, and I just left Laurel’s room and was talking with Marina and Tulla. Owain however is still in there. They assumed correctly she was in here,” Aiden grinned knowingly.

“Yes they did. Now come back later when we must actually get up. I will not see her for most of the day. Everyone will be vying for her attention, as I have no doubt Mother already has a schedule of events planned. Go back and resume your pleasant conversation,” Caleb said sarcastically, as he settled back into the bed.

“That is exactly what I was planning on doing. I just wanted to confirm the ladies’ assumptions. I shall be back in a while I am sure,” Aiden replied as he turned and walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

 

Laurel opened her eyes to find the bright sunlight being softly filtered through the pale grey drapes in the windows. She smiled as she looked up and saw Caleb laying peacefully with his eyes closed, his arms still around her. Laurel turned over carefully and attempted to sit up, only to have Caleb pull her back into the bed, she giggled as he turned her over to face him smiling lovingly at her.

“And where do you think you are going, your Highness?” Caleb asked in a low deep voice.

“I thought I would go and wash my face and change before breakfast,” Laurel answered still giggling. 

“Did you? Well I have not given my consent to let you leave yet,” Caleb replied, smiling wickedly at her.

Laurel laughed out loud at his remark, only to have him smirk and raise his eyebrow to her response.

“You think I am jesting do you?” Caleb asked, with a sardonic tone.

“Whether you are jesting or not, I hardly feel I need your consent to get out of bed Sire,” Laurel replied, wide eyed and stifling a laugh.

“Well that is the price you must pay for coming in here early this morning. You should have not wandered in my room like a little lost lamb. Now that I have you here with me I am not inclined to let you leave so easily,” he said in an enticing voice, as he began to nibble her ear and neck. 

Laurel began to squirm about and giggle again at Caleb’s affections, which made him only hold her tighter.

“Caleb! Caleb! Stop it! It tickles, stop. Wha…What if my father finds out…I am in here with you?” Laurel tried talking, as she began to laugh uncontrollably.

Caleb stopped at once, to look at her, his eyes dancing and gleaming wickedly.

“Oh, I hope that he does. I cannot wait to tell him you have been in my room quite frequently since being in Heathwin,” Caleb replied, in a voice full of mockery.

Laurel eyes widened in surprise at his remark, her mouth slightly gaped. 

“You cannot be serious. Caleb you cannot tell him that,” Laurel spoke in a shocked whisper.

“I am quite serious. Why can I not tell him? I cannot wait to see the look on his face” Caleb asked her, with the same grin.

“No, you cannot. Caleb promise me you will not tell him,” Laurel said sounding anxious.

Caleb looked at her with a mordant grin, enjoying her reaction to his statement.

“I feel you are asking too much of me mo ghra. You have no idea how much I was looking forward to this. We are to be married tomorrow, what could he possibly say that would matter?” Caleb asked, again teasing her and enjoying her reaction.

“Because it will only fuel his suspicious nature. I am sure he already assumes I did not keep my vow, and blames you completely for it. That is why I did not stay with you last night,” Laurel continued sounding serious.

“I do not care if he blames me. If that were indeed the case, it would be true,” Caleb replied smiling mockingly.

“Well I care! Please Caleb, do not say anything to Father,” Laurel spoke in an entreating voice, her eyes beginning to become emotional.

Caleb smiled at her warmly as he saw how serious she was, he kissed her forehead as he moved her hair from her eyes.

“Very well, dearest. I shall not say anything,” he said in an exaggerated tone, rolling his eyes.

“Thank you,” Laurel said with a happy sigh as she reached over and kissed him. “Now I must get up,” she said brightly as she attempted to sit up, only to have Caleb pull her back down. “Oh! Caleb, let me up please,” Laurel spoke, with slight annoyance.

“Let us see what has just transpired, shall we? I gave in to you, and now you expect me to continue to give you, your way? Is this a sign of what is to come?” Caleb asked with a sly grin, as he looked down at her smiling face.

“Yes it is. I expect you to comply with any and all wishes. I am a princess after all,” Laurel spoke with mock haughtiness, and then bit her bottom lip as she tried not to laugh at Caleb’s expression.

“Well I hope you are ready for bitter disappointment, your Highness. I have no intension of allowing you to wrap me around your finger any more than you already do,” Caleb replied with a grin, as he began to nibble her ear and neck once again.

“Caleb stop it! You are tickling me,” Laurel spoke in a shrill giggle, as she squirmed in his embrace.

“Oh really? You mean like this? Is this how it feels?” Caleb said in a low deep voice, as he moved his hand down and began to tickle her ribs.

“Stop! Caleb! Stop it,” putting her head back against the pillows and talking and laughing at the same time.

Suddenly there was knock on the door, with muffled voices being heard behind it.

“Go away,” Caleb said brusquely, as Laurel continued to laugh shrilly from Caleb’s teasing attentions.

“I cannot. I am honor bound to come to the aid of a lady in distress,” Aiden could be heard saying in an exaggerated manner, followed by the sound of laughter.

“She is not in distress. She is fine, no aid is needed at this time,” Caleb continued with a smirk, as he tickled Laurel, even worse than before.

“No! I am in distress! Save me,” Laurel yelled out shrilly, as she continued to laugh uncontrollably.

“You leave me no choice but to send in the reinforcements,” Aiden spoke again, from behind the door.

“Reinforcements? What is he talking about?” Caleb asked out loud, to no one in particular. 

Just then the door swung open, and Oriel and Jamison came bursting in the room, still in their night clothes, running and laughing towards the bed.

“No! No, no. Oriel do not get on the bed! Oriel, stop jumping on the bed! Jamison! Jamison do not get up here. Both of you, stop jumping on the bed now,” Caleb insisted to no avail, putting his hands up to keep the youngsters from jumping on him and Laurel.

Aiden, Marina and Tulla, along with Owain and Imagin, then walked in laughing, at the antics of the children and the expression on Caleb’s face.

“Alright now, that is quite enough. Aiden get your reinforcements off my bed,” Caleb said sternly, as Laurel just laughed at his annoyed demeanor. 

“Listen to me you two!” Aiden addressed the children in a stern voice, which caused them to stop jumping and look at him in surprise. “If you are going to jump on the bed, you need to do it properly, like this,” Aiden remarked, as he got on Caleb’s bed and began jumping up and down quite vigorously.

“You are not getting enough space between you and the bed Aiden. Here I shall show you,” Owain spoke up, as he suddenly joined Aiden and the children and began to jump with great enthusiasm on Caleb’s bed. 

The children laughed in delight as Marina, Tulla and Laurel began to laugh again, in high pitched shrills of surprise and amusement. Caleb on the other hand, was clearly not amused, as he looked at Aiden and Owain, first in shock and then frustration.

“Have you completely lost your minds? What do you two think you are doing?” Caleb asked, in an angry loud voice.

“We are simply showing the children how it is done. Marina take my hand!” Aiden replied, as he reached out, Marina put her hand up, he pulled her on the bed as well.

Laurel and Imagin then began jumping on the bed as well, imploring Tulla to join them. Tulla only shook her head no, and continued to laugh at all the happy pandemonium. Caleb sat up shaking his head and scowling. A moment later he roughly shoved Owain off the bed and landed with a loud thud and a groan. Caleb immediately after, swept Aiden’s leg, causing Aiden to fall on the bed then bounce on the floor where he landed with a loud crash. Caleb began to laugh heartily, which caused Aiden to grab Caleb’s arm and throw him on the floor as well. The sound of loud and raucous scuffling ensued, until the children jumped from the bed onto Caleb, Aiden, and Owain, causing the three of them to yell out in surprise and pain. Laurel stopped jumping on the bed, as she lay down holding her sides from laughing so hard.  

“You think it is funny do you?” Caleb asked in a breathless voice, as he suddenly sat up, and grabbed Laurel’s leg, and began to drag her towards the edge of the bed.

Laurel grabbed at the massive headboard, shrieking in protest, as Marina grabbed her other arm.

“By the Maker! Caleb! What is going on?” the Queen shouted in surprise, by the open door.

All at once there was silence, as the confusion stopped, all eyes looked at the Queen, who was standing in the doorway in her nightgown and robe. King Fergus was smiling broadly, as Lady Ellos and King Garron simply looked on in surprise. Phineas stood smirking and shaking his head.

“Are you forgetting we have guests Caleb?” the Queen asked, in a scolding tone.

“It is quite impossible to forget Mother, when I have people in here I normally would not have,” Caleb said as he stood up, and smirked over at Laurel who began laughing again.

“Laurel? What are you doing?” King Garron asked her, with a bemused expression.

Laurel looked over at her father slightly embarrassed, but still trying not to laugh.

“I…um…I was jumping on the bed,” Laurel said, very matter of factly.

“I see. So how often has my daughter jumped on your bed Caleb?” King Garron asked, in a sarcastic tone. 

Causing Aiden to laugh and Caleb to grin at him, all the while Laurel’s eyes went wide and was blushing furiously.

“More often than you think,” Caleb answered, with a smug smile.

“Well seeing as everyone is awake, let us all get dressed and ready for breakfast, shall we?” Queen Alana said trying to change the subject, as she walked out of the room, but not before giving Caleb a glaring look of disapproval which he just mordantly grinned at.

Within the hour everyone was dressed and in the dining room having breakfast. The conversations were light and laughter filled as all were enjoying the brilliant sunny day, as well as the very hearty breakfast that was being served. There was eggs cooked several different ways, smoked beef sausages, thick slab bacon, fried toast that was drizzled with honey, a wild berry compote, and crisp fried potatoes cooked in bacon fat. As well as various fresh baked breads and sweet rolls. And of course a baked pumpkin filled with nuts and honey. 

“Oh my dear Alana. If I visit my daughter too often I shall become as fat and round as a gork. Your table is a delight as always,” King Garron said, putting his hand on his stomach.

“Why thank you Garron. We have a wonderful kitchen staff that makes excellent use of all the lovely goods we receive from Gwenlais,” Queen Alana replied graciously.

“Well, I wish to give the credit to my dear girl, sitting very quietly at the end of the table. She was quite instrumental in how the harvest was distributed this season. Caleb you may wish to consult with your Bride on the next season’s Harvest list. Laurel seemed to know exactly how things needed to be done,” King Garron spoke up, in an uncharacteristic display, of openly praising his daughter. 

Laurel just smiled in surprise at her father and blushed lightly, as Caleb smiled at her warmly as he finished eating. After breakfast was finished the family went to the sitting room, and talked about what the day would entail for everyone. The entire family would be arriving for the midday meal, of light fare and refreshments.  Imagin would stay over to entertain the children, during the time the ladies would have dinner with Laurel, then the private talk with just the married ladies. The men would go to the east wing for the Bachelor dinner, this would include the Chieftains, with the exception of McCullan, who politely declined, Cahir, Owain, Quinlan, and Rian, as well as Deaglan.  As the morning ended in happy conversation, Caleb stood up taking Laurel’s hand, and led her quietly out of the room, and into the Library. Upon entering he shut and then locked the doors. 

“What are you doing Caleb?” Laurel asked giggling shyly.

“I was watching you, as Mother began to direct how the evening was going to progress, and I saw you making that face you make when you are becoming overwhelmed. So I decided it was time for us to take a short break away from everyone. We will just sit in here and have some quiet time alone together, while everyone does whatever it is they wish to do,” Caleb spoke in a soft deep voice, as he put his hands to her waist and drew her to him, gently kissing her forehead. 

He then kissed her face and finally her lips very tenderly, moving his hands up to hold her face. 

“Tomorrow at this time mo stor we will be standing in front of the Elder Scribe, reciting our vows to each other,” Caleb whispered, as he smiled lovingly at her.

“I know. I have been practicing every day for the past week. I only hope in my nervousness I do not make a mistake and forget how to say the words,” Laurel whispered back laughing nervously.

“Do not worry. I will help you with the words. I have no doubt you will do beautifully. Everyone will be too distracted by how lovely you will look, then to notice if you say a word the wrong way,” Caleb said reassuringly. 

He took her hand and led her over to the far end of the Library, where there was a plush couch, against the wall slightly facing one of the enormous floor length windows.  Caleb stretched out on it and then had Laurel lay down next to him, as they turned on their sides, facing each other.  

“There now. How is this mo chailin milis?” Caleb asked her, in a deep soft whisper, as he began to kiss her face lightly, caressing her back and side.

“It is very nice Caleb. I admit I was becoming a bit overwhelmed by everything. I do look forward to seeing Ione and Eavan and the rest of the girls, but I am nervous with having the time with the other ladies and the Chieftains wives. Mistress Gavenia will also be coming to see me before I go to bed tonight,” Laurel informed him, her lips trembling with her nervousness.

“Shh. It is alright dearest. I am sure you will have a wonderful evening. Just keep in mind this will be the last night we have to spend apart. Well, until I go on Patrol of course, but that is more than a month away. Remember I will be thinking of you the whole time, picturing you in my arms, your hair falling across the pillows, mumbling and making little snorting noises in your sleep,” Caleb smiled at her wryly, with those last words.

“I do not make snorting noises in my sleep,” Laurel said in an injured tone, lightly hitting his shoulder.

“Yes you do. Especially when you are very tired. You mumble as if you are arguing with someone, and it always ends with you making a little snorting sound,” Caleb laughed lightly, at her expression as he told her this.

“So you are saying I snort like a swine in my sleep?” Laurel asked indignantly, with a pout.

“No, I did not say you sound like a swine. It is actually quite adorable, it always makes me smile whenever I hear it,” Caleb said laughing again.

“Well you do not make any sound. You even breathe quietly. Do you know that one night, I could not hear you breathing so I put my hand under your nose to be sure?” Laurel asked him, with an impish grin.

“That was you? I thought it was some insect flying about the room and buzzing around our faces,” Caleb smiled, at her in amusement.

“Yes I thought that was what happened, you slapped my hand away,” Laurel giggled, as she remembered.

“Well that is what happens you silly girl. You cannot make sudden moves over my face when I am sleeping. I have been doing Patrol missions since I was eighteen seasons. I sleep lightly, and if you do that I am going to think you are a bug or worse,” Caleb grinned at her wryly, as he tucked her hair back again.

“Is there anything else I should know about you, and what not to do?” Laurel asked, with a coy smile.

“Hmm. Let me think. Well you will never be able to sneak up behind me, I know you can walk without making a sound, but I will still know you are there. Never touch my sword. It is ridiculously sharp, and very heavy, and you would end up cutting your fingers off before you knew what happened. Other than that, you know quite a bit about me already. The rest we will just discover over time,” Caleb said smiling warmly.

“I would never even think of touching your sword, you hang it up so high, you are the only one who could reach it. The movements around your face however, are very tempting, so I may not be able to resist that from time to time,” Laurel replied, with a mischievous smile.

“Then do not complain if I slap your hand away from time to time,” Caleb answered her with a droll grin.  “So when will your pet Scribe be showing up? I half expected to see him at breakfast.” 

“He will be at the family’s arrival, and the dinner Mother has planned for me. She wanted Wendell to record that for the family’s personal accounts. He of course will be recording the entire Wedding day,” Laurel explained smiling happily, beginning to relax.

“I admit I actually look forward to reading his notes on the wedding, especially how he records your feelings and reactions,” Caleb smiled back caressing her cheek.

“So you do like Wendell. I knew you would,” Laurel said with a laugh.

“I would not go that far. I am merely curious at this point,” Caleb replied back with a wry grin. “Now enough talk of Scribes and relatives, I have much more entertaining things I wish to discuss at this time,” Caleb said in an ardent low voice, kissing her forehead several times.

“Oh really? And what would those things be?” Laurel asked, with a demure smile.

“I shall show you,” Caleb replied, holding her face once more and kissing her deeply. 

Laurel felt the familiar warmth spreading through her, like water over a smooth stone. She yielded to his unspoken request of allowing him to kiss her more passionately, as she felt him exploring her mouth, his tongue gently caressing hers, and touching the roof of her mouth. He moved his hand slowly down to her waist drawing her closer to him, holding on to her tightly. She glided her hands softly through his hair, and then gently grasped the back of his neck as Caleb’s became more intense in his affections. Caleb smiled in between kissing her as he felt Laurel begin to tremble at his attentions. He felt his heart would burst with love at her reaction to his loving affections. He began to slow his pace as he felt her tremble more and hearing her softly moan, with each kiss, until they were smiling and looking into each other’s eyes.

“That was a most stimulating conversation was it not?” Caleb asked in a low deep voice, smiling roguishly. 

“I do not recall any words actually being spoken,” Laurel smiled, back in a breathless whisper.

“More was said than you know my love. And tomorrow night we shall say even more,” Caleb replied with the same smile, laughing lightly at her cheeks blushing brightly at his remark. “I am afraid though we should return to the family. I have no doubt they have already begun looking for us. Not to mention if I keep you in here too much longer, I will not be responsible for my actions,” he said, smiling once again. 

“Yes, I am sure I look a mess. My face all flushed, and my skirts all rumpled,” Laurel replied, with a nervous giggle.

“No, not at all,” Caleb mentioned as he sat up, and lifted Laurel with him. “I have said before, you look adorable all rumpled,” he said grinning at her.

“Well you are the only one who thinks so,” Laurel said standing up and smoothing her dress, and attempting to make her hair look less disarrayed.  

“So, how do I look?” she asked taking a deep breath, and standing in front of him.

“Like you have just had a stimulating conversation,” Caleb answered grinning wickedly.

Laurel pouted at him and rolled her eyes, as he laughed at her expression.

“You are the perfect blushing Bride. Is that not the expression?” Caleb asked smiling, as he put his hands on her waist.

“Thank you Sire. I suppose we should be on our way. As it is, everyone is going to be all silly, and smirking at us,” Laurel said, in a slightly embarrassed tone.

“Let them smirk. I refuse to hold back my feelings today. I will be quite demonstrative in my affections, my love,” Caleb replied, kissing her warmly once again. “Come then, let us see how much I have annoyed my mother,” Caleb said grinning, as they walked hand in hand out of the Library.

Making their way back to the sitting room, they found that Aiden and Marina were walking together through the corridor.

“Thank the Maker you are back. Mother was about to have an episode. We were sent to look for you,” Aiden smirked at them, as Marina laughed at his description of Queen Alana. “Cahir and Eavan have just arrived, and she has something to show you love,” Aiden said addressing Laurel, with a warm smile.

“Wonderful, I cannot wait to see what it is,” Laurel said, with an excited tone.

As they all arrived back in the sitting room, everyone turned to look at them, as Queen Alana walked up to Laurel and took her hand. 

“Come and see what Eavan has created for you dear,” the Queen gushed, leading Laurel over to Eavan and Cahir standing next to a wooden box that was placed on one of the tables. Laurel walked over, as Eavan reached in the box, and pulled out her Bridal bouquet. Everyone in the room gave sounds of approval as Laurel’s trembling hands held the exquisite arrangement. It consisted of white lilies and roses of various sizes, along with blue lilies placed throughout, matching the silk lilies on her gown perfectly. In the center of the bouquet, were six glowing blue moon roses, which represented the Kingdom of Gwenlais and the five Clanns united with their marriage.

“Oh Eavan! It is even more beautiful than I expected it to be,” Laurel spoke in a shaking voice, her eyes glistening with emotion.

“I am so very pleased you like it dear Laurel. It is not however the only thing I have for you. As a gift, I made you a long veil that is attached to a garland for you to wear with your gown,” Eavan said with delight. 

She reached in and took out the garland made of tiny silver roses, with ribbons of silver thread, along with a beautiful flowing veil of white delicate sheer fabric. Eavan placed it on Laurel’s head, as the fabric cascaded down her back, like a gently rolling mist.

“Laurel it looks utterly ethereal my dear,” Lady Ellos uttered, as she walked up and gently fingered the fine gauzy fabric, arranging it carefully around Laurel’s face. “Does she not look lovely Garron?” Lady Ellos asked, in a soft voice.

Laurel looked over at her father, smiling happily, as he walked up to her. King Garron leaned over and gently kissed her forehead.

“You are a vision my girl,” King Garron stated simply, the pride in his eyes, saying more than he could express.

“Thank you Father,” Laurel said, barely above a whisper.

Laurel then looked over at Caleb, who was smiling at her with warm and loving eyes. Queen Alana noticed this and took advantage of the moment.

“Let me put this away for now my dear. We cannot allow Caleb to see too much of a glimpse. He will need to wait until tomorrow,” Queen Alana said as she lifted the veil carefully off of Laurel and handed it back to Eavan, who placed it gingerly back in the box with the bouquet. 

Laurel hugged Eavan warmly, thanking her for all her efforts and the generous gift. The family then made their way downstairs to the Grand Hall, as the rest of the family would soon be arriving.  Soon the Hall was noisy and busy with the family all seeming to show up at once. Queen Alana arranged a very casual, relaxed meal, of easy dishes to eat placed on several refreshment tables. There was no formal seating arrangement as chairs were placed throughout the Hall, so that it could easily be rearranged for tomorrow’s nuptials. Two fiddlers and a lute player were seated in the corner, playing music in the background. All of Laurel’s Bridal attendants walked up to her, talking excitedly, as Laurel introduced them to Marina and Tulla. Tulla was quite happy to see Owain again, who had returned to his home to escort his mother, aunt and young cousins, to the family dinner.  After greeting her with a light kiss on the cheek, Owain walked with her around the Hall, introducing her to family members. They had developed a comfortable friendship during his stay at Gwenlais. He found Tulla to be insightful, and charmingly shy. Kerrie was standing with Laurel and Ione, and placed her hand on Laurel’s arm, as she drew Laurel’s attention to the handsome Captain of the Guards, from Gwenlais. Laurel smiled at her warmly, when telling Kerrie who Deaglan was.

“Do introduce us dear Laurel,” Kerrie requested, as Ione looked over at her sister, with a smirk.

Taking Kerrie’s hand Laurel walked over to Deaglan who was talking with Caleb and Quinlan. After Laurel introduced them, Deaglan smiled at Kerrie with warm charm, which made Kerrie feel weak in the knees. No man as yet, made her feel so aware of her femininity and beauty, as she saw Deaglan’s eyes drink in the sight of her. He was not overly bold in his appreciative observation, his glances were not rude, though he did not hide that he found her attractive.

“My dear Laurel, you did not tell me how utterly captivating the women of your betrothed’s family are,” Deaglan stated, with a warm smile.

“It apparently slipped my mind,” Laurel said, as she gave Caleb and Quinlan a coy smile.

“Are all the Guards of Gwenlais as charming as you Captain Deaglan?” Kerrie asked with a flirtatious tilt of her head, smiling demurely, causing Caleb and Quinlan to look at her with surprised amusement.

“No, actually I am quite exceptional,” Deaglan replied with an alluring grin, causing Kerrie to laugh gleefully.

Kerrie was delighted with Deaglan’s charismatic charm, she then entwined her arm in his, telling him she wished to introduce him to all the family members. Deaglan found Kerrie to be delightful and alluring, smiling at her bold but calm demeanor, as she was not bashful or shy in his presence, as she continued to walk about the Grand Hall with him. 

“So mo ghra. You found it necessary to play matchmaker the day before our wedding?” Caleb asked Laurel, with a sardonic grin as he put his hands around her waist.

“She asked me to introduce her. Kerrie is obviously capable of presenting herself without much assistance from others,” Laurel laughed lightly, as she watched the couple walk together in through the Hall.

 Wendell showed up a few moments later, and began to mingle among the guests, introducing himself and asking questions of their impressions and feelings concerning the couple, and the wedding. The family members were more than welcome to offer their opinions, and kept Wendell happily busy and entertained, telling him stories of Caleb as a youth. Lady Ellos enjoyed meeting all the relatives, as she found their, friendly boisterous demeanor, charming and amusing. She walked over to King Garron as she noticed her husband wearing a stern expression, as he looked across the room.

“Whatever is the matter Garron? You look as if someone just insulted you,” Lady Ellos asked him, with mild concern.

“Must he paw all over her in front of everyone? I mean really, look at him Ellos,” King Garron gestured, over to Caleb and Laurel.

Lady Ellos looked in the direction of his emphatic gesture, and saw Caleb sitting in a chair, holding Laurel on his lap, and smiling at her adoringly. As she was happily engaged in conversation with Cinnie, who was holding her newborn daughter. Lady Ellos smiled at them and then looked again at King Garron’s scowling face.

“He does not appear to be pawing her dear. You know better than I, how demonstrative and affectionate the people of Heathwin can be. He is simply showing his happiness and love for his betrothed. She certainly does not look uncomfortable with this,” Lady Ellos smiled, trying to reason with him.

“Of course she is. Laurel is just merely putting up with it,” King Garron remarked, grumpily still wearing a scowl.

Lady Ellos looked over again at the happy couple, as she watched Laurel put her arms around Caleb’s neck. She then leaned her head against the side of Caleb’s face, as he began to speak to Quinlan, who was holding Falon in his arms. Lady Ellos than turned to her husband once again with a sly grin.

“Come along Garron, you need a glass of cider,” she said in an amused tone, directing him over to the refreshment table.

Ione walked over to Caleb and Laurel, and whispered something in her ear, which caused Laurel to giggle with a bit of embarrassment.

“You realize I heard you, do you not?” Caleb asked, with a sardonic grin.

“Oh you and your ridiculous hearing. It does not matter, come along Laurel and ignore him,” Ione said with a smirk, as she took Laurel’s hand and led her upstairs, gesturing to Cinnie to follow them.

“Why can I not see it?” Caleb called out to them, Laurel looked back and laughed, as Ione ignored him.

“What was that all about?” Aiden asked with a wide grin, as he and Cahir and Rian walked up to him and Quinlan.

“Apparently Laurel’s Bridal attendants arranged for a very sensual nightgown to be made for Laurel and they wish to give it to her. Ione felt if she whispered in Laurel’s ear I would not hear it,” Caleb replied, with a wry smile.

“Do you intend to go upstairs and harass them? I feel it is only fair after that little display,” Cahir said, smiling at him deviously. 

“I will be going up at some point before we leave for the east wing, I have this feeling they will be keeping her up there, as I can tell all of her attendants are with her. Maybe I will get her to show it to me later,” Caleb answered, with a gleam in his eye.

“Trust me if Ione is with her, it will not happen. The woman is relentless if she wishes something not to be seen or found out,” Rian spoke with certainty.

The afternoon progressed quickly as the relatives began to disperse and return home. Quinlan had his children go back home with his sister, so that he and Cinnie were able to stay for the Bride and Groom festivities. Caleb’s assumption that all of Laurel’s attendants were with her was correct. As he made his way to her room, he could hear the high pitched sound of female laughter, drifting through the corridor. He smiled as he knocked on her door, and delightfully surprised when Laurel herself answered. Her face was bright and smiling, her cheeks flush with her laughter, as the other girls could still be heard laughing and giggling gleefully.

“Why hello my Prince. What brings you to my room?” she asked, with a silly snicker.

“Well you are most certainly enjoying yourself this afternoon,” Caleb replied laughing at her, as he looked at her adoringly, he then noticed something was missing. He looked in her room and smirked at her, with a raised eyebrow. “Dearest, why is Imagin wearing your necklace and veil?” he asked her, in a low deep voice, leaning down closer to her face.

“Um…well you see…it was her turn,” Laurel answered, with a sheepish smile.

“You are letting all the girls try on your necklace and veil? You do realize if the chain is broken I will be just a bit annoyed?” Caleb asked, with a sly grin.

“I can assure you, everyone is being most careful. The necklace is quite the talk of the room, all the unmarried girls wish to have their future betroths get them the same stone and the married ladies will be requesting the same thing. So my dear Caleb, you are being quite praised as a most creative future husband,” Laurel said, as she laughed charmingly.

“Well, I am very happy that you are having such a lovely time. I came to say goodbye for now, as I am going to the east wing with the rest of the men in our group. I shall see you later this evening. Enjoy yourself dearest, but mind your necklace,” he said with a wry grin, as he leaned down and gave her a kiss.

“Caleb leave her be, so she may come back in with us,” Ione could be heard directing him, in a very officious tone.

Laurel giggled as Caleb stopped kissing her and rolled his eyes.

“Perhaps later you can show me the gift your attendants have given you,” he whispered in an ardent voice, smiling at her roguishly.

“Caleb. I cannot show you until our wedding night,” Laurel whispered back,    her cheeks blushing.

“No, you will have a surprise from me on our wedding night, so you will have to show me what they gave you another evening then,” Caleb whispered back, as he stole another kiss. 

“Caleb, please go away. You are interrupting our time with the Bride,” Ione could be heard saying with the same tone.

“Fine, I am leaving. I did not realize how irritating the women of this family can be,” he called out, amid a chorus of female laughter. 

He stole another kiss and turned and went down the corridor. Caleb met his father and brother as well as the rest of the men who would be attending the bachelor dinner in the seldom used reception room in the east wing of the Lodge. Chieftains Phariss and Remy showed up together, and then all proceeded to the room. The table was set with a lavish dinner, which featured a roast gork, thirteen roasted quail, one for each person, as well as breads, creamed potatoes, roasted carrots, cheeses, apples and seasoned walnuts, and a wide variety of pickled vegetables, and fruit compotes. Hard cider was the featured drink, as the residents of Heathwin took great pride in their lovely orchards, one of the few crops they were able to grow. As the men sat down and began to enjoy the meal and the cider, the conversations began to grow louder and more towards making fun of the Groom.

“So my good fellows. Will you be following the tradition of getting the Groom here good and fuddled then tying him naked to a tree? I feel tying him right in front of the Lodge would be the best spot,” Remy asked the Groomsmen, with a hearty laugh.

Deaglan and King Garron laughed in surprise as they had never heard of this old tradition.

“Well, it has been discussed at great length, and as we all wish to keep our heads on our shoulders we decided against it,” Aiden replied with a sly grin. 

“Not to mention Caleb is impossible to get drunk if he chooses not to be,” Cahir added, as he hit Caleb’s arm roughly.

Caleb took it all in stride and with good humor, until Phariss and Remy brought up a no longer accepted old tradition. Caleb simply looked at them with a scowl as Aiden and Cahir laughed at his reaction.  

“I cannot believe you two would bring that up. In front of the girl’s father no less,” Argon said, with a disapproving frown.

“Oh come now Caleb, you cannot tell me with your cheeky little lass, the thought has not occurred to you to perhaps bring the old tradition back in fashion,” Remy asked, him with a laugh.

“I can assure you I have not. I am well aware of the history behind it, and over the seasons it has been twisted and distorted. I am not ashamed to say how much I adore my sweet girl. I could never subject her to such treatment and especially on our wedding night,” Caleb replied, with an irritated tone.

“Really Remy, it is most frowned upon now, and I know that the younger men do not practice it. Am I not correct in this gentlemen?” King Fergus asked, addressing Cahir, Rian and Quinlan.

“Yes, Father you are correct. Surely over the seasons most of the men have discovered there are much more pleasant ways to begin your wedding night,” Cahir said, as Rian and Quinlan smiled and agreed with him.

“What I find most disturbing about this conversation, Remy, is you felt no issues bringing it up in front of me. I think you need to have a bit less cider and to change the subject,” King Garron said, with a deep scowl.

“Oh pay no mind to him Garron, we were mainly trying to get a rise out of the Groom here. No insult was intended. I do have a question for you however. Is it my understanding you are unaware of your daughter’s use of the Kedesh language, when she met with us?” Phariss asked, with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Oh really Phariss. I do not feel the King needs to hear what his daughter was reduced to do, after you egged her on,” Phineas replied, becoming annoyed with the entire conversation.

“No, I think we should tell him Phinny. It was hilarious. She certainly put you louts in your place,” Aiden said, with a wide grin as he chuckled with remembering.

“Yes, but what she called Caleb was the truly funny part,” Remy, replied beginning to laugh, as Caleb looked over at him with a glare, taking a sip of cider.

“Alright my curiosity has gotten the better of me. I had no idea my daughter even spoke Kedesh,” King Garron spoke with a delighted smile, at the thought of Laurel yelling at someone besides himself, especially the idea of her yelling at Caleb. 

“Her accent is perfect. She speaks it quite well, and you would be proud of her, if you were not cringing at what came out of her mouth,” Caleb said, with a wry smile.

“Allow me to tell it, as I take great enjoyment out of doing so,” Aiden smiled broadly, and then went on to retell the events of that day at the Council Chamber.

By the time he was finished, everyone was laughing loudly, even Caleb himself could not help but laugh and shake his head, at Aiden’s amusing way of relating the otherwise stressful event. King Garron was beside himself, wiping the tears from his eyes as he tried to control his laughter, reaching over and hitting Caleb roughly on his arm.

“Oh I so wish I could have been there, just to see the look on your face Caleb. Yours as well Phineas. It is no wonder the poor girl lost her temper. Next to her mare, Phineas is the only pet she has ever had,” King Garron said beginning to laugh again, as the others joined in, with Phineas just smirking in reply.

“Yes, well she has a pet Scribe now. He just showed up upon our doorstep like a lost puppy, waiting for his mistress to claim him,” Caleb remarked with a mordant smile.

“I actually know Wendell,” Deaglan spoke up. “I would often find him sitting on the front terrace at the House of Healing with Laurel, when I would meet her to escort her home in the afternoons. I was very surprised to find him here,” he admitted, with a light laugh.

“Yes, I had heard about this young Scribe coming all the way from Gwenlais, and then I hear Laurel has made him her official recorder. I must say the girl is certainly full of surprises. I will tell you this much Caleb, you shall never be bored with her. I dare say you will most likely be exhausted,” King Garron, said with a chuckle, taking a sip of cider.

“Let us conclude our dinner, and Phineas, I say we take Garron over to the Standing Bear, to meet Marcus and have a pint or two. If you gentlemen would care to join us you would be most welcome, then we shall leave the younger men to fend for themselves,” King Fergus addressed the three Chieftains. 

“Before we leave however I would like to toast the Groom here,” Chieftain Argon announced with a warm smile, as everyone picked up their glasses.

“To you Caleb, whom I have known your entire life, I wish to offer you a few words of wisdom to ensure that you have a happy marriage. May you live each day together like your last, and each night, like your first,” Argon, offered smiling again, as everyone laughed and drank the last sips of cider.

Dinner was then concluded. Quinlan thanked Caleb for the dinner and congratulated him on the next day’s nuptials. He then left for home to put his “jolly bunch,” as he called them, to bed.  Which left Caleb, Aiden, Cahir, Rian, Owain, and Deaglan to head back to the main Lodge, and wait for the ladies’ evening to come to an end. They headed to the sitting room and Cahir and Owain began a game of Tablut, as the others just talked quietly wondering what the ladies were doing now.  

“Caleb, dear may I speak with you for a moment?” Queen Alana asked, as she suddenly stood in the doorway of the sitting room.

Aiden and Rian as well as Cahir and Owain all looked over at Caleb smirking, wondering what his mother would feel was so urgent to talk to him about now, as the evening was beginning. Deaglan was the only one slightly troubled.

“Yes of course Mother,” Caleb said in a concerned voice, as he looked at her, with a bemused expression. 

He walked up to her, and she led him out into the corridor, having him follow her into the study.  Closing the door, Queen Alana then placed her hand on Caleb’s shoulder, looking at him with a sad smile.

“Mother what is wrong? You are beginning to concern me. Is something wrong with Laurel?” Caleb asked, becoming tense.

“Well as you know dear, it is tradition for the married ladies of the Bride’s family, to have a private time in talking with the Bride. And since our dear Laurel has only myself, Ione, Eavan and Cinnie and Lady Ellos, I also invited my sister, your other aunts, and the Chieftains’ wives, over for that ....private talk,” the Queen said, with regret in her voice, as she sat down next to the desk.

“Mother really? You invited Glenda, and Myra, as well as the Chieftains’ wives. Especially Aunt Annis, what were you thinking? You know once the group of them have a bit of wine, and my poor Laurel, being so utterly.....inexperienced, in things of a personal nature. What did they say to her?” Caleb asked, putting his hand up to his temples.

“They teased her a bit, I am sad to say. The girls and I of course were quick to defend her, but well...I am afraid they did upset her. The poor dear is so very sensitive, and they had far too much fun at her expense, with the exception of Adriana, and Ellos, who found their teasing Laurel unacceptable. I am so sorry Caleb. I had the girls take Laurel to her room, to compose herself. I think you will have to speak to her, before she goes to sleep,” the Queen replied looking very distressed. “I did however tell all that teased her, I was most disappointed in them,” she said, trying to smooth things over.

“Yes, I am sure they all took it to heart, snickering into their wine glasses,” Caleb said with a scowl. “What did they say to her?” Caleb asked again, in exasperation.

“They teased her about the old custom of the Bridal paddling, and asked was she aware of it, and to make sure she prepared herself for it, as you have already paddled your cousins once, so you are quite proficient at it,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Why would they tell her that?” Caleb groaned. “No one does that anymore, we all feel it was ridiculous. Pathetic, miserable, drunken old shrews!” Caleb said, with contempt. 

“Yes dear, I feel exactly the same. I did tell her that it would never happen, but they just continued on and told her that is what all the Brides are told.  Ione, Eavan and Cinnie became quite angry, and told them it was something not done any longer, and she had nothing to worry about. Of course Eavan’s mother, Maiwen, insisted that would not be the case. Because Laurel had humiliated you at the Council Chamber, and you were just waiting for the right time, to put her in her place. I honestly do not know who looked more aghast, Laurel or Eavan. Needless to say the poor dear was in tears, so that is when I had the girls take her out. I was most impressed by Ellos coming to Laurel’s defense. She gave them all a sound tongue lashing if I ever heard one,” Queen Alana said, with a smirk.

“Yes, well I think they all need an actual lashing, for that nonsense. They are fortunate, they all do not get uninvited, to the wedding,” Caleb said angrily.

“I am so sorry my dear. Please tell me how I can make this up to you and Laurel,” Queen Alana said, her voice becoming emotional.

“You tell all of them who teased her, none, none of them, are to have any wine at the wedding feast. If I so much as see any of them, even take a sip, they will be escorted out, and I will have the announcer bellow out why. Go and tell them this now, and make sure they know I am serious,” Caleb said, his voice low and dangerous, which he did when trying to contain his temper.

“Very well dear. Rest assure, they will know, you are not jesting. I will also inform your father of all that has occurred. He will most undoubtedly agree with you,” Queen Alana stood up, and made her way to the door. “Go and see her dear, and please do not worry any longer. Tomorrow will be a glorious day, and you both, will not even remember this moment took place,” Queen Alana smiled warmly at him.

“Yes Mother, I am sure that will be the case,” Caleb smiled back at her, as she made her way back to her personal sitting room.

When she left the room Caleb looked up at the ceiling for a moment and cursed under his breath. He walked back down the corridor towards the sitting room, to tell the others waiting for him, that he would be a few moments. As Caleb walked in, all eyes were upon him, smirking and laughing lightly.

“So. Who are the miserable, drunken, old shrews? We heard you yelling that a moment ago,” Aiden asked, with a wry grin.

“Our Aunts, and the Chieftains’ wives, with the exception of Argon’s wife and Ellos. They had their fun with Laurel, during their little private talk. The miserable crones, reduced her to tears, and the girls had to take her to her room to calm down. Mother felt I should go and reassure her, that what they teased her about, was not going to happen,” Caleb said, in a frustrated and angry tone.

Everyone in the room, was no longer laughing, as they shook their heads in disbelief.

“What did they say to the poor girl?” Aiden asked, sounding concerned.

“They teased her about that ridiculous antiquated custom of the Bridal paddling. Then told her, I would most assuredly carry it out, as she humiliated me at the Council Chambers, during her meeting with the Chieftains,” Caleb explained angrily.

“What is the Bridal paddling? I have never heard of such a thing before tonight. It certainly sounds as if neither the Bride nor Groom would have a very pleasant night,” Deaglan remarked, with a distasteful expression. 

“It is a very old custom here in Heathwin, which originally was more symbolic than literal. It was never meant to cause any pain or humiliate, as no paddling was actually carried out. It was done as a symbol of the Groom taking over the care and responsibility of his Bride. A small ornate paddle was hung up in a room with the names of the couple engraved on it, as a symbol of what I just explained. Somewhere down the line, some brutes just used it as an excuse, to be mean or outright brutal,” Caleb explained, his voice, still filled with frustration. “It ceased after a number of parents of the Brides, complained and rightly so, about the custom, saying they feared their daughters would be taken advantage of. So it was no longer encouraged,” Caleb concluded, with a somber expression.

“They must have had this all planned, as Remy and Phariss teased you about it, at the Bachelor dinner tonight,” Cahir spoke up. “Your poor little betrothed is much too.....well....virginal to be teased that way. And so is Owain here,” Cahir said, shaking his head, as Aiden and Rian snickered, while Owain just glared at them.

“She is also far too sensitive. When you spanked her when she was a little girl, it nearly broke her heart,” Deaglan smiled, sadly at Caleb.

“Yes, she is very sensitive. Mother mentioned, it was your mother-in-law, who initiated most of it,” Caleb said scornfully, looking over at Cahir.

“Oh, that does not surprise me one bit. I am sure Caleb, my dear Eavan, and the rest of the ladies in her company, are taking care of her at this time,” Cahir said, trying to be reassuring.

“I believe it was all planned as well. It is one thing for the men to tease you Caleb, but to tease Laurel that way, is just unacceptable. Especially to make her cry,” Aiden replied, with a scowl. 

“Ione will convince her Caleb. They only said those things to get a rise out of her. Not to mention being jealous,” Rian said, with a mordant grin.

“Why would they be jealous of my sweet girl?” Caleb asked incredulously.

“Did you not just hear yourself? How you just described Laurel? They all know how you treat her. Did you not tell Aiden, she was your treasure from Gwenlais? They are jealous because, I highly doubt their own husbands, well with the exception of Argon, everyone knows how he was, and still is quite enamored with his wife. Anyway, they were not treated the way you treat Laurel, by their husbands in the beginning, if at all. It is nothing more than jealousy, and enjoying her lack of experience,” Rian explained, smiling warmly at Caleb.

“I completely agree. They are just being cruel and spiteful. I think you should tell Father. He will have no tolerance for it whatsoever. He dotes on Laurel, almost as much as you do,” Aiden said, with a wide grin.

“Mother will tell him when he returns from the pub. I told her however, all those who were responsible for upsetting Laurel, will not be allowed any wine, at the feast tomorrow. That should shut their contemptuous mouths up, for a while,” Caleb said dryly. 

“Taking Maiwen’s wine from her, especially at dinner, oh I cannot wait to see her expression,” Cahir laughed heartily, as the others laughed with him. 

Caleb looked over and smiled drolly, before speaking. 

“Well, let me go and check on my poor little darling, so she can have a restful evening. I do not wish for her to be anxious all night. I will be back soon,” he said, as he turned to leave.

“I will be coming to fetch you, after too long. I know you, once you have her in your room, you will not let the girls have her back,” Aiden said to him knowingly, Caleb only grinned back at him, as he left the room. “You all noticed he did not answer me,” Aiden said sardonically, as they laughed at him.

Caleb made his way to Laurel’s room, and hearing all the female voices talking all at once behind the door, made him smile broadly. He knocked and patiently waited for a reply. A moment later Ione answered the door, and seeing it was Caleb, smiled at him sadly and stepped out into the corridor.

“How is she?” Caleb asked quietly, smiling back at her.

“She has finally stopped crying. I truly feel it is more a case of being nervous about tomorrow, and being embarrassed from being teased that way. I admit to teasing her a bit myself, the girls and I all did earlier. But it was not done cruelly, and she knew this, because she laughed as well. We certainly did not tease her about you paddling her on your wedding night, which was just ridiculous and spiteful. Eavan and I reassured her it was something that is no longer done, and has not been in quite some time. Cinnie tried to help as well, but the poor dear is too silly, and was not very reassuring. Though after I told her to just be quiet, she was very supportive, and just hugged Laurel, until she stopped crying. Kerrie, Marina, and Tulla have also been very sweet and kind to her, as Marina suggested that Laurel change into her nightgown, and let Tulla brush and braid her hair. That all seemed to help her to relax,” Ione explained, with the same sad smile. 

“I will go and talk to her. I wish to reassure her as well,” Caleb said, as he started to open the door.

“Wait a moment dear. Why do you not let me send her to your room? That way she will not be so self-conscious. Keep in mind however, I will be coming to bring her back in here with us, before too long,” Ione suggested, her smile brightening.

“Yes, Aiden has already warned me he would be doing the same concerning me as well,” Caleb replied, with a slight grin.

“Well good. Then you can inform our husbands, that Eavan and I will be spending the night here with the Bride. Except for Cinnie of course, she needs to go home and nurse the baby. I feel after her embarrassing moment, with the older ladies, Laurel needs us tonight. So you and Aiden will not be the only ones, without your beloveds this evening,” Ione said, smiling enticingly.

“You have noticed Aiden’s admiration for the fair Marina, then?” Caleb said, with a light laugh.

“Oh, we all have. He is not even trying to hide it. I feel we will have another wedding before too long, as she seems just as enamored with him,” Ione replied laughing as well. “So my dear Caleb, worry no more, and just concentrate on being charming and doting as you are with her. I shall send Laurel into your room in just a moment. But remember what I told you, I shall be back for her before too long,” Ione warned him, with a smirk and a raised eyebrow.

“Very well your Highness, and thank you,” he said smiling warmly, as he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

He then turned and walked across the corridor to his room, leaving the door opened. Caleb sat down in his leather chair at the foot of his bed, and waited for Laurel to arrive. He was still feeling frustrated and annoyed at how she had been teased, by his aunts and the Chieftains’ wives. A few moments later, Laurel quietly walked into the room, smiling shyly at him. Caleb stood up and walked over to her, taking her into his arms and holding her close, as he kissed the top of her head. 

“I am so sorry mo chailin milis. They had no right to tease you that way,” Caleb said, in a soft deep voice, as he kissed her again.

“It is alright Caleb. I am fine now, the girls have been very supportive and sweet,” Laurel said softly, as she leaned her head into his chest, wrapping her arms around his waist.

“No, it is not alright. It was completely uncalled for. Those private talks are supposed to be helpful and encouraging, not upsetting,” Caleb answered her, as he placed his hand under her chin, gently lifting her face to him.

He released her from his embrace for a moment and walked over and shut the door. He then walked back over and took her up in his arms as she placed her arms around his neck, and smiled sweetly at him, as she had already guessed his actions.

“Come over and sit with me my love,” Caleb said in a warm and deep voice, walking back over to his large leather chair. “Surely my darling, you could never believe I would do that to you? Especially on our wedding night. I have much more lovely and wonderful things planned for you,” Caleb said ardently, as he kissed her face and neck.

“No Caleb, I do not believe you would do that. In fact I told them all that you love me, and would never think of doing such a thing. They just laughed at me, and told me, that is what you wanted me to think. That you would use our wedding night as the time to.....to put me in my place.....for cursing at you, at the Council Chambers,” Laurel said, becoming emotional again, her eyes brimming with tears.

Caleb looked at her, his heart breaking at her being distressed this way, the night before their wedding.

“No mo ghra, I could never do that. Shh, do not cry dearest. They only said these things to tease you, they were not being hateful, just stupid. They also had too much wine, I am sure. Which is why I told Mother, all the ones who made you upset, will not be allowed any wine at the wedding feast. Seeing they have already had their fair share this evening. I am most happy to hear, how Ellos defended you however,” Caleb mentioned, trying to encourage her.

“Yes, I was pleasantly surprised to hear her and Adriana, yelling at them all, as the girls led me out of the room. I did not expect that,” Laurel said smiling, as Caleb brushed his thumb across her cheek, wiping a stray tear away.

“You see then, something good came from this. Your stepmother showed her true feelings for you, and Adriana, who quite frankly, is very much in charge of the other two, showed them how foolish they were. Mother, of course, is very upset and will not let this stand. So do not think of it any longer. Tomorrow my darling, we will be wed and we will have a wonderful day, and an even more wonderful night. I promise you,” Caleb said, in a soft ardent voice, as he kissed her lips tenderly.

Laurel closed her eyes and felt herself relaxing in his warm embrace, as he continued to kiss her. Their kisses became more passionate and deeper as they melted in each other’s arms. Laurel whimpered quietly at Caleb’s attentions, as he softly moaned his response to her, holding her even tighter in his arms. 

“Come my sweet girl, lie down with me for a moment, before they come and take you away from me,” Caleb whispered, as he stood up, and brought her over to the bed.

Laying her down gently, he took her in his arms and turned her to face him as he lay on his side, holding her flush against him.

“Caleb,” Laurel whispered, as she opened her eyes to look at him.

Caleb smiled at her, as he noticed her blushed cheeks, and trembling lips.

“Yes, my darling. Do you feel how much I want you? How much I need you?” he asked her, in a deep soft whisper.

“Yes,” she answered, in a shaking whisper.

He then moved his hand slowly under her nightgown, gently caressing her hip and backside, smiling at the idea, that she was still wearing her short bloomers. He did not go under them, as he did not wish to overwhelm or embarrass her.

“I love you so much Laurel. I only wish to show you this tomorrow night. That is all I wish for you to think about before you fall asleep. You have nothing to be concerned with. If I had chosen to punish you, for cursing at me, I would have done so already. I would not be a monster, and cruelly wait to do so, on our wedding night. As I have already promised you, I will never do that to you. Playing with you is different, because I will not cause you pain, or humiliate you. There is nothing for you to worry, in the back of your mind about. Do you believe me?” Caleb asked her gently, as he continued his affectionate attentions.

“Yes. Yes I do Sire,” she whispered back, smiling at him lovingly.

“Good, I am most happy to hear that,” he whispered back, and kissed her tenderly once more. “I should let you get up now, for I know Ione or Aiden, will be knocking on my door at any moment,” he said, smiling at her adoringly.

“Just a few moments more Caleb, then I shall be ready to return to my room,” Laurel requested, her voice trembling with emotion again.

Caleb smiled at her in delighted surprise, as she would otherwise have been too shy, to make such a request.

“Of course mo ghra. A few more moments,” he whispered back, kissing her again.

A few moments passed, when there was a not so subtle knock on the door.

“There it is, the dreaded knock. Who do you think it is? Aiden or Ione?” Caleb asked, in a hushed voice, smiling at her charmingly.

“I think it is both,” Laurel answered giggling.

“No, it sounds like Aiden’s annoying knock,” Caleb replied still smiling.

“Alright Caleb I know you can hear me. Release the Princess and open the door,” Aiden said, in a loud mocking tone.

“See? It appears I was right after all,” Caleb told her, with a smirk.

“Come along Caleb, you have had Laurel’s attention long enough,” Ione called, in a scolding manner.

“It appears I was right, Sire,” Laurel said haughtily, giggling again.

“You think you are so clever do you?” Caleb asked, with a wicked grin.

“I know that I am,” Laurel said again, with mock haughtiness.

“Oh, do you now?” Caleb asked her, his grin becoming more sardonic as he turned over quickly, pulling her underneath him.

He then began to nibble and nuzzle her neck, while tickling her side at the same time. This caused her to shriek with surprised laughter, becoming shriller as he continued.

“Caleb! Caleb! Stop!” Laurel laughed, and shrieked again, as he continued tickling and lightly nibbling her neck and ears.

“Alright, I am coming in now, you have been warned,” Aiden said loudly, from behind the door.

He and Ione walked in looking over at Laurel and Caleb lying in the bed, Laurel still laughing, as Caleb looked up at them smiling in amusement.

“Did I not say, this is how they would be? He would put her in his bed and climb all over her,” Aiden said smirking, as he addressed Ione, who began to laugh at him.

“I am not climbing all over her,” Caleb said with a wry grin, as he moved back, to lie on his side, Laurel sighing as she began to relax.

“No dear, you were most definitely, climbing all over the poor girl,” Ione laughed again, as she leaned against Aiden’s arm.

Caleb simply looked down at Laurel and smiled lovingly at her, as he moved her hair out of her face.

“Come along now Caleb. Kiss the Princess goodnight, so we can get our evening started. I have not had enough to drink tonight, and really had my heart set on getting Owain, completely sozzled,” Aiden said, feigning he was annoyed.

“Why would you want to do that?” Laurel asked laughing, as she sat up in the bed.

“Because he is quite amusing. He becomes all arrogant, and irritated for absolutely no reason,” Aiden replied, grinning drolly.

“I have never seen him that way, so this should prove very entertaining,” Caleb remarked, laughing lightly.

“You two are horrible. Poor Owain, practically worships you both, and this is how you treat him?” Ione said chided them, yet still smirking.

Caleb and Aiden looked at each other for a moment, thoughtfully before answering.

“Exactly,” said Caleb dryly

“Yes, yes we do,” Aiden said, at the same time.

Ione rolled her eyes, as Laurel laughed at their reply.

“Let us go my dear Laurel, so we can let these two ruffians have their fun,” she said, though looking pointedly at Caleb.

Caleb grinned at her and got out of the bed, helping Laurel to stand up with him. Then leaning down, kissed her warmly, as he held her by her waist.

“Goodnight mo ghra. This shall be the last time someone takes you from me,” smirking over at Ione, for a moment, then kissed her once again. “I shall see you in the morning,” he said softly, looking into her eyes.

“No you will not. We shall be keeping her out of your sight, until the wedding,” Ione said with a sly smile, as she took Laurel’s hand and began to lead her away.

“You most certainly will not,” Caleb said, with an irate tone.

“Of course we will dear, it is tradition,” Ione said calmly, as she moved Laurel behind her, as Caleb walked towards them, causing Laurel to giggle at him.

“What is it with you women, and these ridiculous traditions?” Caleb asked, becoming increasingly irritated.

“It will take a while for me to prepare Caleb. I want to look beautiful for you,” Laurel said smiling at him demurely, as Ione continued to lead her out of the room. 

“You already are beautiful dearest. You do not need to do anything more than, wash your face and throw the gown on,” Caleb said to her, with a wry grin.

Ione and Laurel looked at Caleb with amused smiles and then looking at each other, laughed gleefully, as they entered the corridor.

“Come on old man, you sound more pathetic each time you open your mouth,” Aiden said, hitting him on the arm, and leading him down the opposite end or the corridor towards the sitting room. 

Laurel looked over at Caleb once more, seeing his sad smile, she squeezed Ione’s hand, and looked at her, smiling wistfully.

“I shall be right back,” she whispered, as she suddenly ran quickly down the corridor towards Caleb.

Caleb smiled in delight, enchanted at seeing her run over to him. Catching her up, by wrapping his arms around her waist, he lifted her off the ground. Laurel put her arms around his neck, and they shared one last passionate kiss. Aiden and Ione looked at each other from across the corridor, Aiden smirking and shaking his head, as Ione put her hand to her mouth, stifling a surprised laugh. As they ended their kiss, Caleb gently placed her back down, still holding her waist.

“Goodnight my Prince,” she whispered, her eyes luminous and filled with love.

“Goodnight my love,” he whispered back, as he slowly let her go and watched her walk back towards Ione. 

She turned to smile at him once more, before she was ushered into her room, and the door closed.  Caleb sighed, and turning around, met Aiden’s mocking smile.

“Shut up,” Caleb said dryly, only to have Aiden laugh at him.

When they reached the sitting room, Cahir and Owain were just finishing their game of Tablut, with Rian and Deaglan looking on, drinking the last sips of their ale.

“There he is. Calmed the poor girl down, did you?” Cahir asked, smiling at Caleb.

“Yes, after he finally stopped mauling her,” Aiden answered, before Caleb could reply, causing the others to laugh.

“I was not mauling her, and yes I calmed her down. She was actually more embarrassed than anything else. Plus she was just a bit overwhelmed I think,” Caleb said, smiling at remembering, their brief time alone.

“You cannot blame the poor girl. Maiwen alone is overwhelming, can you imagine being in a room, full of others just like her?” Cahir asked, as he shivered and made a disgusted face, causing everyone to laugh at his reaction.

“So do you have any idea as to when our wives will be ready to leave?” Rian asked, with a grin.

“They will not be. I was told by your wife, that she and Eavan will be staying with Laurel for the night. So you two will be on your own,” Caleb said, smiling at them wryly.

“I hate sleeping in that great giant house alone. Owain you are coming over,” Rian grumbled.

“I have an alternative idea. Seeing my dear Eavan, will not be coming home as well, I say we move this party over to my house, just a short walk down the corridor. I have an exceptional unopened bottle of port, I was planning on giving you tomorrow as a wedding gift Caleb. I will just give it to you tonight. We have a nice cold roast gork in the pantry, and a large loaf of brown bread. We will drink, and play Tablut all night, and harass the three bachelors here,” Cahir grinned, as he gestured over to Aiden, Deaglan and Owain.

“It sounds splendid. Let us go now, before I walk back to Laurel’s room and make a fool of myself,” Caleb said, as he turned to leave the room.

“You mean again?” Aiden called out mockingly.

“Shut up!” Caleb called, back in the corridor.

 

After making their way to Cahir’s home, they all comfortably settled themselves in the large front room. Having eaten most of the gork and drunken most of the port, a lively conversation once again ensued. 

“I just do not understand, why you would even begin to think, you would have an enjoyable wedding night, knowing you have just made your Bride’s bottom quite sore with paddling her. It just makes no sense to me at all,” Owain said, quite officiously, taking another drink of port.

Caleb looked over at him smiling mordantly, while the rest just chuckled at his remark. Owain became very opinionated and thoughtful when he had a bit too much to drink.

“It is all really in the manner of how it is done Owain. It is really quite delightful, in giving a lovely shaped bottom, just a few loving swats. Nothing painful, just to get her attention. Am I not right Rian?” Aiden asked him, with a sly smile.

“I would not know. Ione has told me if I even thought about doing that, she would brake all my fingers. As seeing she is capable of doing so, I take her most seriously,” Rian replied, and then belched loudly, taking another sip of port. “And as seeing as I need my fingers, well her bottom is safe with me, or from me, or either way, I do not touch it. Well I do, but not like that. I actually love her bottom....” Rian trailed off as Aiden interjected.

“By the Maker! Rian do shut up! I asked you one simple question,” Aiden said in exasperation, as the room was booming with laughter.

“Oh really? Well, what was it then?” Rian asked, with a bemused expression, as the laughter continued, with Aiden scowling at him.

“Cahir what is your opinion on the subject, or are you not capable of answering as well?” Aiden asked, him frowning slightly.

“Of course I can answer old man. I too, find it most delightful, and agree it is all in how it is done. Just simply being playful and silly, then no one gets their feelings hurt,” Cahir smirked at him, pouring himself another drink.

“So how do the men of Gwenlais feel about the subject Deaglan?” Aiden asked him with a grinning wickedly.

“I have yet to experience that aspect of romantic playfulness,” Deaglan answered with a roguish smile, as Caleb and Cahir laughed at his response, knowing Deaglan was far too polite to tell Aiden his feelings on the subject, whether he had knowledge of it or not. 

Aiden looked over at Caleb and smiled at him teasingly.

“Do not even think of asking me,” Caleb said, with slightly narrowed eyes.

“Really Caleb, you can be such a whinger. You only do not want to answer because you do not want to say so in front Owain,” Aiden remarked rudely.

“That is right,” Caleb replied, with a smirk.

“And why not?” Owain asked defensively.

“He does not want to talk about Laurel’s bottom in front of you, because you used to admire it, and you are a virgin,” Aiden teased him, smiling at him mockingly, as Rian and Cahir laughed again at Owain’s expense, Deaglan just smiled at him kindheartedly. 

“You know..... I am quite sick of the three....the four of you, harassing me over my present state of....of...well my present state,” Owain spoke, in a highly insulted tone.

Caleb just smiled at him shaking his head, as the others snickered and continued to laugh mercilessly.

“So I am going to go and do something about it right now,” he declared, standing on shaky legs, swaying slightly.

“Do you have anyone in mind?” Aiden asked him, still laughing, as Cahir and Rian continued to snicker and chuckle at him.

“Well...no. I thought you might know someone, you are a bit of a slut,” Owain said, with a crooked smile.

Aiden’s smile quickly disappeared, as everyone burst into raucous laughter, at Owain’s remark.

“Now what about Laurel’s former maidservant Tulla? She is a pretty girl, and I am quite certain she likes you Owain,” Cahir said teasingly.

“Tulla? Yes...I like Tulla. She has lovely brown eyes and beautiful red hair, and the softest lips. I am going to see Tulla! Right now!” Owain loudly announced.

“Owain!” Caleb spoke up sternly.

“What?” Owain answered back sharply.

“Sit down and finish your drink!” Caleb told him authoritatively.

“Oh.... well alright. You do not have to be so mean,” Owain said sheepishly, as he sat back down in the heavy plush chair, and then suddenly passed out.

The room once again was booming with laughter.

“Poor sop. Not able to hold his drink is he?” Deaglan asked still laughing.

“He has not been drinking for all that long,” Caleb explained, with a mordant smile.

“He has not been able to discern his limit yet. I took him several weeks ago to Chieftain Remy’s seasonal, all night Tablut tournament.  He has six sons-in-law, three are Sentinels. So each season around the same time a large group of us go to his ridiculously enormous home, which he is constantly adding more rooms to, for all his grandchildren. We stay all night and eat, drink, and play Tablut. This was Owain’s first time, he got quite sozzled. The pathetic dolt was still able to win at least six games, before passing out next to the dogs by the fireplace,” Aiden, related to Deaglan, laughing cheerfully at remembering. 

Everyone joined in laughing shaking their heads.

“At sunrise however it is not all that amusing, as he wakes up quite sick and then has a headache all morning,” Rian mentioned, as he looked over at Owain snoring loudly in the chair.

“Sick? He wakes up sick? Why did you not say anything before this?” Cahir asked in irritated alarm, standing up and walking over to where Owain was passed out in the chair. “Aiden, come over here and help me stand him up. Caleb grab a pillow and blanket from off the couch there. I have given the staff the day free of duties tomorrow, no one will be here, so we will make Owain comfortable in the staff bath,” Cahir directed, as he and Aiden stood Owain up and began to half walk him, drag out of the front room.

Owain groaned groggily in protest looking about with a bleary eyed expression. 

“So why are we dragging poor Owain to the staff’s bath?” Caleb inquired tucking a pillow under his arm and throwing a blanket over his shoulder.

“For the simple reason I do not wish to explain why the new rug, Eavan has just purchased from our Ardara trip, when I took her to the family home, was ruined because Owain got sick on it,” Cahir explained in irritation.

“Listen to you, becoming all concerned with annoying your little wife,” Aiden laughed at Cahir’s more passive demeanor. 

“Yes, well my little wife, has become much more assertive since she has left her mother’s house, and is enjoying running her own. She has set it up exactly the way she likes it. Marriage does indeed suit my little mouse, she has become much more confident and bold,” Cahir smiled, not hiding his pride.

“You do not miss the shy, little passive creature, you first fell in love with?” Caleb asked, with a snide grin.

“Well she is still not as bold and fresh as your Princess that is for certain. But she has no issue stating her mind, or showing me when she finds me irritating. I rather like it, surprisingly I often find it quite enticing,” Cahir smiled back at him roguishly. “Here we are. Let us just place him over here by the tub,” as they walked into the bath, carefully lying him on the floor.

Caleb walked over as they turned Owain on his side, then placed the pillow under his head and covered him with the soft woolen blanket.

“So we are just going to leave poor Owain on the floor all night?” Caleb asked, looking down at him with empathy.

“We most certainly are. If the sop is going to become sick, he is going to so on this nice easily cleaned tile floor, not my dear Eavan’s favourite rug,” Cahir replied with conviction. “Come on, he will be fine. You can check on him first thing in the morning,” Cahir reassured Caleb, patting him on the back. 

As they returned to the front room, enjoying the fire and settling in for the night, talking of times shared in their youth, and of course women.

“Well, the Maker bless their adorable, fussy, stubborn, little selves. They are impossible to live with, but it is unbearable to be without them,” Caleb offered raising his last drink of the port. 

“Here, here,” the rest of the company replied.

 



  
 


 28: THE WEDDING 
Caleb opened his eyes slowly, trying to come into focus with his surroundings. The first thing he noticed was the stiffness in his neck, reaching back to carefully grip his aching muscle. He had fallen asleep in the front room of Cahir and Evan’s house, in one of the overstuffed leather chairs, his legs propped up on an ottoman. The drapes in the floor length windows had not been drawn, so Caleb was able to make out the sleeping forms that lay around him. Deaglan was asleep in the overstuffed chair in front of Aiden, who was in the other chair. Rian’s prostate form lying on the couch, as the light of the early dawn slowly crept into the room. Caleb stood up and made his way to the kitchen to start a fire, remembering Cahir mentioning, he had given the staff the day free of duties. He started a small fire fairly quickly, then placed the tea kettle on the hook over the flames, walking over to take a large mug from the shelf and the small wooden box of chicory root. He smiled as he thought of Laurel spending the night with her Bridal attendants, and all the giggling and sharing of secrets that went on all night, doubting she had gotten enough sleep.  Just as Caleb was pouring the heated water into his mug Cahir walked in grabbing a mug off the shelf as well. 

“I am not surprised to see you in here so early. I knew you would not sleep well,” Cahir said with a smile, as he added the tea and water to his mug.

“No, my mind would not stop racing, only allowing me to doze for a bit. I was hoping to get back to the private quarters and perhaps steal a chance to see Laurel,” Caleb replied with a doubting smile. 

“Hmm. No chance of that happening old man. The women of the house are not going to let you anywhere near her. You know how strongly they feel about their silly Bridal traditions,” Cahir mentioned, hitting Caleb lightly on the arm as he took a sip of tea. “Father has plans of all of us joining him for breakfast, to keep us out of the way, especially you,” Cahir grinned mordantly, taking another sip of his tea.

“I cannot help but remember what a horrible feeling of foreboding I had with my first wedding. I have never said this to anyone, but I almost left for Ardara that morning, I was going to tell Father I simply could not go along with it. Then I wake this morning, feeling nothing but anxious anticipation. It is going to be madding if I cannot see Laurel, until she is escorted down the aisle,” Caleb mentioned, with a slight smile shaking his head.

“If I recall correctly, Morene was not living at the Lodge until after the wedding,” Cahir stated, with an irritated look.

“No, she was not. She did not wish to live here any sooner than she had to, and none of the women in the family could put up with her. Which is why they are all thoroughly enjoying themselves now,” Caleb remarked with a light laugh, finishing his tea.

“Well you see? This is all your doing. You brought them home someone they could all fuss over and have fun with. Someone who would actually enjoy all the silliness and attention,” Cahir replied laughing, at the thought of all that would be going on throughout the morning. 

“How could you both be laughing this early in the morning?” Aiden asked grumpily as he entered the kitchen taking a mug off the shelf as well. “I am quite surprised to see you still here. I thought you would have snuck over to the Lodge by now to steal Laurel away before anyone noticed,” Aidan said to Caleb, fixing his tea as grinned over at him.

“Oh they would have noticed. Are you forgetting Ione is in with her? I have no doubt they have locked her door. No, I intend to wait until everyone is up and milling about and becoming distracted. I will attempt to sneak about and see her then,” Caleb answered with a smug smile.

“That is not going to happen Caleb,” Rian spoke up, as he groggily walked into the kitchen. “Oh, for the love of the Maker. Someone make me a cup of tea, my head is killing me,” he complained as he leaned against the small cabinet, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Here, you are quite pathetic,” Aiden spoke with a slightly irritated tone, as he handed Rian his mug, than began to fix another for himself.

“So why do you feel I will not succeed with my plan Rian?” Caleb asked good naturedly.

“Because every woman in the house will not let you near her. Not to mention my wife will be guarding Laurel like a Scimitar. In fact I will not be the least bit surprised if she has me send her maid to fetch her dress, so she can dress at the Lodge and not leave her post. She has already expected you to try something, when you found out they would be keeping your Bride from you all morning,” Rian explained, with a tired smile.

“Well I have always been fond of a good challenge. So after I check on poor Owain, I shall head back to the Lodge, and see what I can see,” Caleb smiled self-assuredly, as he headed out of the kitchen to the staff bath. 

Entering the bath trying not to make too much noise, Caleb smiled sadly at seeing Owain still lying on the floor, on his back, his mouth wide open and snoring loudly. Just then Aiden walked in and striding purposely to the large window on the other side of the room, pulled the drapes wide open, as the sun was now becoming brighter.

“Good morning Owain! How are you feeling this fine day?” Aiden cruelly yelled, as he kneeled down next to Owain and shook him roughly awake.

“Oh! Oh please, just kill me now and be done with it,” Owain said, in a weak and pitiful voice.

“Aiden you miserable bastard leave the poor sop alone,” Caleb laughed shaking his head sympathetically at Owain, who was attempting to cover his head with the pillow.

“Call me a slut will you? Not feeling so witty this morning are you?” Aiden asked smirking, as he pushed Owain’s shoulder before standing up, ignoring his moaning.

“I am leaving now. Please try not to torture him too much this morning, so he will be able to stand up for the wedding,” Caleb said to Aiden, as he turned to leave the bath.

“He will be fine. Cahir and I will bring him over to the Lodge shortly,” Aiden replied, hitting Caleb on the arm.

Just then the sound of Owain becoming sick caused the brothers to look over at him with looks of repugnance.

“You see? He does that a few more times and he will be just fine,” Aiden mentioned with a reassuring grin.

Cahir and Deaglan then walked into the bath, looking over at Owain with grimaced expressions.

“There now. Did I not say this is where he needed to be?” Cahir asked, as he gestured over to Owain, as he became sick once again.

“Yes you did, and with that final note, I am leaving” Caleb replied with a mordant smile, as Deaglan laughed.

“Going to try to catch a glimpse of your Bride are you?” Deaglan inquired, as Caleb began to make his way to the corridor door.

“That is the intent, though I have been told by everyone I will not succeed,” Caleb answered, rolling his eyes.

Caleb walked down the corridor taking his time, as he glanced out the windows. The Sentries were still talking and lingering about in a relaxed manner, Caleb stopped walking for a moment to watch them. He smiled at seeing the relaxed demeanor they all seemed to have. Even though it would be a day of heightened security, it would also be a day of joy and happiness. Caleb then continued on, walking through the door which opened into the Grand Hall. The attendants responsible for keeping the blooms and foliage fresh, for all the arrangements and centerpieces, were already busy at work. The kitchen staff could be heard bustling about, delicious smells emitting from the busy and loud room.

Caleb made his way up the staircase as two maids walked past him saying good morning and giggling gleefully. 

“Good morning ladies,” Caleb answered back, smiling at them charmingly.

As he turned to walk down the corridor he saw Imagin walking just ahead of him, still in her nightgown.

“Imagin,” Caleb called out, as quietly as he could, as Imagin turned around looking first surprised, then smirking at him. “Come here,” Caleb continued, as he gestured for Imagin to walk over to him.

Imagin walked over to him with an amused smile on her face, walking slowly and deliberately, as Caleb looked at her with growing impatience. 

“Could you have taken any longer to walk over here?” Caleb asked, with an annoyed grin.

“What do you want Caleb?” Imagin asked very curtly.

“Do not use that tone with me my dear. You know exactly what I want. Where is Laurel?” Caleb asked, in a low voice.

“I cannot tell you. Everyone knew you would be here, and I was told if I saw you, not to say anything,” Imagin replied very smugly.

“Well it is more than obvious Laurel is not in her room, her door is wide open,” Caleb stated with a frown, looking over at Laurel’s room. “Imagin, tell me where Laurel is, and I will buy you something pretty when we go on our honeymoon,” Caleb said to her, with an appealing grin.

“Really? I wish for a necklace like Laurel’s. If you promise to buy that for me I will tell you where Laurel is,” Imagin stated, with wide eyes and a bright smile.

“No, I am not buying you a necklace like Laurel’s. It is not as if I can just go to a shop and pick one out. It took months to have that made for her. And even if I could, I would not. What are you thinking?” Caleb asked her, in an irritated tone.

“Fine then you will just have to wait until the wedding to see her,” Imagin replied with a cheeky pout, as she turned to walk away from him.

“Come back here,” Caleb said as he went to grab her, she skipped out of his reach with a little yelp, and to Caleb’s dismay, ran down towards his mother’s private sitting room.

“Caleb is here!” Imagin called out, as she turned to look at him once more, laughing gleefully. 

“Oh wonderful,” he muttered, as he saw Ione walking out of the room towards him, her robe and long dark hair billowing behind her, as she walked.

“Caleb you are not supposed to be here,” Ione chided him, with her secretive smile.

“In the Lodge itself or the corridor?” Caleb asked with irritation, as he looked past her.

“You are just going to have to except the fact you will not be seeing your dear Laurel until the wedding. Aunt Alana is quite determined to keep this tradition. Laurel is very happy and most excited, you do not wish for her to become anxious if you become insistent do you?” Ione asked, with a raised eyebrow.

“Well of course not. I was having roses sent to her room, as one of my first gifts to her. How is Laurel supposed to see them, if you all keep her locked up in Mother’s sitting room?” Caleb asked, his irritation increasing with each word.

“When will they be arriving?” Ione asked, with an amused smile.

“At any moment now. I had it arranged to have them sent early in the morning as she woke up. I wished to see her expression when they arrived,” Caleb explained with a frustrated voice, as he raked his hand through his hair.

“Then have the roses delivered to Aunt Alana’s sitting room and I will send someone to tell you of her expression,” Ione suggested, trying to sound reasonable.

“Oh yes, that will be just as fulfilling,” Caleb replied with a scowl, in a mocking tone.

“Caleb, you are just going to have to accept that this is how it will be. Oh look, here are the roses now,” Ione suddenly announced, as three servants with Lucas leading them, arrived with large vases containing over a dozen silver roses in each vase. 

“Yes, thank you Lucas. Just follow her Highness down to Queen Alana’s sitting room,” Caleb directed, with an air of defeat.

“We shall see you later dear,” Ione said as she kissed him on the cheek, then turned and walked back to the private sitting room, the servants following close behind.

Caleb walked into his room and sat down in his leather chair, his head back looking at the ceiling, feeling completely frustrated. A short time later King Fergus walked in the Caleb’s room giving him a warm and sympathetic smile.

“So, are you the one they sent in, to tell me of my sweet girl’s reaction to her roses?” Caleb asked, with an annoyed tone.

“Well no, not really,” King Fergus answered with a light laugh, sitting down at Caleb’s desk. “I will tell you however, that she was most happy with the roses. Her face just lit up the room when Lucas and the servants brought them all in.  Someone better qualified to describe Laurel’s surprise and delight will be in here shortly to inform you. After which, please come into the dining room and enjoy a bit of breakfast, with me, Garron, and all your Groomsmen. It will help you to relax for a bit before the real fun begins,” King Fergus said with a wide smile, walking over and hitting Caleb’s shoulder. 

A short time later Wendell came to Caleb’s room, standing in the open doorway, knocking softly. Caleb was now standing at his desk, looking over the list of security measures that had been put in place. He looked up with surprise to see Wendell standing there with a shy smile.

“Good morning Wendell. What can I do for you?” Caleb asked with a slight grin, looking back down at his list.

“Actually Sire, I feel there is something I can do for you. May I?” Wendell mentioned, as he gestured to come into the room.

Caleb looked up at him with a mordant smile.

“Yes of course. So, what exactly can you do for me Wendell?” Caleb asked, as Wendell walked to his desk. 

The young Scribe was holding what appeared to be, two fairly large pieces of paper, against a drawing board. Caleb pulled out a chair and sat down, gesturing for Wendell to do the same.

“It was brought to my attention Sire, by Princess Laurel that you were a bit put out with not being able to see her this morning,” Wendell, replied with a warm smile as he sat down.

“So you have seen Laurel already then? Why does that not sound surprising?” Caleb asked sardonically.

“Her Highness, Queen Alana, sent for me quite early this morning. I, in fact was in the Queen’s private sitting room shortly after Princess Laurel arrived. Her Highness wished for me to record the Princess’s first moments of preparing for the wedding. So with that I brought some materials with me to do some sketches as well. I thought you might like to see them as a way of having a glimpse of your beloved,” Wendell explained happily, as he handed Caleb the first piece of paper. 

Caleb took it carefully and looking at it was both surprised, and moved by what he saw, by looking into the eyes of the face he knew and loved so well.

The details stunningly realistic, with even the stray tendril that always fell across her face. 

“Wendell, this is truly quite remarkable. I feel as if she is standing right before me. You have captured her smile perfectly,” Caleb admitted looking at Wendell with unexpected admiration.

“Thank you Sire. She was very happy when she walked into the room, smiling and laughing with all her Bridal attendants. Of course when Miss Imagin came into the room, telling everyone you were here, she laughed even more at Miss Imagin’s expressions. When Lucas and the other servants brought in the roses, which is when I began to sketch her. It is when she smiled that way Sire. She began to speak of you with such love and emotion, well I must be truthful, we were all a bit teary eyed,” Wendell said to Caleb, smiling again kindly, as Caleb once more looked at the sketch of Laurel lovingly.  

“Thank you for that Wendell,” Caleb replied in a calm relaxed voice, as he handed the sketch back to Wendell.

“Oh please Sire I wish for you to keep it, as a wedding present, along with this sketch as well. It is of her Highness sitting with her Bridal attendants,” Wendell offered, happily handing Caleb the second sketch.

Caleb took the second sketch and looking at it laughed lightly, his eyes filling with emotion, as it was once more a perfect likeness of Laurel laughing with all of her attendants.

“She looks very happy, does she not?” Caleb asked, as he looked at Wendell, giving him a warm smile.

“She does indeed Sire. She was glowing. Her Highness will be a most beautiful Bride,” Wendell answered, returning Caleb’s smile.

“Wendell, I must ask you. Are you happy here in Heathwin?” Caleb asked, in a friendly warm voice.

“Oh, why yes Sire I am. In fact I can honestly say I have never been so happy,” Wendell answered very assuredly.

“Good. My reason for asking is, if you would like to stay…here with us, I would have no objections. Laurel is most fond of you, and my mother is as well, and they will keep you quite occupied. And it goes without saying Aiden and I find you most amusing,” Caleb said, with a kind smile.

“Thank you Sire. I…I would be most honored and happy to accept your offer to stay. As you know I have no real family, her Highness was the first person, since my parents and brother’s passing, to care for me. Since coming to Heathwin, I have felt a great sense of belonging,” Wendell expressed, in a voice trembling with emotion. 

“Excellent, I shall inform Father that you will be staying. Come along Wendell. Join me for breakfast with my father and Laurel’s, as well as the Groomsmen. I wish to show them all your amazing talent. I dare say my cousin Kerrie is a most gifted artist, but you are just as gifted,” Caleb expressed with happy enthusiasm, as he stood up and patted Wendell on the back.

“Oh…why thank you Sire, but Queen Alana was expecting me to return in a short while,” Wendell explained with some concern, as he composed himself.

“I have no doubt she was. She can do without you for a bit. Come now, have something to eat and then you can return to record my beloved’s morning activities. The wedding does not begin until the early afternoon, you will have plenty of time,” Caleb smiled, as he led Wendell to the dining room.

Entering the dining room all the Groomsmen, including an exhausted but cheerful looking Owain, as well as the two fathers, and Phineas, all greeted Caleb and Wendell as they sat down at the already full table. Wendell could not believe his eyes as he looked hungrily, at all the hearty fare set before him.

“Here you are Wendell, do not be shy, help yourself,” Aiden directed, as he heaped a generous portion of fried potatoes and onions on Wendell’s plate.

“You must try these sausages Wendell they are really quite amazing. The butcher here in Heathwin does a remarkable job with smoking them,” Phineas replied, as he placed two large plump sausages on his plate as well.

“Try the bacon as well Wendell, it is my favourite,” Owain offered, as he placed several slices of thick bacon on Wendell’s plate. 

Caleb sitting across from him also placed a large spoonful of scrambled eggs on his plate, as well as two thick slices of fried toast. Wendell smiled in happy surprise not only at his full plate, but the kind and welcoming way his presence was received. He was not fussed over but treated as a member of their circle.

“Well tuck in Wendell, do not just stare at it, it will not get in your stomach just wishing it to,” Caleb smirked at him, as everyone laughed.

Caleb then handed Wendell’s sketches to his father, who shared them with Garron who leaned over to look as well.

“Wendell was kind enough to share his work with me. Quite outstanding, are they not?” Caleb asked, both his father and King Garron.

“They most certainly are. I can almost hear her laughing,” King Garron was the first to reply.

“Well, seems you were able to get a glimpse of your Bride after all. Well done Wendell,” King Fergus spoke with a kind smile, as he handed the sketches to Aiden and Cahir.

“Thank you Sire, I am most flattered by all of your compliments,” Wendell replied shyly, as he took another bite of food.

“Not compliments at all Wendell. Honest observations I would say,” Aiden mentioned, as he smiled over at Wendell. 

“You also captured the likenesses of all the others perfectly Wendell. My dear Eavan looks lovely in this sketch. I may request your talents as well,” Cahir remarked, with a broad grin.

Aiden and Cahir then passed the sketches over to both Owain and then Rian, as Phineas and Deaglan leaned over to admire them as well. They all looked over at Wendell with smiles of approval.

“I would very much like to have a sketch done for me Wendell. Perhaps one of Laurel in her wedding gown?” King Garron enquired, taking a sip of chicory root tea.

“It would be an honor Sire. I will have no trouble in doing so,” Wendell happily responded, taking a bite of sausage.

“It is good to see you enjoying your meal Wendell. You are far too thin, and really quite pathetic,” Caleb remarked good naturedly, as he took a bite of bacon.

“I have never eaten so well Sire. After her Highness sponsored me last season, she told me I would never go hungry again. I did not after that, as she always had the cooks prepare a meal for me. I was also given a warm room at the stables with the stable hands. But since coming to Heathwin….well my life has improved more than I could have ever dreamed possible. I am most happy to be staying,” Wendell, said with a voice cracking with emotion, as he paused for a moment, his head lowered a bit.

Everyone smiled in surprise at Wendell’s sensitive display, and announcement, looking over at Caleb who just smiled back.

“Now look what you have done Caleb. The poor sop is beside himself. Come on now Wendell. Stop crying in your bangers and bacon and tuck in. My mother will be sending Imagin to fetch you, at any time now,” Aiden said to Wendell, hitting his arm roughly, as everyone smiled or chuckled at Wendell’s emotional reaction. 

“Speaking of Imagin. My wife’s children are most fond of her. Such a sweet girl, she has been most attentive to them,” King Garron mentioned, with a happy tone.

“Yes I do admit, the little beast can be quite charming, when she chooses to be. She actually tried to bribe me into buying her a necklace like Laurel’s, when I tried to find out where Laurel was,” Caleb retorted with a wry smirk.

“I am not surprised. Imagin was ecstatic when Laurel requested she be her personal attendant for the wedding. She was bragging to all the younger girls about it so much they were all sick of her.  She is going to be quite full of herself today,” Owain expressed with a laugh.

“You mean more so than usual?” Cahir asked with a sarcastic tone, as everyone laughed in reply.

“Well she is certainly no bolder and mischievous than Ellos’ little Oriel. Now mind you she has never been disrespectful to me, but she has certainly given some of the staff a bit of sass now and then. I know she and her brother gave Deaglan here, a hard time,” King Garron mentioned with a laugh, looking over at Deaglan’s smirking expression. 

“They were little monsters. They kept getting too close the river’s edge, throwing sticks and whatever amused them into the fire, sending sparks flying everywhere. They refused to listen to their sister or Tulla. It was not until I scolded them to settle down, that at least the little one did as he was told. Oriel however first looked surprised then gave this mean little pout, put her hands on her hips, and told me I was very bossy and grumpy. I told her I was about to become more so if she used that tone with me again. She finally went over and sat down with her sister. They, like Imagin, can be quite charming. They just have no understanding of boundaries,” Deaglan explained, with a shake of his head.

“Well they most certainly do keep things interesting. I shall miss that with my dear Laurel. She was always having some kind of adventure, coming home her clothes all a mess, her hair all tangled from climbing trees and looking under bushes,” King Garron replied, with a wistful smile and a faraway look.

“I will never forget the day when I took her riding and she wanted to find this bird that kept singing and following us. She gets off her horse, climbs the tree it flew to, and I tell her repeatedly to get down so she does not fall. She of course does not listen, and falls out of the tree. If I had not been there to catch her she would have broken her neck. I made her promise not to climb it again, but I have this suspicion she still did. Every once and awhile I will tease her about the tree, asking if she kept her promise, and she just giggles and changes the subject,” Caleb related, smiling at King Garron.

“As I said at dinner last night, you shall never be bored with her,” King Garron laughed quietly.

Just then Imagin walked into the dining room, now dressed in a simple blue dress, looking about for a moment, until she saw Wendell. 

“There you are Wendell. Now come with me, Aunt Alana wishes you to return,” Imagin spoke in a curt tone, walking over to stand behind Wendell’s chair, as Caleb, Aiden, and Cahir looked at her with disapproving smirks.

Owain looked over at them all, smiling knowingly as he continued to eat his breakfast. 

“Oh yes, of course Miss Imagin,” Wendell said apologetically, as he began to stand.

“Sit back down Wendell. Imagin could you be any ruder this morning? Let Wendell finish his breakfast. My mother does not need every second of Laurel’s preparation to be recorded. Have you not had breakfast as yet?” Caleb asked, with obvious annoyance.

“I was about to, then I was sent to find Wendell,” Imagin replied, with a whine. 

“You were sent to find Wendell so that he could have breakfast as well, you ninny. You have found him and he is eating. Now go back and have your breakfast, he will return when he is finished,” Aiden directed her, with an irked expression.

“Now what am I supposed to tell Aunt Alana? She sent me to bring him back,” Imagin asked, her whine more prominent. 

“Have you not listened to a thing you were told? Go back and tell my mother, Wendell will return when he is finished eating,” Caleb replied back, saying each word with emphasis, Deaglan, Rian and Owain exchanged amused glances.

“Do not talk to me as if I am idjit Caleb. It is not my fault you could not see Laurel this morning. You do not have to be such a grumpy bastard,” Imagin answered back very curtly. 

Everyone looked over at Caleb with surprised, but entertained faces trying to hold back their laughter, Rian and Owain not succeeding, as they snickered. Caleb stood up abruptly, walking over to Imagin, as she quickly ran out of the room, with Caleb right behind her.

“I told you she was going to be full of herself today,” Owain said laughing gleefully.

“The poor girl, she was doing so well in not getting herself in trouble,” Phineas mentioned, with a sad smile.

“Perhaps I should have just gone with Miss Imagin,” Wendell replied looking concerned, as he turned and look towards the doorway.

“Do not give it another thought Wendell. She knows better than to get that fresh with Caleb. More than likely someone will come to her rescue before anything comes of it,” King Fergus said with a smile, reassuringly.

“Besides if he had caught her she would be yelling by now,” Cahir mentioned with a grin, taking another bite of sausage. 

No sooner had Cahir finish speaking, when Caleb walked back into the room, looking completely irritated.

“I take it you did not catch her,” Aiden remarked with a broad grin, as everyone but Wendell laughed jokingly.

“Oh, I caught her. I was about to bring her to my room when Kerrie and Ione showed up to rescue her. She immediately starts crying, telling them that I am being mean and picking on her. I tell them about her fresh mouth, and they just smirk. Ione tells me to be understanding and that Imagin is just overexcited and tired, because she did not get any sleep, and that she needs to have her breakfast. So they all look at me with these annoyingly pathetic faces. Then Kerrie mentions how if I punish Imagin for her impertinence that it would just upset Laurel, so of course at that point, I know I have no choice and I let her go back with them. Then the little beast turns and gives me this smug smile and walks down the corridor with them,” Caleb finished relating, as he shook his head and took a drink from his mug.

“I must say, this has been one of the most entertaining breakfast I have ever had,” King Garron spoke up smiling gleefully, as he finished his meal.

 

The morning progressed well, as the men all made their way to the sitting room talking happily and teasing Caleb for becoming more anxious. He would walk out of the room from time to time to check on the progress of the Hall’s preparations and to steal a lingering glance down the corridor. It was not until Lady Ellos arrived, dressed in an elegant form fitting gown of emerald green, that Caleb realized the time for the wedding was soon to arrive. Oriel and Jamison walked in dressed in their wedding apparel, both wearing matching colors of pale heather green. Oriel was wearing a dress with a full and frothy skirt and white lace at the bodice, twirling around showing it off for all to admire. She was rewarded by all of them telling her how lovely she looked, Aiden requesting to be the first one she danced with.  

“Of course Sire, I would be delighted,” Oriel said with much ceremony, and gave him a deep curtsy to which he bowed to her most graciously.

This of course only added to the attention she was receiving as everyone laughed in amusement. Little Jamison stood by pulling at the collar of his white starched shirt, not enjoying being made to dress formally.

“Please dear, do not fuss so. You shall stretch out the collar,” Lady Ellos chided gently, pulling his hands down from his shirt front.

“It is itchy Mother I do not like it,” Jamison complained, continuing to pull at the collar of his shirt.

Caleb smiled at him in sympathy, remembering formal events in his youth when he was forced to dress in uncomfortable clothes.

“Come with me Jamison, I know a trick that will help you to feel more comfortable,” Caleb instructed, taking Jamison by the hand and leading him out of the room.

Caleb brought him to his bath and then slightly damping the edge of a hand towel in a pitcher of water, which had just been heated for Caleb to use. He then gently wiped the inside and back of Jamison’s collar, until it no longer felt stiff and starchy.

“There now. How is that?” Caleb asked with a warm voice, seeing the boy was already feeling more at ease.

“It is much better, thank you Caleb,” Jamison said, in a voice filled with happy relief.

“Very good, let us go and tell your Mother. That will give her one less thing to worry about,” Caleb replied with a light laugh, standing up from his kneeling and leading Jamison back to the sitting room.

“Mother look! Caleb fixed my shirt!’ Jamison announced happily, as he hobbled quickly over to his Mother, with a broad smile.

“How wonderful! Thank you Caleb, we shall all have a more enjoyable afternoon I am sure,” Lady Ellos remarked with a lovely smile. “I was visiting your Bride for a time. She looks so joyful. She was dressed in her lovely new underpinnings for her gown and having her hair arranged. Imagin apparently curled Laurel’s hair in strips of cloth and then combed out the curls with just her fingers. It was so simple yet so lovely. She was then kind enough to arrange Oriel’s hair as well, in this adorable upswept creation,” Lady Ellos spoke in a warm voice, touching her daughter’s hair softly and smiling adoringly at her.

“Do you like it Aiden?” Oriel asked with bright eyes, as the others laughed or smiled gently at her need to be admired by Aiden.

“I most certainly do Orrie. Everyone is going to take you for a princess,” Aiden answered back, smiling charmingly.

“Well she is not. She is just plain old Orrie,” Jamison chimed in wrinkling his nose at her, as she smiled affectionately back at Aiden. 

Oriel then turned to her brother, her smile instantly disappearing, and replaced with a glare as she shoved him roughly to the floor. Everyone looked at them in surprise, Owain and Rian having to turn away to hide their laughter.

“Oriel and Jamison stop this at once!” Lady Ellos scolded, her face embarrassed and frustrated.

I did not do anything! She pushed me!” Jamison yelled angrily, then leaned over and punched his sister’s leg.

“Ouch, stop it!” Oriel yelled back, as she kicked Jamison in the leg.

“Ouch!” Jamison yelled, than began crying.

“Oh, by the Maker,” Lady Ellos whispered in frustration, as she placed her hand to her forehead.

“Alright you two. That is quite enough. Come along now with Aiden and I,” Caleb stepped in, picking up Jamison and gesturing to Aiden who took a now crying Oriel by the hand, and followed Caleb out of the room. 

“The little urchins do this sort of thing all the time,” King Garron said laughing heartily along with King Fergus, until Lady Ellos turned and glared at them both. “Oh…so sorry my dear,” King Garron said clearing his throat uncomfortably, as he and King Fergus abruptly stopped laughing. 

 

After a reasonable amount of time had passed, Lady Ellos was pleasantly surprised, to find Caleb and Aiden had taken the children to Caleb’s room. They were sitting happily at his desk playing Pass the Boar. Lady Ellos just stood for a moment, watching and smiling her eyes filled with emotion, as she observed her now contented children, happily playing with Caleb and Aiden. 

How misunderstood they are, she thought sadly to herself at the thought of some of Gwenlais’ nobility still looking at them as barbaric. 

Caleb looked up and smiled at her warmly, as the others turned to follow his gaze.

“Come along now my dears. Caleb and Aiden must now get ready for the wedding,” Lady Ellos spoke, in a quiet soft voice.

“Take the game with you so you may finish in the sitting room,” Caleb mentioned, as the children walked towards their mother.

Lady Ellos took their hands and led them out of the room, mouthing silently “Thank you” as she left.

“Well old man I suppose I should begin to get ready myself. So how are you feeling? Ready to ride off to Ardara are you?” Aiden asked with a laugh, as he stood up from the desk and hit Caleb roughly on the arm.

“How did you know about that?” Caleb asked back, laughing in return.

“Cahir told us all this morning when you were in your room sulking because you could not see Laurel,” Aiden replied, with a wry grin.

“You cannot keep any secrets in this family,” Caleb smirked back, as he stood up from the desk. “To answer your question, I feel…strangely calm. I am indeed ready to ride off to Ardara, but only if Laurel is with me,” Caleb answered, with a look of utter happiness and serenity.

“Congratulations old man. I am very happy for you. You will finally be with someone who deserves you,” Aiden spoke with repressed emotion, as he smiled once again. 

Caleb smiled back hitting Aiden’s arm, moved by his brother’s sincere show of emotion.

“And from what I have observed it will be happening for you as well, maybe sooner than you think,” Caleb stated, with a mordant grin.

“Hmm. Well I must admit I am looking forward to this evening also,” Aiden replied with a broad smile, as he turned and left the room.

 

Tramaine walked with trepidation through the smoked filled, dark and dreary looking tavern. Looking about nervously, as he pulled his hooded cloak tighter around himself. The patrons of this particular establishment, being of ill and dangerous repute, along with the tavern itself. He continued to look about, searching for a particular individual among the various drunken reprobates, thugs, numerous mercenaries and other trouble makers.

Hearing the sound of cackling, shrill female laughter, he looked over to his far right, and there he was. Warwick, sitting at a table with a haggard looking tavern wench on his lap, laughing at him and playing with his long pale gold curls. Warwick looked thin and drawn, his clothing and hair however, clean and well kept, as his ego would never allow him to look less than presentable. He had managed to take care of himself, by offering his ardent attentions to an older wealthy widow, of questionable reputation. Securing a place to sleep and eat, and receiving a generous allowance, by having to endure her affections he found loathsome and repugnant, drowning his pain in the murky depths of some bottle.  He had even considered taking her life and her fine home for himself, but she did not trust him, and kept well paid bodyguards about the house at all times. Tramaine walked over to the table and sat down slowly, as he took off his hood. Warwick stopped smiling at the wench and looked at Tramaine with contempt, as he whispered something into her ear, she then gave him a wide smile revealing missing and rotted teeth and slipped off his lap and walked away.   

“So what brings you to my realm of decadence and debauchery, Tramaine?” Warwick asked with mockery, as he took a gulp of whatever spirit he was drinking from the bottle in front of him.

“I am a visionary my friend. And before I was able to speak with you, being so brutishly mistreated and threatened by the barbarian, I wished to tell you I saw great untapped potential in you,” Tramaine answered with a sly grin.

“Friend is it? Well friend, where were you when the blood thirsty bastard from the west, threatened my life and left me battered and penniless in the wilderness with nothing but my horse?” Warwick enquired, taking another drink and looking suspicious. 

“Well Warwick you certainly could not have expected me to come to your defense then could you? The barbaric brute would have cut me down for sport. I had to wait for the proper time to act. They are all away now in Heathwin, delightfully distracted with the wedding,” Tramaine explained with a cunning grin.

“So, the beast finally got the morsel from Gwenlais in his clutches did he? Tell me, is it one of those weddings?” Warwick asked, with a contemptable laugh. 

“No, I am afraid it was one of those signed alliance weddings. The wedding however is not my reason for coming to see you. I have a proposition for you my friend. I felt with your contacts and acquaintances,” Tramaine paused again for a moment and looked nervously around, noticing they were being watched by several unsavory characters, “you would be the ideal partner to help make my vision a reality. That vision would be mutually beneficial,” Tramaine spoke in a lowered voice, as he reached into his cloak and pulled out a heavy pouch of coins and placed it on the table in front of Warwick.

“You now have my attention. Do tell me of this vison…friend,” Warwick replied, with a devious smile as he hefted the pouch in his hand.

 

“Cahir stop, I cannot get dressed when you are doing that,” Eavan giggled as Cahir stood behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist, kissing and nibbling her neck.

“That is what I am trying to prevent mo ghra.  You look most enticing in you undergarments,” Cahir replied with a roguish smile, kissing her neck once more.

Eavan giggled even more as she wrapped her arm about Cahir’s neck.

“I cannot very well show up to the wedding dressed in only my chemise and underskirt,” Eavan told him, with mock annoyance.

Cahir stood up to his full height and gently turned Eavan to face him, smiling at her lovingly.

“I have just missed my sweet little mouse. It was almost unbearable lying alone in our bed, being able to smell your delicious scent on your pillow,” Cahir spoke in an ardent low voice, holding her face in his hands and kissing her cheeks and forehead softly.

“I missed you as well mo fhear ceile daor. I shall be back in your arms tonight,” Eavan told him, with a trembling smile. 

“This is true, but perhaps you could give me a bit of your time now,” Cahir replied, continuing to kiss Eavan’s face.

“You mean now? Just before the wedding?” Eavan asked in a breathless whisper, becoming more responsive to Cahir’s passionate affections.

“Yes mo stor. There is still time. You know Mother will not allow anything to begin until she is certain everything is in place. None of the guest are here as yet,” Cahir said, as he smiled at her temptingly.

Eavan smiled back, as she found herself lost in his ice blue eyes.

“Very well my love. But then we must hurry back,” Eavan giggled, as Cahir took her up in his arms before she finished speaking.

“Of course my darling, I only require a bit of your undivided attention,” Cahir smiled once again, as they lay down in their bed and then taking her his arms kissed her deeply.

 

A short time later after they had bathed and dressed, Cahir and Eavan walked hand and hand through the corridor smiling at each other secretively, as they walked into the Grand Hall. Eavan walked over to the Head table to examine the centerpiece, satisfied with the care she saw the attendants had given it, she walked back up the staircase with Cahir. They glanced down from the balcony once more, seeing that the Pipe Players and drummers had just arrived. Stopping in front of Caleb’s door for one more passionate kiss, with Aiden opening the door and smirking at them happily.

“You cannot do this in front of Caleb, he is already pacing and mumbling,” Aiden said teasingly, Eavan laughed and kissed Cahir once more before walking down the corridor.

“Cannot do what?” Caleb asked grumpily, from the room.

“Apparently I cannot kiss my wife, as Aiden mentioned you were pacing and mumbling,” Cahir answered smiling sardonically at Caleb who was indeed nervously pacing about. “Come and sit down Caleb and let us set up your Tablut board,” Cahir suggested as he joined Aiden already sitting at the desk.

“I have already suggested it, but he will not sit long enough to play a single game,” Aiden mentioned, resetting the board on the desk.

“I am far too restless to concentrate,” Caleb said, as he paused for a moment. “The Pipe Players are here already I see,” Caleb spoke again, finally sitting down in his leather chair.

“Yes, they had just arrived when Eavan and I were coming up the stairs,” Cahir said giving Aiden a look of amusement, at seeing Caleb stand up and resume his nervous pacing.

“Caleb, you are not going to make things happen any sooner by pacing about like a nervous animal,” Aiden looked over smiling and shaking his head, as he moved his piece on the Tablut board. 

“Really, the pacing, does it help?” Cahir asked with a sly grin, as Aiden chuckled.

“It is preventing me from coming over there and smacking those stupid grins off your faces,” Caleb replied in a low grumble, as Cahir and Aiden laughed once again. 

“Well I have another question for you. How long has it been since you have made love to a virgin?” Cahir asked matter of factly, causing Aiden to laugh, and Caleb to stop his pacing and look at him.

“Now why would you ask me that?” Caleb asked back, with a bit of annoyance.

“Just answer the question,” Cahir directed smiling at him without sarcasm, as he moved another piece on the board.

“It has been quite a while. We were both virgins at the time. She has since married and had considerable amount of children. Now again, why do you ask?” Caleb said, as he sat once more in his chair.  

“I am asking you this because you are pacing around like a Scimitar in heat, and if you do not relax and calm down, you are going to scare the life out of your poor Bride,” Cahir answered smiling, but in a serious concerned tone.

Caleb smiled at him resignedly, and taking a deep breath, put his head against the back of his chair. 

“That is the last thing I wish to do,” Caleb replied, in a quiet more subdued voice.

“Of course it is. My dear Eavan was quite shy and timid at first, but it did not last long. We had been courting, as you know, for some time and she was quite used to my affections. Aside from my Patrol missions, we saw each other almost every day. Your Princess has not had that privilege. You are going to have to be very patient and understanding of her,” Cahir advised thoughtfully.

“I have already reassured Laurel that I would be. Did you not see how I had things prepared for her in the garden?” Caleb asked, feeling slightly put out by Cahir’s advice.

“I did notice, and I am most impressed with your foresight. But the way you were acting a few moments ago, it would be very easy for you to disregard all your careful planning, and let your emotions get in the way. Just enjoy the evening Caleb, enjoy the wedding feast. Do not have memories of the past, cloud your vision of what you have in front of you. Your Princess adores you, and it can be seen in her eyes whenever she looks at you. Just be patient and reassure her that you will be. Remember you have nothing to prove to Laurel, she is marrying her Prince. You need only be loving and gentle with her, the rest will unfold,” Cahir advised in a warm and caring tone, as he moved another piece on the Tablut board. Aiden looked up from the game not speaking and smiling at the both of them. 

“She has the most adorable blush whenever I tease her. I will not tease her tonight however. I cannot wait to see her reaction when I bring her out to the back garden,” Caleb said, with a warm smile.

“She is going to love it Caleb. She will most definitely appreciate all the planning and care you put into it. Do you not remember how all the ladies present, carried on with how beautiful everything was?” Aiden reminded him encouragingly.  

“Yes I do. I appreciate the both of you helping me to relax and put things in perspective. And yes, I will just calm down and enjoy the evening. Truthfully my sweet girl will be timid and nervous, of that I have no doubt. I do not wish to add to it by not being relaxed and calm around her tonight. Well, here come the rest of the Groomsmen, the time is almost upon us gentlemen,” Caleb spoke in a more relaxed and happier tone, as Owain, Deaglan, Rian, and Quinlan entered the room.

“Well Caleb, are you about ready to take your place downstairs? I am sure you heard the pipes just finishing their practicing?” Quinlan said with a broad smile, hitting Caleb’s shoulder.

“I most certainly am. Let me just grab my jacket,” Caleb answered smiling back, as he stood up and put his formal Sentinel jacket on. 

All present with the exception of Deaglan, who was dressed in his official royal guard attire, wore the formal steel grey colored jackets of the Sentinels. Along with each one wearing the sash of their Clann colors. Phineas dressed in a very formal black waist coat and matching trousers walked in with both of the fathers. King Fergus dressed in the same attire of the others wearing the colors of his Clann as well. King Garron was dressed in an opulent formal jacket of emerald green to match his wife, with rich brown trousers.

“My dear boy I am most happy to state, it is time for us to make our way downstairs,” King Fergus said, his voice filled with pride as he grasped Caleb’s shoulders.

Just then Wendell walked in quietly with a beaming smile, wearing his freshly laundered and pressed Scribe robes. 

“I am here to announce, I have just come from seeing her Highness. She is most lovely as you can all imagine. Her exact words to me were. ‘Wendell tell them all I wish to get started as I am quite tired of waiting’. She was a bit grumpy and pacing nervously,” Wendell said with a smile, as everyone laughed.

“That certainly does sound familiar,” Aiden remarked, hitting Caleb on the arm.

“Well you heard her Highness’ mandate. Let us get started,” Caleb said with a broad smile, as they all made their way downstairs. 

The guests had already arrived and were now beginning to get seated. Chairs had been placed in front of where the Bride and Groom as well as the attendants would be standing, while the couple would be reciting their vows.

Queen Alana and Lady Ellos were already seated as their husbands joined them. Phineas sat next to King Garron and Lady Ellos so that he would be able to translate the vows for them, as they would be said entirely in old speak. Wendell sat down next to a beaming Clare, who was wearing a lovely dress of pale blue velvet that made her eyes even more vivid. She sat with her parents, Marcus was also in his Scribe robes, as Tess wore a red tunic dress with gold trim. They would only be staying for the ceremony, leaving after congratulating the couple to reopen the pub, for the many citizens that would be there to celebrate the nuptials. Clare however would be staying throughout the joyous celebration of the wedding feast.

“You look most handsome in your robes Wendell,” she leaned over and whispered to him.

“Thank you Clare. I must say you look most exquisite this afternoon. I consider it an honor to have you as my guest,” Wendell replied back, with a benevolent smile.

“Oh, Wendell. You are truly the sweetest man I have ever met,” Clare whispered, as she placed her arm through his and leaned closer to him, Wendell’s smile becoming ever expressive.

As Caleb and his Groomsmen took their place in the front of the Hall, the Elder Scribe walked in and standing in front of Caleb smiled at him warmly and shook his hand. Caleb then looked over and saw Lucas speaking with the lead Pipe Player, who nodded and smiled in acknowledgement. He then noticed the leader of the group talk quietly as all the players including the drummers, began to form the line they customarily did when beginning their escort march. Lucas then walked over to where Caleb’s parents and King Garron and Lady Ellos sat, talking with them for a moment. King Fergus then looked up at Caleb, smiling and giving him a slight nod, before both he and King Garron stood up and took their places on the aisle. Caleb looked over to his left and saw that all of the Groomsmen were smiling at him and glancing intermittently towards the staircase.

“Caleb,” Aiden called to him quietly, as he nodded looking at the top of the staircase.

There stood Cinnie, smiling happily holding the hands of her twin daughters, who stood on either side of her holding their baskets of rose petals. Heather was the shyest of the twins, and had taken a nasty tumble down the staircase a short time ago. She was too nervous to walk down the stairs and cried she no longer wanted to throw petals, until her mother offered to walk with them. They were all dressed in a festive burnt orange, which matched the harvest season foliage. The twins’ dresses were identical, with lovely full skirts stopping at their ankles to show a hint of their lacy full length pantaloons.  Cinnie’s tunic dress draped sensually off her shoulders, and across her tall form. Her laced bodice showcasing the womanly curves of a new mother. Her long hair parted to the side and held in place by a jeweled comb.  She looked down and seeing Quinlan, winked at him, as he smiled back adoringly at her.

“Hello Papa!” Lilly called out, as both girls waved to him. 

Quinlan waved back smiling proudly, not embarrassed by their greeting, as the Hall was momentarily filled with delighted laughter.

As soon as the Hall became quiet, the Pipe Players began to play the customary melody of the wedding procession. First the drums began a slow and rhythmic beat, then increased the tempo slightly, as the pipes joined in and began their hauntingly beautiful melody. Cinnie and her girls then made their way down the staircase, walking under the beautifully decorated arches, then continued to the open aisle, the girls tossing their petals.

All the guests smiled and whispered in amusement and approval of the little girls’ appearance. Next at the top of the stairs was Oriel and Jamison, walking arm and arm, taking their time and smiling at everyone, enjoying the attention and smiles they were receiving. They took a bit longer than Cinnie had with her twins, due to Jamison’s limped gait. But no one was bothered by this, as they finally took their place to stand with Cinnie and the girls, opposite of Caleb and the Groomsmen, their mother beaming proudly from her seat.  Next to walk down, was the rest of the Bridal attendants, all behind one another, walking in perfect graceful order. Ione was first in line wearing a form fitting gown of royal blue, which draped slightly off her shoulders, her long dark hair pulled back in a loose braid, showcasing her beautiful face and mysterious smile she was known for, carrying a bouquet as all the other attendants, of deep blue and white lilies tied with a silver ribbon. Next came Kerrie also in royal blue, her dress being more fluid and graceful, having a fitted bodice but with a flowing skirt. Following was Eavan, who wore a gown the color of rich acorn brown, with a sheer lace bodice of the same color. Then, stepped down Marina and Tulla, wearing gowns of the same color of shimmering pewter. The dresses were identical in color only, as Marina’s had fitted sleeves with a lightly boned bodice and contrasting black lacings. Tulla’s gown had a dropped waist with trumpet sleeves. As all the attendants were finally at their designated places, the music paused for a moment. Then suddenly a drum roll began. The pipes then commenced once more, but this time all the players walked slowly forward, towards the front of the Hall. All of a sudden Laurel and Mistress Gavenia appeared at the top of the stairs, their arms entwined as Laurel held her bouquet in her right hand. All the guests stood, as they watched her and Mistress Gavenia descend slowly down the staircase. Mistress Gavenia wore an elegant shawl collared gown of pale green with a forest green velvet overlay with trumpet sleeves. Imagin walked a pace behind, holding Laurel’s train. Imagin looked mature and lovely in her gown of dark silver grey, with its fitted high bodice and matching lace at the collar and wrists. Caleb smiled, mesmerized by Laurel’s ethereal appearance. Her soft white gown, with blue silk lilies, billowed delicately behind her. The sheer veil she wore did not hide her radiant smile, as she looked at over Caleb. As she and Mistress Gavenia made their way through the archway, the Pipe Players stood all along the full length of the aisle, so they would be behind Laurel as she made her way down the aisle to join Caleb. Laurel and Mistress Gavenia stopped in front of King Garron, who smiled proudly at Laurel with tears in his eyes. Mistress Gavenia then carefully lifted Laurel’s veil, and arranged it gingerly over her head and around Laurel’s face. She then kissed Laurel on the cheek and walked over to her seat next to Phineas. 

“Are you ready my dear?” King Garron leaned down and whispered, offering his arm to Laurel.

“Yes Father. I am,” Laurel whispered back with a glowing smile, looking at her Father, then looking forward at Caleb’s elated expression.

King Garron then walked down the aisle until they met King Fergus. King Garron then kissed Laurel on both cheeks and placed her hand in King Fergus’.  King Garron then walked back to his seat, his eyes filled with tears once again, as Lady Ellos held his hand in her’s, smiling at him lovingly.

King Fergus then placed the sash representing the five Clanns of Heathwin over her shoulder.

 

“You are now daughter of the five Clanns and daughter of Heathwin,” King Fergus announced in a rich full voice, as it resonated throughout the Hall.

He then continued to escort Laurel down the aisle until they stopped in front of Caleb. King Fergus kissed Laurel’s cheek, then turned and embraced Caleb, before he too returned to his seat. Caleb took Laurel’s right hand as they both stood in front of the Elder Scribe, who smiled warmly at both of them.

“We are here today to witness the union of Prince Caleb of Heathwin and Princess Laurel of Gwenlais. We are most blessed as their union will also unite our two Kingdoms as one, forever strengthening our ties to each other and all of Rienfield. We are also blessed that this union will share the greatest strength of all, that of a deep and true love of a husband and wife.  Prince Caleb and Princess Laurel, will you please face each other and join hands,” the Elder Scribe instructed warmly.

Imagin stepped forward, and picking up Laurel’s modestly long train, moved it as Laurel turned to face Caleb. Then walking up to Laurel quickly, Imagin took Laurel’s bouquet from her, and walked over to where the Bridal attendants stood. Caleb and Laurel then joined hands, and smiling at each other lovingly, waited for the Elder Scribes next instructions.

“Prince Caleb, will you now please recite your vows to Princess Laurel,” the Elder Scribe directed with a kind smile.

“Caleb me` anois agat Laurel a bheith ar mo bhean cheile…..” Caleb began reciting the marriage vows, his deep voice confident and calm.

Phineas then leaned over and spoke in a low voice to King Garron, Lady Ellos and Mistress Gavenia, translating the vows in common speech.

“I Caleb, now take you Laurel,” Phineas began keeping his voice clear but undertone, “To be my wife in the presence of the Maker and these witnesses. I promise to be a loving, faithful and loyal husband to you as long as we both shall live,” Phineas concluded looking over at the couple, with emotion filled eyes, as he waited for Laurel to speak.

Caleb then smiled lovingly at Laurel, as he waited for her to be told to recite her vows. Giving her hands a gentle squeeze as he saw her becoming nervous.

“Princess Laurel will you please now, recite your vows to Prince Caleb,” the Elder Scribe now instructed Laurel.

Laurel took a quick breath and then began to recite her vows in old speak, clearly and steadily, her voice not shaking as she herself was.

“I Laurel ghlacdh anois Caleb…” Laurel paused for a moment, her eyes wide as she suddenly forgot the words.

Phineas looked up, as everyone held their breath for a moment, waiting for her to continue. King Fergus and Queen Alana held hands, and glanced at each other with nervous smiles.

“Leat a bheith,” Caleb whispered, smiling at her adoringly.

Laurel smiled back as her mind cleared, and she once again remembered the words they had practiced together every day for almost a fortnight.

“I Laurel ghlacdh anois Caleb leat a bheith ar mo fhear…” Laurel continued, no longer nervous.

“Faithful and loyal wife to you as long as we both shall live,” Phineas concluded, his voice filled with emotion.

“The couple will now recite the Vow of Unity in common speech,” the Elder Scribe informed everyone present.

Caleb and Laurel smiled at each other once more, and then recited the Vow of Unity together.

“We swear by peace and love to stand, heart to heart and hand in hand. Mark O’ Maker and hear us now, confirming this our sacred vow,” they recited together in perfect unison.

“I, by the right as Elder Scribe of the Kingdom of Heathwin, now pronounce you Prince and Princess of Heathwin and husband and wife. You may now kiss your Bride,” the Elder Scribe announced, with a beaming smile.

Caleb then took Laurel’s face in both hands and kissed her passionately but tenderly in front of all present. The entire Hall suddenly burst into applause as well as cheering and whistling coming up from the crowd. The Pipe Players and drummers began to play once more, as they then proudly marched forward and out into the courtyard, where they would play and march for the crowd, gathered just a short distance in the roadway, marking the wedding ceremony was now concluded.  All the Bridal attendants and Groomsmen, came forward hugging, kissing and congratulating the happy couple. Their parents were the next to come up to them. Queen Alana embraced and kissed Laurel and then Caleb. 

“You did beautifully my dear. It took much courage to begin again and continue to recite your vows in old speak. No one would have blamed you if you had chosen to continue in common,” Queen Alana praised her warmly.

“Caleb gave me the courage. He just whispered the next two words and I remembered,” Laurel replied smiling at Caleb, with bright luminous eyes.

“I knew she would remember, with all the practicing we did,” Caleb stated in a warm and loving voice, leaning over and wrapping his arms around Laurel’s shoulders and kissing the side of her face.

“You were amazing my girl. I am so proud of you,” King Garron spoke up with pride, as he stepped forward to embrace Laurel and kissing the top of her head.

“Thank you Father. I am just happy it is over,” Laurel replied with a tired laugh, as everyone laughed with her. 

They spent a joyful but exhausting time being greeted and congratulated by the guests, the Chieftains and their wives being the first to do so. Chieftain McCullan proudly introduced his new lady acquaintance, who Laurel recognized as one of the Physician’s attendants she had met, when she was at the Infirmary after the Scimitar attack. A young and vivacious woman of thirty seasons, with sparkling blue green eyes and long curly auburn hair.

“It is so nice to see you again Roisin. I look forward to working with you in the coming months,” Laurel exclaimed happily, as she took her hands. 

“It will be an honor your Highness. I look forward to learning more of the Ollams’ ways of practicing the healing arts,” Roisin replied back, with bright enthusiasm.  

“I am most happy for you my lad,” Chieftain McCullan said bawdily, hitting Caleb on the arm. “My heart melted watching your little lass up there reciting her vows in old speak, and then doing it again when she forgot the words. I nearly yelled them out to her myself,” McCullan laughed.

“Thank you McCullan. I am happy for you as well. Roisin seems like a very lovely and warm woman. I remember her caring for Laurel at the Infirmary,” Caleb looked over smiling, as Laurel and Roisin were still engaged in animated conversation.

“Aye. That she is lad. That she is. She has done much in healing my tired worn heart. I met her as she was tending to a new Keeper in training. His Hunter took quite a liking to the lad, and did not wish for him to leave when he did. So she grabbed on to his shoulder and dragged him back in her den and held him a bit longer. He is fine but he needed a few stitches for his wound. Roisin was the attendant they sent over. She had no fear whatsoever of the Scimitars. I was quite smitten after that,” McCullan said smiling proudly.

“Good for you McCullan. You deserve a bit of happiness,” Caleb replied, patting him on the back. 

“Aye, I feel we all do lad,” McCullan spoke back with a warm smile.

The warm wishes and congratulations continued for a bit longer, until music begun by the minstrels, signaling it was soon time to begin the feast. The announcer then instructed everyone to take their seats at the tables, as servants began to enter the Hall, and to pour drinks at all of the tables. Everyone was very impressed with all the lovely decorations and flowers. Much to Eavan’s delight and Cahir’s pride, leaning over and kissing her whenever something was mentioned concerning the decorations and flower arrangements. Servants started to disassemble the archways so as to make room for dancing later on. Queen Alana had mandated they be placed in storage to be used later on at some time, for when Caleb and Laurel had their first child, during the naming ceremony.  The servers then began to bring out the first course of baked stuffed apples, filled with nuts and dried fruit, served in a warm honey spiced syrup. Various cheeses, warm breads, savory chutneys, fresh grapes, and pickled vegetables of all description were also placed on large trays for each table. The Grand Hall was filled with music and cheerful talking and laughter. Caleb and Laurel would often steal kisses between eating. Caleb was either stroking Laurel’s hair or touching her face, being quite open with his affections, paying no mind to the snickering or teasing he was being given for doing so. King Garron would occasionally glance over and roll his eyes, as he saw Caleb yet again, kissing Laurel, or brushing his finger across her cheek.

“He is most pathetic Ellos. He cannot keep his hands off her,” he whispered with a wry smirk, as Lady Ellos merely laughed quietly at her husband.

 

Wendell sat on the bottom step of the staircase, busily sketching everyone seated at the Head table, his face sometimes intense with concentration. That intense look would melt away instantly into a warm smile, whenever Clare would offer him a morsel from the plate she was holding, as she sat next to him. Clare was doting and caring to Wendell, often going back for more sumptuous tidbits and cider. She found him charming and sweet. Clare often received attention and admiration by other men, with her working in her father’s pub. She paid little mind to them, as they were very frequently too daring or outright rude in their complements. Wendell was different. He was shy at first, and even after having a bit too much ale, he was still polite and surprisingly eloquent in his speech. His small stature and frailty only endeared him to Clare more, as it was in her nature to be nurturing and caring. She would lean in to look admiringly at Wendell’s work, much to his delight. Wendell no longer felt awkward or shy, now a sense of calm and a happiness he had never felt enveloped him, especially with the knowledge that Prince Caleb himself invited him to stay in Heathwin.

 

The servers soon brought out large tureens of rich pureed pumpkin chowder, and a hearty barley and vegetable soup, with warm soft freshly baked rolls and sweet cream butter. The guests were all pleased and delighted with the menu so far, already talking of what was to come. Caleb looked over and saw that Laurel had only taken a few bites of her chowder, even though it was her favourite. He knew she would not eat if she became nervous or anxious, even if it was a happy nervousness. 

“Here my love. Take just a few more bites. Indulge me,” he said in a loving soft voice, offering her a bite of chowder, as she smirked at his attempt to get her to eat more.

She took the offered bites to appease him, as he softly kissed her lips. 

The servers next brought out the third course, of roasted root vegetables, creamed onions and mushrooms, boiled buttered potatoes, a rich corn pudding, succulent roasted beef, chicken and platters of sliced roasted gork on each guest table. The head table itself had a whole roasted gork, as well as all the other accompaniments.  Everyone was soon enjoying the delicious feast, as talking was a bit more subdued, with everyone concentrating on the festive fare in front of them. A short time later, everyone’s attention was drawn to King Fergus standing up at the head table, lightly tapping his fork against his wine glass.

“Family and friends. I would like to offer a toast to the happy couple,” King Fergus announced as he raised his glass, with everyone following suit, as Caleb and Laurel looked over at him, smiling. “To Caleb and Laurel. May your love be that which the poets write of. May you always remember to find solace in each other’s arms, even if you yourselves are the cause of the other’s strife. And may you have many children to fill this house, and do not take too long as your Mother is most impatient,” King Fergus said with a broad smile, as everyone laughed, with Laurel blushing brightly with Caleb laughing as well.

King Garron was next to stand and offer a toast.

“To my dear girl. I shall miss your laughter and yes even your scolding tone. Life will be quite different without seeing you there at breakfast every morning and dinner in the evening. I am however most happy for you, as you have married your Prince that you have loved, I dare say since you first met.  May you indeed find happiness in your new home with your new family and people, who to my abundant comfort, obviously love you a great deal. To Caleb, my new son-in-law. I gladly give my daughter over to your capable care and keeping. I said to you before, you will never grow bored with Laurel, but I assure you, you will most likely become exhausted,” King Garron told Caleb with a knowing smile, amid good natured laughing. 

Aiden then stood up to offer his well wishes, as Caleb looked at him with a mordant grin.

“To my brother Caleb. Congratulations on finding a girl that will put up with your moods, your bad temper, and all around annoying demeanor. To my dear Laurel. I wish to thank you in behalf of all of us, for helping to greatly improve Caleb’s overall general disposition. And for being such a delightful distraction for him that he leaves the rest of us alone. You will forever have our heartfelt respect and gratitude for this, as we all know what a difficult pain in the arse he can be,” Aiden finished, smiling wryly at them both.

“Here, here,” Caleb replied raising his glass, as everyone once again laughed.

Phineas then stood, pausing for a moment thoughtfully, looking down at his glass before slowly raising it and looking over at Caleb and Laurel, with a soft smile.

“I would like to propose a toast if I may,” Phineas announced, very unassumingly.

“This is going to become emotional, love,” Aiden whispered to Marina, who was seated next to him as he handed her a clean napkin. 

“To Prince Caleb,” Phineas began. “I have known both of you for most or all of your lives. I have seen you Sire, go from an eager and headstrong boy, to a capable, respected, and well-loved leader of your people. I watched your love grow for her Highness as you became her love, her protector, and I dare say at times, her counselor. For that you will always have my utmost respect and admiration,” Phineas then paused for a moment, looking down at his glass again, before looking back up and smiling with unabashed affection at Laurel. “To you my beloved, Princess Laurel.  I am most happy and most proud of you today. You have proven yourself to be, the woman your mother always knew you would become. I have seen you grow from a precocious, adventurous child, into a beautiful, brave and selfless woman. You have become the youngest Ollam, Gwenlais has ever had, and I have enjoyed the privilege and honor of serving as your counselor.  It is with a most heavy but gladdened heart, that today I relinquish my role as your counselor, and allow you to move on with your life without me. I wish you to know however that I have always believed, as your mother did, that you are the child the Olden Scribes hoped for and wrote about. For I have seen that you do indeed hold the heart of Heathwin, and you shall always hold mine. I will forever remain your most loyal and faithful servant. You truly are the Treasure of Gwenlais,” Phineas spoke his voice strained with emotion, as Laurel smiled at him, with tears streaming down her face.

Aiden looked over and smiled as Marina sniffed and wiped away her tears. Aiden then began to clap as everyone soon followed, the Hall all at once erupting into applause, as Phineas smiled and sat back down, with King Garron leaning over and patting his shoulder.

King Fergus then stood up again, as he glanced over and smiled at Phineas for a moment, before speaking.

“Well, seeing as Master Phineas has successfully brought us all to tears, I say it is now time for one more surprise, Announcer if you please,” King Fergus said, as he gestured over to the royal announcer.

“May I have your attention please, beloved family members and dear friends. We will now begin the evening’s festivities with Princess Bebhinn singing the ancient wedding song of enduring love as a gift to the Bride and Groom,” the announcer’s rich booming voice echoed throughout the Hall. Caleb and Laurel and the rest at the tables all smiled and looked in the direction of the front of the Hall. Bebhinn then stood there her eyes cast downward for a moment, as she waited for the minstrels to begin playing the lovely melody. Bebhinn then raised her face and looking at Caleb and Laurel, smiled as she began the beautiful song. Her voice was clear, and sweet, each note was reached to perfection. The song was of a young couple who promised their love to each other, only to be cruelly separated, when the young man was captured while fishing on his boat. He did not return to his home for several seasons, not expecting his love to have waited for him. To his great delight she had indeed waited for his return. He had a beautiful pendant of silver made for her, depicting two hands holding a crowned heart, representing undying friendship, loyalty and love. After giving it to her they were then happily wed and remained in love for the rest of their days. When Bebhinn finished her song the Hall burst into applause, with Bebhinn walking up to the Head table receiving a kiss from both Caleb and Laurel. The announcer was soon standing again to announce it was now time for the Bride and Groom’s first dance as a married couple. Caleb took Laurel’s hand and led her to the dance floor, and taking her in his arms lovingly, began to move in perfect harmony as the minstrels then played a lovely waltz. Caleb and Laurel began to dance gracefully together, smiling adoringly at each other. 

“How are you feeling mo stor? You look utterly enchanting,” Caleb spoke, in a low and tender voice.

“Thank you Sire. I am feeling wonderfully happy, and a bit tired. As you can imagine I did not sleep well, I was far too excited to sleep. I did not think to ask last night, did you enjoy the bachelor dinner?” Laurel asked, with bright smile.

“Yes I did. Remy and Phariss were their usual irritating selves, but in all, still enjoyable,” Caleb answered with an adoring smile, as they both looked up for a moment, with the announcer inviting all at the head table to join them on the dance floor.

Laurel smiled warmly as she noticed Phineas walking over to one of the guest tables, and extending his hand out to Adele, inviting her to dance with him. When Laurel mentioned it to Caleb he just looked over shaking his head and grinned knowingly, saying they needed to announce their relationship and be done with it. When the dance was finished, King Garron came over to them.

“I was hoping I could steal your Bride away for just few moments as I dance this next waltz with her,” King Garron mentioned with a broad smile, as Laurel took his hand. 

“Yes I suppose I could bear a few moments,” Caleb smiled, as he kissed Laurel’s forehead and walked over to where Aiden, Marina, Cahir and Eavan were standing.

“So old man, you are certainly looking a bit more relaxed than earlier,” Aiden remarked with a wry grin.

“I am feeling a bit more relaxed. She looks beautiful, she is happy and content. Aside from not being able to see Laurel all morning it has been a glorious day,” Caleb replied, with a calm and happy smile. 

The evening continued to be festive and entertaining, Oriel was elated to dance with Aiden, then to be asked by Ardal to dance as well, made her quite happy with herself. Owain and Tulla either danced together exclusively or talked quietly together all evening, not leaving each other’s side. Wendell continued to sketch most of the night until his hand grew tired. Clare stayed with him throughout the festivities, and once he finally concluded his drawings, she leaned over and whispered to him, as they watched everyone dancing a lively and jovial dance.

“Do you dance Wendell?” Clare asked, in a soft alluring voice.

“No, unfortunately I have never had the opportunity to learn,” Wendell answered back, swallowing hard as he looked into her luminous eyes.

“That is of no matter Wendell. Come, I will show you,” Clare stated with cheerful enthusiasm, as she took his hand and led him to the dance floor.

In just a short time with Clare’s help, Wendell was actually enjoying himself, even though he was often stepping on her toes or moving in the wrong direction, he was still overjoyed by Clare’s jubilant demeanor.  

After the dance ended the announcement was made that the wedding cake was now being brought out. No sooner, had the announcer stopped talking did the Master Baker and his assistant bring out the enormous wedding cake.

It was in the likeness of the castle of Gwenlais. Laurel was thrilled and laughed joyfully as she hugged Caleb. She had no idea it was to look this way, only knowing it would be filled with rich candied fruits and heavily iced with a decadent icing of butter, honey and cream. Everyone applauded the Master Baker’s creation, as he and his assistant served it themselves. Once everyone was satisfied with all that was offered, the music and dancing resumed and would go on until late in the night. Phineas and Adele once again danced together, smiling at each other warmly and not really attempting to be indifferent.  

“That was a most impassioned speech my darling. I was so moved by it,” Adele whispered, so only Phineas could hear her.

“I am most happy to hear that my love. Tell me, will the children be home this evening,” Phineas asked, with a seductive low voice and smile.

“Why no actually, they will be staying here at the Lodge until after the guests from Gwenlais return,” Adele answered, with an alluring smile. 

“Oh really? How fortunate, for I was hoping to spend a bit of time with you before my departure. Perhaps I could move you once more, with another impassioned speech, just for you alone,” Phineas suggested, as he held her a bit closer. 

Adele smiled even more irresistibly, telling Phineas all he needed to know.

Marina and Aiden danced together once more, and had danced with each other most of the evening, with the exception of Marina dancing one time with Caleb as Aiden danced with Laurel. They went over to one of the couches and sat down, holding hands and talking quietly, occasionally Marina would giggle at something Aiden would say. Laurel smiled from across the Hall watching them together. Caleb grinned in amusement as he followed her gaze.

“So mo ghra, would you be interested in seeing what I have as a surprise for you, in the back garden?” Caleb asked her in a soft deep voice, as it was now dark and he knew all the preparations for the surprise had been made.

“I would love to Sire. I feel we have celebrated with everyone enough for now,” Laurel answered smiling sweetly.

“Wonderful,” Caleb answered as he leaned down and tenderly kissed her lips. “Come with me mo stor,” he said in an ardent whisper, taking her hand and leading her out to the side terrace.  

King Garron looked over and watched them quietly leave the Hall, a smirk on his face.

“Oh, Ellos the lad has no patience. He is leading her out already,” King Garron said grumpily.

“It is already evening dear, and I do believe he has more patience than you are giving him credit for. Come now, let us dance again, and pay no mind to what will be occurring in the back garden,” Ellos laughed lightly, taking King Garron’s arm and walking him to the dance floor.

 

Caleb and Laurel walked quietly hand in hand through the garden, as Caleb led her down the steps and through the back gate. As they walked around the bend Laurel gasped lightly, grabbing Caleb’s arm as she stared in wonder at what stood before her.

“Oh Caleb it is lovely!” Laurel exclaimed, as she marveled at the beautiful white tent, illuminated with lanterns hung from the supporting ropes, opened to reveal candles glowing inside. 

“Come my darling let me show you inside,” Caleb smiled at her lovingly, as he took her hand and walked her to the tent. 

 



  
 


 29: THE WEDDING TENT 
As Laurel walked into the tent, she was amazed with how beautiful and elegant it looked, not at all like the rugged functional tent she had stayed in at the river. There was spice scented candles lit to give it a comforting warm glow.  Almost the entire front of the tent was filled with Laurel’s beloved silver roses. A small round table had wine, cheeses, various fruits, nuts and her favourite confection of honey lavender cake. In the center of the tent was a large beautifully covered bed, with her favourite hues of soft rose and silver, the headboard made of bent willow wood. Off to the side there appeared to be another room of the tent, divided by a gauzy light fabric. She turned to look at Caleb, her eyes wide and luminous, smiling like a delighted child.

“Do you like it mo ghra?” Caleb asked her, in a low ardent voice, walking up to her gently touching her cheek.

“Telling you I like it would be an absurd understatement. It is more beautiful than I could have imagined.  How did you get this done so quickly?” she asked in wonderment.

“Well, I did not do it myself. I did make all the arrangements, but actually setting it up took a few more people,” he said smiling down at her, as he took her in his arms.  

He leaned down and kissed her softly, not wishing to make her feel rushed and self-conscious of their surroundings, rather having her enjoy the ambiance of the tent, and the care that went into pleasing her. As he pulled his face away from her to see her expression, he was delighted that she was smiling back at him, looking happy and comfortable.

“This is truly the best present you could give me, Caleb. Especially all the roses. I was surprised by what you had brought in this morning. However did you get them here?” she asked incredulously.

“It does not matter, I cannot reveal all my secrets, then I will have nothing to surprise you with in the future,” he said beguilingly.

He released her from his embrace and went over to pour a glass of wine.

“Would you care for a glass of wine dearest?  This is one of my favourites.  I think you will enjoy it,” Caleb offered, with a loving smile. 

Looking up to watch her walk about the tent, exploring the surroundings quietly and shyly, as she gingerly touched the bed linens.

“I think I will just have a few sips of your glass, I am feeling a bit tired, a whole glass would put me to sleep,” she looked at him, and realizing the implications of her words, made her blush furiously as she bit her bottom lip.

He smiled and laughed softly at her shyness.  He walked over to her slowly and touching her face, gently brought the wine glass up to her lips.  She held the glass on one side as Caleb still held it in his hand and then took a small sip.  It smelled spicy and warm, and tasted slightly bitter but rich and full.  It felt warm in her throat and stomach as she swallowed it.  She was still not accustomed to wine as her father did not approve of her drinking spirits of any kind.  She licked her lips and looked up at Caleb who was watching her intently with a warm smile.

“Would you like anymore?” he asked, in a soft deep voice.

“No, I am fine for now, perhaps later,” she answered shyly, as she lowered her eyes.  

His eyes were intense, but warm and glowing and she felt it difficult to look at him directly without blushing and feeling awkward. Caleb walked over and placed the wine back down on the small table. He then removed his formal jacket, placing it on the back of a chair, and began to loosen the ties of his shirt, in order to become more comfortable. She turned away for a moment looking about the tent, and again noticing what appeared to be a small room, divided by sheer fabric.

“Caleb, what is that small room over there?” she asked softly, turning around to see him removing his boots and heavy short stockings.

“I am glad you asked,” he said walking up to her. “I had that made just for you.  It is a small area that you can comfortably change out of your wedding gown and into something a bit less restrictive, while allowing you some privacy,” he answered lovingly, as he kissed her forehead.

“I have not brought anything else to wear, I thought we would be spending the night at the Lodge,” she whispered, her face blushing again.

“I have already taken care of that for you, my love. If you walk in, you will see what I have chosen is all laid out for you. Remember, I told you yesterday I had a surprise for you,” Caleb said gently kissing her face, and lips very tenderly.

Laurel looked up at him slowly, her eyes wide and timid, she gently let go of his hands and walked towards the small room, pushing the fabric apart so she could enter. 

He truly did think of everything, she thought.  

He knew she would be pleased with the roses and that she would still be too shy to undress for the first time in front of him. She could see great care had gone into preparing this small space by the glow of a single candle. The gown he had waiting for her was of the same soft grey as one of her dresses that Caleb said was his favourite. It was sleeveless and the bodice was made of a delicate soft lace, of the same color. She could tell as she picked it up to hold it in front of her, that it was cut low in the front, leaving very little to the imagination. She blushed at the thought of wearing something so revealing and sensual. She placed it down on a small side table. Her hands trembled as she began to unlace the bodice of her wedding gown, becoming frustrated as it became increasingly difficult do so.  She made a few frustrated sighs and knew Caleb more than likely heard her, and would probably respond at any moment.

“Is everything all right Laurel?  Do you need any help?” he asked, quietly and patiently.

“Um....I seem to be having a difficult time unlacing my dress. It is just a bit frustrating as I had help dressing, and...well, the laces are a bit tight,” she began to stammer in frustration.  

She continued to pull at the laces but she was not able to loosen them.  She again sighed in frustration, at her nervousness and inability to loosen the laces herself.

“Why do you not come out here for a moment, and I will help you,” Caleb called to her, gently and patiently.  

Laurel threw her hands down in frustration.  Sighing one more time, she pulled back the fabric and walked out towards Caleb, who was waiting for her only a couple of steps away. He was smiling at her warmly, no hint of teasing in his eyes and demeanor. She slowly walked up to him, feeling vulnerable and shy, not even sure of what to say.

“Stella and Mauve helped me to dress, and they just made the laces far too tight, more than I am accustomed to, and I am finding it very...,” Laurel found herself being cut off, by Caleb gently placing his finger to her lips.

“Shh. It is all right. I have no objections to helping you with your dress,” Caleb spoke, barely above a whisper.  

He then very gingerly and slowly began to unlace the front of the gown, taking his time and keeping his eyes averted from hers so as not to make her uncomfortable.

“There we are all done, and yes they were very tight.  It is a wonder you could breathe all day.  Now, why do you not turn around, and I will help you with the back as well,” Caleb continued, in the same low soft voice.  

He was delighted that Laurel willingly complied, moving her hair over her shoulder, he slowly unlaced the back of her dress as well. When he was finished, he placed his hands on either shoulder and pulled her to him as he murmured into the side of her neck.

“Do you still need my help or can you manage getting out of the gown yourself?” he asked her calmly, not trying to press her.

“Yes, I think I can manage myself,” she answered meekly, in a soft voice.

He gently released her shoulders and she walked back into the small room without turning around, her long hair slightly billowing behind her as she walked.  He smiled at her shyness and frustration, as he began to pull the bed coverings down and arranging the pillows in a comfortable way. Looking around he also blew out a few of the candles, making the light a bit dimmer to allow her to feel more comfortable.

 

After removing her gown and the other underpinnings that the gown required, Laurel slipped the soft grey night gown over her head. She marveled at how perfectly it fit her, and how it made her figure look. There was nothing girlish or plain about it. It had been designed for her and her particular physical attributes alone. After blowing out the candle, she found she needed to take a few deep breathes, before moving out into the main area of the tent.  A few moments later Laurel stepped out of the small room. Caleb was utterly captivated by her appearance in the sleeveless lace gown, he had made for her, by the Queen’s own seamstress. The lace bodice fit her figure to perfection, as the flowing long skirt, gently flowed as she walked. Because of her small stature, he made sure to instruct the seamstress to not make it completely touch the floor so as to make her movement less difficult.

“Mo stor, you look absolutely beautiful. I did not think after today, you could look even more so,” Caleb said to her, his eyes filled with love and adoration, as he marveled at her beauty.

“Thank you. I love the gown. I have never had anything so exquisite before,” Laurel answered smiling at him, her eyes moist and lips trembling.

He walked over to her and slowly bent his head down to kiss her softly on her lips. He did so several times and then taking her by both hands walked over to the bed.  Caleb sat down at the foot of the bed as he gently pulled Laurel forward, holding her by the waist as he had her stand between his legs.  She rested her hands on his shoulders, as he looked into her face lovingly.

“I do not want you to feel as if you need to be afraid of tonight. I love you very much, and I want to show that to you. If there is something that makes you uncomfortable, I do not want you to feel you cannot tell me. I just want to express to you how much I adore you, which is all that matters to me tonight. I will not rush you or demand you do anything you do not wish to do. Is there anything that you feel you need or want?” he asked her, with tender concern in his voice, knowing he would have to be gentle and careful of her. 

“No I am fine. I am just a bit nervous, not of you, but well just overall. It has been a very long day,” Laurel answered quietly, trying her best to sound calm. 

Her shaking voice and trembling were making it impossible to hide how she felt. Caleb smiled at her, and standing up took her gently in his arms and slowly began to move his hands up and down her back, as he had done before to help her relax.  He began to kiss her face and forehead, continuing to caress her back and shoulders, until he felt the tension begin to drift away from her body.  He took her face in his hands and slowly kissed her mouth, not kissing her deeply, just gently and with tenderness.  He continued his soothing attentions until she began to sigh with each kiss. 

“Would you be ready to lie down with me mo ghra?” Caleb asked, in a soft low voice.

“Yes, I will,” Laurel whispered her answer.

Caleb smiled at her and took her in his arms and gently laid her on the bed.

He removed his shirt and then lay down next to her. He began to kiss her again as he pulled her closer continuing to gently caress her back.  His kisses became more intense and he began to kiss her deeply as he had done before, but moving slowly and taking his time with her, allowing her passion to rise at its own pace.  Caleb began to softly and slowly move his hand down Laurel’s back and then to her lower body, as he slowly caressed her, gently exploring her trembling form.  He opened his eyes and stopped kissing her, allowing her to look at him as he smiled at her.

“Are you alright?  Do you wish me to stop?” he asked in a whisper.

“N…no,” Laurel answered in a trembling whisper, her grey eyes large and luminous.

Caleb smiled at her and taking her hand, kissed it slowly, kissing each finger lightly, and then placed it on his chest. He looked intently into her eyes as she shyly began to explore him for the first time.  Even though she had laid with him before, she could never bring herself to take certain liberties, as she was too shy to do so. Now that she was his wife, she began to relax, as she realized that this was to be enjoyed and shared with the one who loved her. Her fingers lightly and softly glided over his chest and arms. She lightly explored each curve of his muscular torso and biceps. She knew his body felt powerfully built, whenever he had held her, but she was fascinated with how handsome he looked bare chested, seeing him only this way once before, but being too anxious to truly remember. The scars that he had here and there, one on his chest, a few on each arm did not detract from his masculine beauty.  Caleb began to kiss her neck and to move his mouth slowly down her throat. As he reached her breasts he kissed them both lightly and then stopped and brought his face back up to look at her.

“May I see you Laurel? Will you let me remove your gown?” he asked her gently.

Laurel looked at him with longing, but at the same time realized that now everything about their relationship would be forever changed. She would give herself to him and they would be bound physically together forever.

She sat up slowly and began to pull the gown over her head. Caleb was enchanted with her willingness, sat up as well, helping her take the gown off.  Taking the gown from her, he placed it on the foot of the bed. She lay back down against the pillows, moving the coverings with her. Caleb smiled at her patiently, as he slowly and deliberately moved the coverings away from her. He then allowed himself the pleasure of exploring her with his eyes.  He smiled at her gently as he saw the shyness in her face.

“You are so beautiful mo ghra.  Do not be nervous, I will be very gentle with you. I will take my time to give you my love,” he said, in an ardent whisper. 

Caleb began to slowly kiss and explore her, as he had not done before, eliciting sounds of pleasure he had never heard her express.  Laurel was completely overwhelmed by the power, the pleasure his attentions were giving her.  Surprised by her own reactions, she was overcome with the intensity of emotions, which ran through her mind and body. She softly caressed his back and then his chest, following the movements of his body as he continued his ardent attentions.  Caleb continuing his gentle exploration of her, touching and kissing her body until she began to quiver in euphoria, of the sensations he was causing her to feel and experience for the first time. Caleb then guided her to lie on her back, placing her gently against the pillows. Smiling at her warmly, as he moved her hair out of her eyes. He then lay down next to her, as he passionately but tenderly kissed her, his tongue lightly touching the roof of her mouth and then her lips. He pulled away to smile at her once again, as he slowly moved his hand down the front of her body.

“Do you wish me to touch you here?” he asked, in an ardent deep whisper.

He then touched her sensitively were she had not yet experienced him.

She looked at him with surprise at first, remembering this encounter from her last visit to Heathwin, as it had been during a stressful moment.  At this time however, Caleb was very relaxed and continued to be gentle and loving with his touch, then after sighing deeply, Laurel closed her eyes and moaned softly. Caleb touched her slowly and tenderly, wanting her to experience this amorous display of affection, with joy and elation. 

“How does this feel, mo ghra? Does it bring you pleasure?” asking her softly.  

She placed her head back against the pillows, her breath catching at his touch.  She moved her hands to his hair, and then griped his shoulders.

“Oh yes Caleb. It feels so wonderful,” Laurel answered him, in a breathless whisper. 

 Caleb looked at her lovingly as he watched her reaction to his gentle introduction. As he tenderly touched her, he began speaking to her soothingly. Patiently waiting for her body to be able to fully receive him.

“Yes, mo stor.  There is now nothing between us, feel how much I adore you. How much I want you,” he spoke in an ardent whisper, as he softly kissed her face.

Caleb’s heart was filled with love at her response to him. He felt her hands gripping his shoulders even tighter with her rising passion, her head pushed back further against the pillows, her eyes closed and her mouth slightly opened in response to him.   

“Laurel, Ta ghra agam ort mo stor. I am so happy you are with me. Ba mhaith liom gra a dheanamh duit,” Caleb whispered passionately, as he softly and gently kissed her face. “Do you remember when I first said this to you dearest?” Caleb asked her softly.

“Yes. Yes I do,” Laurel answered in a whispery voice, her body still trembling from his passionate demonstration of his love.

Caleb stopped his attentions for a moment, listening to her breath coming in and out in rapid succession. He kissed her once more and stepped out of the bed to finish undressing. She opened her eyes to look at him, and then shyly looked away. He slowly moved back into the bed, moving his body just above her. He kissed her face tenderly once more. 

“It means, I wish to make love to you, I wish to join with you my sweet Laurel. I promise I will not hurt you. Remember how much I love you,” Caleb said softly. 

As their bodies found and joined each other in love, they were both overcome by the mutual joy and ecstasy they gave to each other.  After they were both spent and consumed by their passion, they lay quietly wrapped in each other’s arms, under the warm covers.

“How are you mo shiorghra?” Caleb asked, with mild concern.

“I am very well Caleb. I never knew it would be so wonderful,” Laurel stated with complete innocence, her voice soft and drowsy.

Caleb laughed quietly at her, kissing her face gently.

“I knew it would be with you mo ghra. I had no doubt,” he said holding her closer in his arms. They both succumbed to blissful slumber.

 

Laurel awoke sometime later, for a brief instant, she could not remember where she was, or why she was sleeping undressed.  Then feeling Caleb against her, it all flooded back, and she smiled to herself at remembering. She looked about the tent, the only light being from the two moons, bathing the tent in a silver glow.  She felt Caleb’s arms still around her.  She quietly moved to sit up, only to have him pull her closer.  She began to giggle quietly, and turned over to face him, his eyes still closed.

“Caleb are you awake?” she asked quietly.

“I am now,” he murmured sleepily still keeping his eyes closed.

“I need to get up for a moment,” Laurel quietly insisted.

“Really? Why?  It is chilly and dark outside.  I am perfectly comfortable with you staying right here,” Caleb stated in a relaxed tone, as he pulled her closer, tightening his embrace.

“But Caleb,” Laurel paused for a moment, “I really do have to get up for a moment,” she said, with a bit of urgency.

Caleb opened his eyes and smiled at her gently.

“What is it that you need dearest?” Caleb asked her, in soft deep voice.

“Well I um… I need to take care of some personal things,” she spoke, in a shy quiet tone.

Caleb laughed quietly at her bashfulness, moving her hair away from her face, and gently kissing her forehead.

“Everything that you require is in the small changing room.  I am afraid the water will no longer be warm though,” he said, with complete understanding of her needs.

She smiled at him lovingly as he relaxed his embrace.  She sat up and began to look around, Caleb watching her curiously with an amused expression.

“What are you looking for Laurel?” he asked her grinning.

“I cannot find my nightgown or anything to put on,” she replied, continuing to look about moving the bedding as she spoke.

Caleb laughed lightly at her need for modesty, after they had just enjoyed intimacy together.

“Do you really feel the need for a covering mo ghra, to just walk a few steps away?” he asked her, tracing his finger down her back.

She looked at him, her expression bemused and slightly surprised by his question.

“Well... yes. I am not accustomed to walking about without clothing. Perhaps after some time, it will not feel so strange to do so,” she answered shyly, as she felt her cheeks blushing yet again.

“I am sorry dearest.  I did not mean to make you uncomfortable,” Caleb said reassuringly, sitting up and kissing her lips softly.  

He reached over on his side of the bed and handed her his shirt to put on.  She held it for a moment looking down at it.

“This is your shirt,” she said rather blankly.

“Yes it is,” Caleb said with a laugh. “It will more than cover you Laurel, it will most assuredly serve its purpose,” he said, tucking her hair behind her ear.

She smiled at him sheepishly, pulling the shirt over her head.  Getting up from the bed she realized he was right, as the shirt lightly skimmed her knees. She entered the small room once again, finding it too dark to find what she needed. She hesitated for a moment before she called to Caleb.

“Caleb,” she spoke out timidly.

“Yes,” he replied, in a tone knowing what she would be asking of him.

“It is too dark and I cannot see or find what I need,” Laurel replied, feeling embarrassed to be needing his help. 

She could hear him laugh quietly and get up from the bed.  Within a few moments she was able to see the soft glow of candle light. Then a moment longer heard him make his way over towards her, holding a short round pillar candle.  Moving the fabric aside he handed the candle to her smiling at her roguishly, noticing he had gotten half dressed.

“Do you require anymore assistance your Highness?” Caleb asked, with a glint in his eyes.

“No,” Laurel answered, lowering her eyes self-consciously.

“Are you sure? I have this suspicion you will need something else as soon as I walk away,” Caleb replied, as he continued to smile at her with that same smile.

“I only require the candle please,” she answered him, with mock annoyance.

“Well I require a kiss for my services,” Caleb spoke, his deep voice caressing her ears.  

He moved closer to her, lowering his face to hers, as she closed her eyes feeling his breath against her face.  His kiss was soft and gentle but soon became more insistent as he held her waist through the thin fabric of the shirt. Laurel became more distracted by his attention and found she almost dropped the candle she was holding. Caleb noticed this and began laughing again.

“I will leave you, to take care of your needs mo stor,” he said grinning at her.

After she found herself alone in the small area, she was now able to see what she required to refresh herself.  Caleb had not overlooked anything.

There was a wide deep basin on a short small table, various soaps and scented lotions, as well as soft fresh bath linens, and two large pitchers of water, that were now indeed cold.  Removing the large shirt she then poured the water in the basin, and began to bathe quickly, letting out small gasp at the shock of the cool water touching her skin.  After drying she still felt herself shivering, then noticed folded neatly on a short stool was a pale rose colored robe.  She put it on hurriedly to ward off the chill, finding it fit her perfectly.  She smirked at the idea that he did not think to tell her he had a robe waiting for her to use.  She picked up Caleb’s shirt and the candle and walked out into the main room of the tent.  She found Caleb had lit another candle and was standing at the small table arranging food and pouring them a glass of wine.

“Feeling better now?” Caleb asked, smiling at her.

“Yes, I am thank you,” Laurel said putting the candle down on the table, and wrapping her arms around his waist. 

She leaned her head into his back, feeling his warm skin against her still cool forehead. Caleb smiled at her display of affection, as she was usually too shy to make the first gesture. She had always been receptive and warm to his affections but he found himself almost always being the one to have to initiate them.

“What are you doing?” Laurel asked quietly, her arms still around his waist, as she pressed her face into his side.

“I noticed you barely ate anything at the wedding feast. So I thought you might be a bit hungry.  Especially after our interlude,” Caleb said in a teasing manner, knowing the effect it would have on her.

He smiled at his correct assumption as he felt Laurel bury her face into his side smiling.  Moving her in front of him, he sat down on a chair he brought over next to the table, and pulled her onto his lap.

“Have something to eat my love. You need to have something.  I do not want you passing out from hunger.  As I recall you barely ate anything the day before the wedding as well,” Caleb said, with some concern.

“I will.  I will not pass out from hunger.  You are already worrying too much again,” Laurel said teasing him, as she took a bite of her favourite cake.

“You may recall that each time I did, it was always for a good reason.  You were always doing something to cause me to worry about you.  I fear that you are going to be a bit of a handful,” he looked at her smiling sardonically, reaching up to put a stray tendril of hair behind her ear.

“That is completely unfair of you to say,” Laurel said, pretending to be insulted. 

“Unfair you say?  How so?” Caleb asked her, his smile growing wider.

“Right now for example. You wanted me to eat something and I am complying with your wishes,” she said in cheeky tone, taking another bite of cake.

“Complying with my wishes are you?  I would like to point out that I put fresh fruit, nuts, and cheese on your plate as well.  And what do you eat first?  The cake!  So how is that complying with my wishes to have you eat actual food?” he asked her, in a scolding manner, though still smiling at her.

She looked at him trying to think of a proper response and not able to come up with one, simply put the last piece of cake into her mouth and ate it quickly, smiling at him mischievously.  Caleb raised his eyebrows in a surprised expression, laughing at her bold behavior.

“You my dear you are not moving from this spot unless I see at least half of what I have put on that plate gone. I cannot believe you just did that,” still laughing at her boldness.

“I had every intention of eating what you prepared for me. I just could not help myself from teasing you.  You tend to take yourself far too seriously sometimes,” Laurel said smiling at him, as she took a bite of sliced apple.

“Perhaps I do.  I am beginning to feel though, that it is something you are not going to let happen very often,” Caleb said, as he placed a piece of cheese into her mouth.  

She smiled at him sweetly and then began to eat with relish as she found herself quite hungry after all.  Caleb reached over and took the glass of wine and taking a drink then offered it to Laurel. She looked at it hesitantly swallowing the food in her mouth.  Caleb smiled at her hesitation.

“You do not like the wine dearest?” he asked her gently.

“No, I do. I just am not used to drinking it without feeling I am doing something wrong,” she said blushing, as she took a small sip and then another, before handing the glass back to Caleb.

Caleb lightly kissed her cheek, shaking his head.

“You are doing nothing wrong in any way mo ghra. Your father has no qualms whatsoever about enjoying his ale. Why did he not allow you an occasional glass of wine?” Caleb asked slightly irritated.

“I did have wine a few times, but then Father would not allow it after.  He said it made me look like a tavern wench,” Laurel stated casually, taking another bite of apple.  

Caleb looked at her in disbelief.

“He actually said you looked like a tavern wench?” Caleb asked incredulously. 

Laurel, taking another bite food, smiled at him nodding her head.

“You look nothing like a tavern wench Laurel.  Not even when wearing nothing but a robe,” Caleb said playfully, as he began to nibble her ear.

“How many tavern wenches have you known from your travels?’’ Laurel asked, with a mischievous grin he could not see.

Caleb stopped his affectionate playfulness, surprised at her question.  He shifted her on his lap so he could look directly at her.

“Are you asking me an honest question or are you just sassing me?” he asked, his voice becoming serious.

Laurel was unsure of how to respond, not knowing if he was annoyed by her question.

“An honest question,” she replied softly, after a brief pause.

Caleb smiled at her slightly, noting her hesitation.

“So my Patrol missions then were nothing more than excuses to go and make the acquaintances of various bar maids throughout the realms?” Caleb enquired of her.

Laurel looked at him with sad eyes, realizing she took her teasing too far this time. Well knowing how serious he took his responsibilities as a Sentinel. 

“I did not mean that Caleb. I was just teasing you about your comment,” she said quietly, as she reached over to touch his face.

He looked at her intently, seeing how she regretted asking him that question, made him love her more.  Realizing her youth made her still speak before she fully thought about the affects her words might have.

“Are you wondering perhaps if I have enjoyed intimacies with these women? You can be honest with me,” Caleb asked her, in a softer voice. 

Laurel bit her bottom lip as she always did when she was nervous or upset about something.  Caleb saw this, and lightly touched her lip with his finger causing her to release her grip from it.  Her eyes becoming moist with emotion.  He smiled at her and taking her face in his hands kissed her lips tenderly and softly.

“I have never been with a tavern wench dearest. I was just upset your father would compare you to one, just to keep you from having a glass of wine,” Caleb said to her softly.

“I did not mean to sound so disrespectful of your responsibilities,” Laurel said, with the same quiet sad tone.

“I know that my love. You just enjoy teasing me.  I cannot blame you for that, as I tease you quite often.  And you are quite right, I do take myself a bit too seriously at times. Perhaps you can help me with that problem,” Caleb said, as he smiled at her warmly.

Laurel smiled back at him, putting her arms around his neck, laying her face against his.

“I will do my best Sire,” then lifting her head to look at him, she then replied, “I shall work very hard to be a good wife to you Caleb,” her grey eyes large and bright.

She spoke with such conviction and honesty, Caleb thought his heart would burst with love for her.

“I have no doubt you will mo stor, and I shall do my best to earn your respect and love. I am so very happy you are with me. I never dared hoped I could ever feel this way,” Caleb spoke, his voice filled with love.

He brought his lips to hers again and kissed her slowly, until he felt her completely relax in his embrace. He pulled away for just a moment to smile at her, and then tightened his arms about her and began to kiss her passionately and deeply, listening to her softly moaning as his kisses became more demanding and ardent.  He brought her back to the bed as he carefully removed her robe, laying her down gently against the pillows. He began to kiss and caress her body with a passion and fervor he had not yet expressed to her. She was surprised by his sheer physical intensity and strength, as he was able to move and direct her body easily.  She willingly complied with his ardent wishes, as he was passionate, but still gentle and patient with her. She felt her body react in ways she could not have imagined as wave after wave of ecstasy washed over her, causing her to cry out in joy from the emotions, and sensual gratification he was causing her to experience. Caleb was filled with happiness in knowing he had caused her to feel pleasure she had never known. In the blissful quiet moment that followed the union of their passion, they held each other lovingly, feeling no need to speak. Caleb lightly kissed her face, watching her fall asleep smiling at him, as she closed her eyes.  He covered them both, as the chill from the approaching dawn, began to make its presence known. He smiled at her as she lay sleeping, looking so blissfully peaceful, as he gently outlined the contours of her face with his finger. She had been so responsive to him and his ardent attentions, that it left him pleasantly surprised.  He thought her shyness and inexperience might make her find him intimidating and overwhelming, though he consciously made the effort not to frighten her. He was grateful he had waited and not pressured her to give herself to him until she was ready. He realized that this was the reason she trusted him completely and was so compliant and passionate in returning her feelings of love to him. He found her utterly charming, especially when she was needing his help or teasing him.  Though the moment he realized she truly loved and wanted to be with him was when in the height of her passion, she had just come to know, she called out his name. Hearing that from her for the first time was something he knew he would keep in his heart for the rest of his life.  In a month he would have to leave her for a fortnight, as he would need to go once again on Patrol duty, this time on the eastern borders. For the very first time he regretted having to do this, as he always viewed it as his sworn duty as the Prince of Heathwin.  He felt sleep slowly easing into his mind and body.  He reached over and pulled Laurel closer to him, as she whimpered softly in her sleep.  He gently kissed the top of her head and allowed sleep to finally overtake him.

 

Laurel began to stir as she felt sunlight touch her face and the warm inviting smells of food and warm chicory root tea stirred her senses.  She stretched and slowly opened her eyes, to find Caleb arranging plates and two heavy mugs on the small table.

“Maidin mhaith mo ghra.  I was hoping you would still be sleeping when I came back,” Caleb said to her, his voice warm and inviting.

 As she began to fully awaken she realized he had changed his clothing and had brought them breakfast as well. Caleb walked over to the bed and laying down next to her, held her in his arms and kissed her passionately, fully causing her to wake up. He smelled of cloves and cedar, his favourite scents in the soaps he had in his bath. 

“I hope you are hungry, I brought us back quite a bit of food.  The servants, and cooks, outdid themselves this morning.  They were all grinning like a bunch ninnies, asking how we slept, did we like the tent, when would they be seeing you,” Caleb related rolling his eyes.

Laurel laughed at the thought of him receiving all of this attention from the servants.

“I am very hungry this morning.  I do think it is very sweet how the staff dotes on you so much,” she said smiling up at him.

“No, they only do that now, since I brought you here. They are completely in love with you.  I certainly do not blame them,” Caleb replied kissing her again softly.  “Come now, time to get out bed.  The food will get cold and that would have just been a waste of my energy bringing it back here,” he went to uncover her, but she held fast to the bedding.

“Wait! Where is my robe?” Laurel asked, looking about the tent for it.

“Why is it that you are always losing your robe?” Caleb asked her, with a smirk.

“Because I am not the one who took it off,” Laurel replied smugly.

“Hmm. Well that does make sense.  Let me look for a moment,” Caleb said as he began to look about the tent. “Here it is.  Now how did it get way over here?” Caleb asked her sarcastically, as he retrieved from the other side of the tent.

Laurel smirked back at him her face blushing furiously. Upon seeing her expression Caleb just laughed at her.

“You are terrible to tease me first thing in the morning,” she replied with a pout.

“I know, but I find you so very irresistible when you are half asleep like this,” he said, handing her the robe.

She slipped on her robe and taking her hand Caleb took her over to the table and pulled out her chair for her.  The food Caleb brought back from the Lodge was sumptuous.  The freshly made breads, baked apples, sweet cured ham, and soft poached eggs, and her favourite, roast pumpkin.  Laurel found her appetite again and ate her breakfast with enjoyment.  Caleb enjoyed watching her eat as much as he enjoyed the food himself. 

“I am so glad you enjoyed your breakfast my darling. The servants will be overjoyed that you found it to your liking. When Mother started having some of your favourites added to the menus the cooks were intrigued by the variety of things you enjoy. So each time they make something special for you, they cannot wait to hear if you enjoyed it,” Caleb explained smiling at her.

“Well I will be more than happy to tell them myself how much I enjoyed it,” she smiled warmly at Caleb, as she wrapped her arms around her body, still attempting but unable to get warm. 

“Are you still feeling chilly my love?” Caleb asked her warmly with concern.

 He opened up his arms beckoning her to come to him and sit on his lap as he wrapped his arms around her and softly began kissing her face.

“I think this is the time to give you your other present,” Caleb said to her softly.

“You have given me so many lovely things mo fhear ceile, my gift seems so insignificant in comparison,” Laurel said with melancholy.

“No, do not even begin to feel that way dearest. You have given me much more than you will ever know,” Cable said to her, his voice deep and loving as he kissed her deeply.  

They began to feel their passion rising as their kissing grew more ardent. Caleb began to move his hands inside Laurel’s robe and was startled to find her skin cool to the touch.

“My poor sweet darling, I need to take you back to the Lodge, so you can take a nice hot bath. I have already told the servants to ready one for you.

I will let our families know you need time to take a nap before dinner.  Then you will be all rested before having to be charming and entertaining.  So let me get your present and then we can go back to the Lodge,” Caleb said has he started to stand, taking her in his arms, carrying her to the bed.

Caleb walked into the small changing room coming out with a cloth wrapped parcel, tied in a silver ribbon.

“Oh Caleb, I cannot believe you had it hidden in there the whole time,” Laurel said, her voice excited with childlike enthusiasm.

Caleb handed her the parcel and kneeled down next to her, watching her intently, for her reaction.  Laurel untied the ribbon and moved the soft plain brown cloth away from the contents. She let out a soft gasp of surprise as she lifted up a beautiful rose colored velvet full length coat, with silver trim, the sleeves covered with tiny silver roses, embroidered into the rich fabric. 

“Oh Caleb! It is so beautiful!” Laurel exclaimed with obvious surprise and joy.  

She stood up and put it on, realizing it fit her perfectly, knowing Caleb had put much time and thought into having this made for her.

“Do you like it my love?’’ Caleb asked her, his voice filled with emotion.

Laurel threw herself into his arms and began showering his face with kisses as he began to laugh softly at her affectionate display.

“Well I guess that answers my question,” Caleb laughed gently holding her close. “Do you think you could allow me a moment to actually see what you look like in the coat?” Caleb said, smiling broadly at her.

Laurel stood back her face glowing with affection, as she stood back turning slowly around to allow him to see how she looked in the rich velvet coat.

“Now you will be warm and look every inch the princess that you are,” Caleb looked at her with pride, as he felt her to look more beautiful each day he saw her.

“I cannot wait to show this off as I walk back to the Lodge with you,” she said, with a loving smile on her face.

“Well let us head back now, your bath should be all ready, and then you can rest for a bit before we must deal with the world once again,” Caleb said with a warm loving voice, as he kissed her forehead.  

Taking Laurel by the hand they left their warm sanctuary and headed back to the Great Lodge. They went back to the Lodge through the private family garden entrance. After entering the corridor through the secret door, they could hear the family still gathered in the private dining room.

“Do you wish to say good morning to everyone dearest?” Caleb asked her quietly with a warm smile, already guessing her answer by the blush of her cheeks.

“Um...no that is fine. I shall see everyone later. I really just wish to relax in the bath for a bit,” Laurel said shyly looking down the corridor, as she could hear the voices of everyone still enjoying breakfast.

“Alright, let us make are way down to the bath before someone discovers us, and insist we join them all,” Caleb said softly, guiding her to the private chambers. 

They walked into what was now considered their room. Laurel opened the doors of the much larger and even more beautifully carved wardrobe. She smiled when she saw all of her things on the entire left side and then at remembering how she and the girls had put them there. Laurel took off the warm velvet coat and folding it carefully, placed it on one of the shelves.  She took out one of her favourite night gowns, a soft white cotton gown that she had for several seasons, she found it comforting and warm.  Caleb sat on the edge of the bed watching her, smiling at her lovingly, happy she looked so comfortable in the room.  She smiled and headed into the bath without speaking, as she opened the door, she turned and looked at him still sitting on the bed smiling at her.

“I know you have bathed already Caleb, but would you like to come in and keep me company?” Laurel asked smiling sweetly.

Caleb smiled at her in delighted surprise, not expecting her enticing invitation.

“I would love to mo stor,” he answered softly, walking up to her slowly.

They entered the bath and Laurel noticed right away, that Caleb had roses placed in the room, with rose petals, floating in the luxurious warm water.

“Oh Caleb this is all so lovely,” Laurel said with quiet surprise, as she walked over and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“I am so happy you like it, and I am delighted you invited me to join you,” Caleb replied embracing her gently, kissing the top of her head.

Laurel raised her face to him for a kiss, which he happily complied to.

She then stepped softly out of his embrace and then walked over to the stone mantel. Taking one of her brushes, she brushed her hair to a soft smoothness, pinning it on top of her head.  She began to untie her robe, when Caleb walked in back of her and slowly slipped it off her shoulders, letting it slide off the rest of her body. Laurel stepped into the tub carefully, taking in her breath at how warm the water was, as she slowly lowered herself into the tub. She winced slightly, and her breath caught for a moment, as she reclined in the warm steamy water. She then sighed deeply as she adjusted to the waters temperature and closed her eyes.  Caleb walked up to the tub, placing a rolled towel in back of Laurel’s head to help her to lie back in the fragrant water. Kissing her forehead, he moved a high back wooden chair closer to the tub to sit next to her, placing his hand in the water and then caressing her face.

“How are you feeling my love? I noticed you flinched a bit, as you sat down. Are you in pain?” Caleb asked, with loving concern.

Laurel opened her eyes drowsily, smiling sleepily at him, moved by his concern for her.

“I am fine Caleb. Mistress Gavenia and your mother spoke with me with in her private sitting room, the night before the wedding. They both explained, certain things to expect. A bit of soreness was one of those things. Mistress Gavenia gave me an ointment which is supposed to help with this. That is what is in the small round stone box on the mantel. She instructed for me to use it after each time we have intimacy, and that it would be most helpful,” Laurel replied, in a soft drowsy voice.

“I am sorry Laurel if I caused you any discomfort. I tried very hard not to hurt you my love,” Caleb replied, his eyes filled with emotion.

Laurel smiled at him lovingly holding his hand he had placed in the water.

“Mo fear ceile daor, I know this. Your mother actually told me this was something you were concerned with. You were sweet and gentle and patient. 

You are the only man I have known, so again it is to be expected. I am more sleepy than uncomfortable,” Laurel spoke, with a loving and soft voice.  

“Well perhaps tonight then we can forgo making love, and I will just hold you in my arms all night,” Caleb said smiling, but his eyes still showing his concern.

“Oh really? That would be a shame, as I looked forward to being with you again this evening. I am not ashamed to tell you that I do find it enjoyable when we share our love. I must confess, more than I anticipated. I was hoping we could go back to the tent this evening,” Laurel responded, in a quiet whispery voice.

“Are you sure you are not saying this just to appease me?” Caleb asked with uneasiness.

“I am very sure Caleb. I am not as fragile as all that. I want to be with you mo fhear ceile. I will simply use the ointment that I was given, and take a nice long nap, and I will be very happy to resume our interludes,” Laurel giggled as she said this, remembering Caleb had used that expression last night.

Caleb reached over and lifting her chin gently, kissed her deeply but tenderly.

“The tent shall be kept for our use, until your family returns home. I did this to give us more privacy, our first few nights together. I am very happy you feel this way. I too enjoy being with you and sharing our love. You are the most beautiful, loving, and passionate woman I have ever known. I feel blessed to be your husband,” Caleb said with quiet passion, his eyes filled with emotion. 

“Thank you. I feel the exact way about you. I truly appreciate how patient you were during our betrothal. That you helped me to keep my vow, as it meant so much to me. And now that I have, I only wish to give myself to you, and to do so freely, and with love,” Laurel spoke with such sincerity, her eyes filled with tears.

“Thank you for those sweet words mo stor. Here, let me help you with your bath, so that you may take that nice long nap,” Caleb spoke in a deep soft voice, as he helped her to sit forward, gently washing her back.

After she had finished washing, Caleb added more warm water and had her lay back against the tub with the rolled towel once again, to relax in the warm soothing water. Laurel smiled sweetly at Caleb and then closed her eyes. What seemed like only a moment later, Laurel heard Caleb call her name, his hand on her shoulder.

“Laurel. Laurel my love, you are falling asleep. Let me help you get out of the tub dearest. Then you can rest for a bit,” Caleb said smiling at her, with an amused expression.

Taking her hand Caleb helped her to stand and step out of the tub, and then wrapped her in a long bath sheet. Kissing her forehead gently, he held her for a moment, caressing her back.

“I will give you privacy to care for your needs dearest. I am going to start a fire for you, so our room will be nice and warm,” Caleb smiled at her, stroking her cheek.

“Mmm. I like the sound of that,” Laurel murmured softly.

“I thought you would like a fire,’ Caleb replied.

“Well yes I would, but that is not what I meant,” Laurel smiled drowsily at him.

“Then what did you mean?” Caleb asked, enchanted with her demeanor.

“That you said our room,” Laurel answered demurely. 

Caleb laughed at her softly and kissed her warmly on the lips, before leaving the bath.  After Laurel dried and made herself comfortable, she dressed and unpinned her hair. Walking back into the bedroom, she found Caleb had turned down the bedding. She crawled into the bed covering up and sighing contentedly, as the restful odor of the fire drifted through the room.  Caleb came over to the bed a few moments later, and lay down next to her, taking her in his arms.

“How are you feeling now mo ghra? A bit more comfortable I hope,” he inquired with mild concern.

“Yes I am feeling much better Caleb,” Laurel replied, murmuring into his chest.

“Did the ointment you were given help you?” Caleb asked quietly, as he kissed her face softly.

“Yes it did. I am only feeling mild discomfort my dear Caleb. No need to worry. I am only sleepy,” she answered yawing.

“I am glad to hear that. Go to sleep dearest, I will stay with you for a bit, talk to our families briefly, and then I shall join you very soon.  We will rest and relax until dinner this evening,” Caleb replied, in a deep soothing voice.

He held her in his arms until she fell asleep, then kissing her softly, he carefully got out of bed, closing the door quietly behind him. He could still hear the lively conversation and laughter, drifting down the corridor, as he made his way into the dining room. All eyes turned in his direction as he walked in the room and sat at his usual place. 

“Maidin mhaith dear. I did not expect to see you as yet. Where is

 Laurel?” Queen Alana asked brightly.

“She is back in our room sleeping. We had breakfast earlier in the tent and then she took a warm bath and fell asleep,” Caleb answered smiling happily.

King Garron looked over and smirked at Caleb, as Lady Ellos noticed this, and squeezed his arm and chided him with a small frown.

“Why is she so tired? Did you not sleep in the tent last night?” Oriel asked without guile.

“I wish we could have slept in the tent. Was it fun Caleb, to sleep outdoors? I loved sleeping in the tent by the river” Jamison stated, his eyes wide, at the thought of sleeping in a large beautiful tent.

Caleb grinned at their innocent questioning, as well as the other adults in the room, save for their mother who just cleared her throat uncomfortably, and sipped her tea.

“Yes Jamison, we enjoyed sleeping in the tent very much,” Caleb laughed lightly, answering his question.

Everyone chuckled at Caleb’s answer, except for King Garron, who just rolled his eyes. 

“I still do not know why she would be so tired. You left for bed before we did. You missed all the dancing,” Oriel smiled, at remembering the evening’s festivities. 

“I will tell you why she is so tired Orrie,” Aiden suddenly spoke up.

Everyone looked at him with wide eyes, though his father and brother just grinned sardonically at him.

“They were both so excited to be sleeping in the tent, they did not sleep at all. They stayed awake and talked all night long. Instead of staying and dancing with the rest of us. Now they are both just exhausted,” Aiden said, smiling at her charmingly.

Marina giggled and blushed at Aiden’s explanation, which caused him to turn and wink at her.

“Well that is just silly. It would have been more fun to stay and dance,” Oriel said critically. 

At this point all of the adults were laughing or smiling, even King Garron in spite of himself, was grinning at Aiden’s explanation.

“Well Caleb and Laurel will have a chance to dance once again before you return home Oriel,” Queen Alana spoke up, looking at Oriel, and glancing at Caleb.

“Really Mother and how will that be?” Caleb asked her, with a wry grin.

“The family will be here for one more visit before Garron and Ellos return to Gwenlais,” Queen Alana smiled drolly at him.

“Mother, you are going to completely exhaust my wife,” Caleb said, shaking his head at her.

“No, you are exhausting your wife. Mother is just planning elaborate family dinners,” Aiden replied grinning broadly, causing everyone to chuckle.

Caleb looked over at him with a disapproving smirk.

“Caleb can Orrie and I sleep in the tent with you and Laurel tonight?” Jamison asked, his eyes all wide and excited.

Marina again began to giggle and blush at his question, as all eyes turned to him with amused expressions, waiting for his answer. Caleb smiled at him with raised eyebrows.

“There really is not enough room in the tent for anyone else but Laurel and I Jamison, there is only one bed. Perhaps before you go home, Laurel and I will sleep back in our room, and Aiden can stay with you in the tent,” Caleb answered, looking over at Aiden with a smug smile.

Jamison looked over at Aiden his face bright and filled with excitement at the idea of having the adventure of sleeping outdoors. Aiden looked over at Caleb with a wry grin and then looked at the young boy’s eager expression, Oriel’s face lit up as well.

“Yes, I suppose, I can have a sleeping mat brought in, while you and Orrie share the bed. As long as you promise once we are in there you do not change your mind and want to go back to the Lodge in the middle of the night,” Aiden said seriously, but smiling at them.

“We promise,” the children said in unison.

Everyone laughed at their enthusiasm and excitement at the thought of having an adventure of sorts.  The happy conversations lasted for a while longer, when Caleb announced he would be taking his leave of them until dinner. As he stood to leave, Aiden joined him as they made their way into the corridor.

“Thank you for putting me in that position, of having to sleep in the tent with those two little hooligans,” Aiden said grinning wryly at him.

“Look at it this way, it will just endear you more to their mother and sister,” Caleb said smiling at him knowingly.

“Yes I suppose you are right. I have to admit Caleb, I find myself more and more taken with Marina every day. We danced all night, and then I took her for a walk in the front garden. And I am happy to tell you that all I received was a kiss on the cheek. It was one of the most enjoyable nights I have had in quite some time. Marina is utterly enchanting,” Aiden said, with a soft but serious voice. 

Caleb smiled at his brother, as he had not seem him this content and happy with someone, since his beloved Corrin.

“I am happy for you Aiden. Marina is a lovely, sweet girl,” Caleb said hitting him on the arm in a playful manner.

“Yes, she is indeed. I will be escorting them back home as well. I am beginning to regret calling you pathetic each time you took Laurel back,” Aiden smirked.

“For my sake I hope this all works out for you. I shall enjoy annoying you immensely,” Caleb grinned, as he turned to leave for his room.

When Caleb entered the room he smiled looking over at Laurel who was still sleeping in the bed. He took off his boots and then carefully got into the bed next to her, taking her in his arms and gently kissing her forehead. It was not until he listened to her soft breathing, did he realize how tired he was as well, and drifted off soon after.  

 

Caleb woke up to Laurel softly touching his face, tracing his features with her finger. He smiled at her warmly as she smiled at him when he opened his eyes.

“What are you doing silly girl?” Caleb asked her playfully, his voice still husky from sleep.

“Oh nothing. Just admiring my handsome husband,” Laurel said, in a soft coy manner.

Caleb laughed at her lightly, as he hugged her closer to him. He gently caressed her back, and then heard her sigh deeply, but not with passion, more with nervousness.

“What is wrong my love?” Caleb asked softly, still holding her.

Laurel sighed once more before answering.

“Caleb. Would it be possible to miss dinner tonight? Could we not just have dinner in the tent?” Laurel asked, in a small voice.

Caleb pulled away to look at her, his face concerned, at her request.

“Why would you want to do that Laurel? Why do you not wish to see anyone? There is no reason to feel self-conscious my darling. We have just been wed, there is nothing to feel ashamed of,” Caleb answered, as he stroked her hair.

“I know this. I am not ashamed of anything. It is just my father. He gave that ridiculous disapproving smirk, the last time I saw him as we left for the tent. I know that it is all he will do the whole evening,” Laurel replied, pouting slightly. 

Caleb smiled at her patiently, as he continued to stroke her hair.

“Then what better reason to go to dinner. You are a grown woman Laurel, and newly married at that. It is about time your father started respecting you as such. Wear something beautiful and enticing this evening, something you would not normally wear in front of him. Walk into dinner confident and comfortable, just as you have been, before he arrived,” Caleb said encouragingly.

“I really do not have anything to wear that he has not seen before,” Laurel smiled at the thought.

“Go over to the wardrobe, and you will see a few things have been added,” Caleb said in an enticing voice, grinning roguishly.

Laurel’s eyes widened in surprise, as she giggled excitedly. She got out of bed and walked hurriedly over to the wardrobe, and opened it with trembling hands. As she looked carefully at her side of the wardrobe, she suddenly noticed a folded garment in a rich burgundy hue. Pulling it out quickly, she held it as it cascaded gracefully to the floor. As she held it up to her she could see it was a dress of the softest silk, with a rich velvet overlay.

The bodice was laced around the waist, which would accentuate her small figure, but was also cut just low enough to hint at her full breasts.  Laurel blushed at the thought of wearing such a sensuous dress, but smiled mischievously over at Caleb, who was now sitting up and watching her intently.

“So. What do you think?” Caleb asked in the same voice as before.

Laurel walked over wordlessly, and kissed him passionately on the lips.

“I do not know what to say. It is utterly beautiful, and I have never had anything like it before,” Laurel answered her eyes filled with emotion.

“I know. Which is why I had it made for you. Did I not tell you I had surprises in store for you?” Caleb asked, squeezing her waist.

“Yes you did. I was however not expecting so many surprises,” Laurel said, smiling sweetly at him. 

Leaning down Laurel kissed him again, as Caleb wrapped his arms around her waist. Caleb pulled her away to smile at her lovingly.

“Now, go into the bath and get dressed mo ghra. If you start to change in here with me, I can promise you we will be quite late for dinner,” smiling wickedly, and giving her backside a light swat.

Laurel giggled and blushed lightly as she stepped away and walked into the bath. A short while later she emerged, changed and her hair brushed smoothly, as it cascaded down her back. The Queen’s seamstress once again proved her skills by how the dress fit Laurel’s figure to perfection. Laurel turned around to show Caleb every angle of the dress.  He smiled at her adoringly, at how much she enjoyed the dress, and how utterly fetching she looked in it.

“You look absolutely beautiful my love. I think this will become my new favourite. I cannot take my eyes off of you. I fear you will be distracting me all night,” Caleb said as he took her in his arms, and began to nuzzle her neck, which of course caused her to giggle.

“Well you will have to control yourself at least through dinner Sire,” Laurel said, continuing to giggle at his affectionate attentions.

“That is going to be quite difficult mo ghra. We should leave now and go for a walk before dinner, if we stay in our room too much longer I will not be responsible for my actions,” Caleb said kissing her once more, before they walked out of their room hand and hand.

“I cannot wait for Tulla to see my dress,” Laurel mentioned excitedly as she and Caleb made their way down the stairs.

“Well, you will not see your dear Tulla this evening. Owain has taken her and Imagin and Wendell back to the pub. They will be spending most of the evening there, I have no doubt,” Caleb explained, with a light laugh.

They walked outside to the back garden and were happy and amused to find Aiden and Marina walking as well, not yet noticing their approach. Caleb had mentioned to Laurel on their walk of what Aiden had said after breakfast. Laurel then told Caleb of Marina’s attraction to Aiden, and what she had said to her before she left for Heathwin.

“They do make a handsome couple do they not?” Laurel asked Caleb, smiling at the young couple in front of them.

“Yes they do dearest,” Caleb looked down at her smiling at her question.

Laurel and Caleb continued to walk slowly towards them and noticed they were in deep conversation, then Aiden reached for and then slowly brought Marina’s hand to his lips, kissing it softly. Laurel squeezed Caleb’s hand as she noticed the affectionate exchange between the two. Suddenly Aiden noticed them and smiled wryly at Caleb, causing Marina to look over at them.

“Oh Laurel, how lovely you look,” Marina spoke brightly, as she walked over and embraced Laurel.

“Do you like it? Caleb just gave it to me,” Laurel said gleefully.

“I love it. I have never seen you wear this color before,” Marina gushed.

“I fear Aiden we are about to be abandoned by these lovely ladies, so that they may engage in more feminine conversation,” Caleb remarked with a wide grin, as Aiden laughed at his comment.

Laurel looked at him giving him a smug smile while Marina laughed and blushed lightly. 

“Yes, I am afraid you are. We shall meet you back at the Lodge,” Laurel said in mock haughtiness, entwining her arm with Marina’s as they walked away, both giggling.

“I cannot wait to see her father’s face when she walks in wearing her new dress,” Caleb said smiling wickedly.

“I hope he is drinking something when she does. I have to admit Caleb, she does look quite fetching. How often did she blush before she put it on?” Aiden asked, with a light laugh.

“Once actually. She is getting better about that,” Caleb laughed answering.

 

“You look very happy Laurel. You have this glow about you, I have not seen before,” Marina said with a smile.

“Yes, I suppose I do. I am deliriously happy Marina. I truly did not know it would be this way,” Laurel replied, her eyes dancing as she spoke.

“Is it as wonderful as they say?” Marina asked in a shy quiet voice, blushing at her own question.

Laurel smiled at her curiosity. Thinking for a moment how to best answer her question.

“I do suppose it really depends on who you are with and their feelings as well. I was asked by Mistress Gavenia if I considered the intimacies of the marriage bed a duty or a pleasure.  In my case I am happy to say it is a pleasure. That is what I told her as well. I knew Caleb would be loving and considerate. He was very patient and understanding during our betrothal, and fully accepted my vow. I admit I was a bit nervous and overwhelmed at first, but that passed. The tent is quite lovely and romantic. Caleb did truly make it a wonderful and beautiful night, just as he promised it would be,” Laurel answered softly, with a wistful smile.

“I am very happy for you Laurel. I must confess to you however that your wedding was not the only reason I was excited to come to Heathwin,” Marina replied, smiling brightly and blushing as she spoke.

“I have noticed that. Caleb told me Aiden is quite taken with you. I am not surprised at all, I remember the way he looked at you when he first met you.

I also noticed how he looked when you were dancing together last night, and his affectionate gesture as we approached you in the garden,” Laurel smiled at her knowingly.

Marina giggled shyly at Laurel’s comment.

“Do you think Aiden could ever...well have serious feelings for me? I am not like the other women I heard he was attracted to,” Marina asked, sounding shy and insecure.

“Do not listen to all the things you may have heard. I am sure most are exaggerated. I have known both Caleb and Aiden my entire life. Next to my dear Phineas, they are the most trustworthy, caring and loving men I have ever known. I admit they can seem a bit rough around the edges, but it is the way things are in Heathwin. That does not mean they are boorish and uncouth. They approach life with complete honesty and openness, and simply expect others to do the same. You will never have to second guess them, as they are always very upfront, sometimes a bit too much. I am still adjusting to this,” Laurel laughed at the thought. “So to answer your question, yes, I feel he is already having those feelings for you. Do not wonder any longer my dear Marina, he will let you know,” Laurel smiled at her knowingly.

The two young women entered the Lodge through the back terrace and walked up the main staircase in order to have more time to talk privately.

They were surprised to find Aiden and Caleb waiting and smiling at them as they entered the sitting room. Laurel smiled in amusement as she saw they were both playing Pass the Boar with Jamison and Oriel. Jamison was sitting on Caleb’s lap, as she noticed the young boy had gotten closer to her beloved over the last few visits and since her family’s arrival. Jamison did not have a strong male figure in his life, as her father though kind, did not pay much attention to the little boy.  Caleb was helping him to count his points from the dice thrown, Laurel smiled lovingly at his kindness and patience, catching a glimpse of what he would be like with their children.

“Ha! Jamison my dear boy, you have won! Look at that Aiden, he beat you by twenty points,” Caleb said enthusiastically. 

“Well I cannot have that! Come over here ladies and join us, we need to add another pair to our game,” Aiden said, smirking at Laurel and Marina.

“Very well, but I give you all fair warning. Caleb has not been able to beat me at this game for quite some time,” Laurel smiled impishly at him, as she and Marina sat down with the group.

“We shall see about that your Highness. I happen to have quite a proficient dice thrower with me at this time. Am I not right Jamison?” Caleb asked, giving Laurel a roughish smile. 

“Yes, I am quite good,” Jamison said very smugly, reaching for the dice and wooden cup.

“Jamison!” Marina chided him with a laugh. “You are sounding very pompous dear,” she said smiling at him lovingly, grateful for Caleb and Aiden’s caring attention.

“No. Caleb said I am just confident,” Jamison replied, a bit defensively.

Caleb chuckled at his answer, handing the dice and cup over to Laurel.

“Well Aiden and I are going to win this time. I just have to concentrate more. Is that not so Aiden?” Oriel asked smiling brightly.

“Yes it is love. Think very hard about big numbers,” Aiden replied grinning wryly.

They played the game together for a short while, Laurel and Marina, winning two games, while Caleb and Jamison won again, and much to Oriel’s delight, she and Aiden also winning a turn. A servant soon after announced that dinner would be served, as they all made their way to the dining room, finding that the parents as well as Phineas were already seated. Phineas gave a surprised smile on seeing how Laurel was dressed, her father also giving a look of surprise, but not smiling. Phineas noticed this and immediately complimented Laurel on her appearance, as he also noticed Laurel’s hurt expression at her father’s reaction.

“You look utterly lovely this evening my Lady. Is that a new dress?” Phineas asked her in a kind voice, glancing over at Caleb briefly, who smiled at him gratefully.

“Yes it is. Caleb gave it to me this afternoon. Is it not lovely?” Laurel asked guilelessly, as she looked over at Caleb adoringly, he simply smiled at her and kissed her hand.

“It most certainly is my Lady. My compliments to you Prince Caleb on selecting such a complimentary color for her Highness,” Phineas spoke, looking over at King Garron pointedly.

“My seamstress mentioned how much she enjoys making clothes for you my dear. She finds your figure unique compared to how most of us here are, as we are not as gifted femininely as the ladies of Gwenlais,” Queen Alana said, smiling at Laurel warmly.

“Some, I dare say, are more gifted than others,” Lady Ellos replied smiling coyly, taking a sip of wine.

Everyone laughed at her candor. Lady Ellos was very relaxed and comfortable in the presence of everyone in the dining room. She found herself enjoying her visit, as Heathwin reminded her much of her own home in Dubane, especially after her visit to the Library and the Gallery. She began to see the people of Heathwin less uncouth and simply more frank in how they approached others. She found the opinions of others in Gwenlais to be based on prejudice and lack of knowledge.  Dinner was enjoyable and pleasant, as there was no lack of conversation. Soon everyone retired to the sitting room, Queen Alana had a quartet of musicians playing relaxing music in the background, as everyone resumed conversations and began to play games once again.  As Laurel walked over to join Caleb and Aiden and her stepsiblings in another round of Pass the Boar, her father walked up to her, gently putting his hand on her shoulder.

“I was hoping Caleb I could steal your lovely Bride away for a bit, as I have not yet had the opportunity to speak alone with her since the wedding,” King Garron said in a friendly voice, causing Laurel to look up with a surprised expression.

Caleb glanced over at Laurel smiling at her warmly, before turning his attentions to her father.

“By all means Garron. Only do not keep her too long, as you well know your daughter is quite proficient at Pass the Boar. I dare say her partner will miss her before too long,” Caleb said, looking at Laurel warmly once again.

“We will not. Laurel plays too well,” Oriel chimed in, taking the cup and dice.

Everyone laughed as Laurel just smirked at her, as she stood to leave with her father. Phineas watched them leaving, looking a bit concerned as he took a sip of his wine. Lady Ellos noticed this and laid her hand lightly on Phineas’ shoulder. 

“It will be alright Phineas. Garron and I spoke at length last night. He is only saying goodbye to Laurel. There is no need to worry,” she said to him quietly.

Phineas looked over at her with surprise, and then smiled at her kindly, appreciating her understanding his concern. Laurel walked with her father out to the back terrace, as it was a beautiful and peaceful night.

“I must say my dear, you most certainly look lovely in your new dress,” King Garron spoke up suddenly.

“Thank you Father, I am glad that you like it. I was not sure how you felt, when I came to dinner,” Laurel said, smiling at him.

“Yes, well, forgive me for not saying anything at dinner. I was completely overwhelmed by your appearance. My little girl has grown up, and become quite the beautiful woman,” King Garron said, his voice filled with emotion, he was not use to expressing to her.

“Thank you Father,” Laurel said softly, genuinely moved by her father’s honesty.

“When I saw you being escorted down by Mistress Gavenia, to stand by Caleb’s side, I...well, I could only see your mother. As you looked so much like her at that moment. Then to see you at dinner once again, looking like a completely different person, looking like a grown woman, your own unique, person, not like your mother at all. I am so very proud of you my dear girl, your mother would be as well.  What you have done will greatly empower both our Kingdoms. When you were born, your mother held you in her arms and said, ‘Look at her Garron. She is the one. She is the child the Olden Scribes wrote about. She will heal the breach between our Kingdoms.’ She always believed that.  I however, could not bring myself to feel that way, until of course I saw you and Caleb become closer with each passing season. I was actually relieved when he married Morene. But then when that ended, and you only became closer, all I could hear was those dreaded words, ‘she will hold the heart of Heathwin.’ It was then I realized it was true, and it broke my heart, for I never supported your mother in her thinking,” he said with a sad smile.

“Is that why you hoped I would fall in love with Deaglan? So it would not be true?” Laurel asked, him with a soft smile.

“Yes. You could not hold the heart of Heathwin, if your heart remained in Gwenlais. However, even Deaglan himself knew, he would not have your heart, he told me that himself. Though I do feel he did love you for a time. But I must ask you, my dear Laurel, and please be honest with me, are you happy?” Garron asked her, his voice desperately trying to contain his emotions.

Laurel smiled at her father warmly, her eyes filled with tears, surprised yet relieved at his words.

“I am very happy Father. Caleb has been very good to me. He truly loves me Father. I have no doubt whatsoever of his feelings, as he tells me quite often how much he loves me. My new family has been very loving and kind to me, I lack for nothing. I am still adjusting of course, but I know that I shall be very happy here in Heathwin,” Laurel spoke with such calmness and sincerity, that Garron was left feeling, greatly relieved.

“Well very good then. Now let us return to the sitting room shall we? I do not want to keep you from your game too long,” King Garron said laughing lightly, as he hugged Laurel warmly for a moment, and then made their way back to the sitting room.

When they returned, Caleb looked at Laurel expectantly, as Laurel sat down once again next to him. Her smile and gesture of squeezing his hand told him all went well, as he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

The rest of the evening was enjoyable, and soon everyone began to leave to go to bed. Laurel kissed both her father, and Lady Ellos goodnight much to her stepmother’s delight.  Caleb took her hand and led her down the main staircase, as they made their way to the back garden, where their tent awaited them.

 

Laurel and Caleb entered the tent once again for the evening, Laurel smiling as she saw that the candles were again lit and the bed had been remade, with the pale rose colored robe and Laurel’s favourite nightgown laid out for her on the bed. Laurel walked over to smell the roses that still remained in the front of the tent. Caleb smiled at her lovingly, happy she enjoyed the roses.  Walking up to her he turned her around gently and softly kissed her lips, his hand at her waist, while the other cradled the side of her face.

“How are you feeling tonight, my love?” Caleb asked her with a whisper of concern, his face still lowered as she could feel his breath caress her lips.

“I am feeling very happy and content Sire,” Laurel whispered back to him.

“Are you sure you will be alright? I do not wish to cause....” Caleb was interrupted from Laurel kissing his lips.

“I am fine Caleb. Just be the same gentle and loving man that you are, and I will be quite well,” Laurel answered, smiling sweetly at him.

“That is my intention your Highness,” Caleb answered in a low deep voice, smiling back and then kissing her passionately, embracing her tightly against him. “Come over to the bed mo ghra and I will help you undress,” he said in a soft deep whisper.

Taking her hand they walked over to the side of the bed. Laurel took off the soft velvet coat that she was given that morning.  Caleb stood in front of her, and placing her hair over her shoulder he began to slowly unlace the bodice of her dress, kissing the side of her neck. Untying the laces he slowly moved his hands from her hips to her waist pulling the dress with his hands, and carefully pulled it over her head. Taking her hands once again he brought Laurel over to him as he sat on the edge of the bed. Holding on to her waist Caleb began to kiss her through the thin material of her chemise, as he pulled her closer to him, having her stand between his legs. Laurel wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his forehead and the side of his face, her hair spilling over Caleb like a soft cascade. Caleb embraced her tightly, picking her up as he stood, then turning gently placed her on the bed.  Laying her down against the pillows, he softly brushed her hair away from her face. Laurel smiled up at him lovingly, Caleb returned her smile and kissed her passionately and deeply, until he felt her tremble from his attentions. Sitting up he removed his shirt and lay down next to her, turning her gently to face him as they lay on their sides.  Caleb softly kissed and caressed her face as Laurel glided her hand softly across his chest and arm. Her touches light and whispery on his skin, causing Caleb to feel a warmth and peace he had never felt before.  Caleb smiled as he watched Laurel’s eyes following the movements of her hands across his chest, enchanted by her innocent curiosity in him. He reached over and slowly began to loosen the laces of her chemise.  Caleb directed her gently, to sit up slightly, as he slowly removed her chemise, then softly glided his hands to remove her underskirt and undergarments.  He saw her tremble at appearing again unclothed and helped her under the coverings, unsure if it was emotion or the coolness of the air which made her tremble. Caleb stood up from the bed and finished undressing, this time noticing Laurel did not look shyly away as she had done last night. He smiled at her lovingly as he joined her under the warm covers, and took her in his arms, kissing her forehead.

“You were quite charming and adorable this evening my little wife. I am glad you were able to have some rest before dinner,” Caleb spoke in soft deep voice.

“I am as well. Thank you for convincing me to go to dinner this evening. I must admit it was quite liberating. For the first time in my life I truly felt an adult in front of my father,” Laurel smiled gleefully, her eyes bright and dancing.

“You have been an adult for some time now dearest. I am sorry that you could not feel that way in your father’s presence. That is all behind you now. He will have no choice but to see you as the beautiful and enchanting woman that you are,” Caleb said, smiling adoringly at her.

Caleb then kissed her again, noticing Laurel was as passionate in returning his affection as he was.  His kisses became more ardent and consuming, as he softly moaned his desire and need for her. Caleb gently began to caress and touch Laurel’s body as before, eliciting sounds of pleasure from her.

“My sweet Laurel, how I adore you. Please my darling, promise me, you will tell me if something makes you uncomfortable. I do not wish to hurt you,” Caleb whispered to her.

“I promise. I do not feel pain my dear Caleb. I only feel pleasure at this time,” Laurel answered, in a soft breathy whisper.

As their bodies began to meld in unison, their passion beginning to rise together, was finally met in blissful consuming culmination of their love and joy for each other.  Caleb smiled, as she again called out to him in her passion, answering her with a deep consuming kiss.  Caleb gently held Laurel in his arms until they both sighed deeply in restful contentment. He smiled at her warmly tracing the outline of her face with his finger.

“I had the changing room prepared as before my love. I covered the pitchers of water, so it will still be warm for you. Save one of them for me, I will give you some privacy to attend to your needs first,” Caleb spoke, his rich accent more pronounced when he was relaxed and content.

“I shall only be a few moments my Prince,” Laurel said softly, as she got out of bed.

Caleb smiled, amused as she put on her robe, and carried her nightgown into the small room with her. Her need for modesty after they had made love, left him utterly charmed by her.  As Laurel entered the room she saw that Caleb had lit a candle and had placed fresh linens as well as her special ointment that had been given to her from Mistress Gavenia. Laurel washed quickly and was relieved that the water was indeed still warm. Drying off and donning her nightgown she took the deep basin with her and walked into the main area of the tent. Caleb smiled looking at her curiously as she carried the basin to the tent entrance with her. 

“Dearest where are you going?” Caleb asked, in an amused tone.

“I shall be right back,” Laurel replied, with a soft giggle.

She returned in a moment and smiled back at Caleb as she walked back into the changing room. Placing the basin back on the short table and adding warm water into it. Caleb walked into the room, smirking at her, still wearing the curious expression.

“What are you doing my love?” Caleb asked, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“I was just fixing the basin for you. I noticed all the things you did to make the changing room so comfortable, I felt this was the least I could do,” she smiled sweetly, as she refilled the basin with warm water.

“Thank mo stor, that was very sweet of you, unnecessary, but still sweet,” Caleb said kissing her lips lightly. “Why do you not go and lie down and I shall be right out,” Caleb said softly, as he stroked her hair.

Laurel smiled back at him as she tiptoed and gave him a soft kiss on the lips and turned around to leave the room. Caleb unexpectedly took her arm and turning her around quickly, pulled her to him, kissing her passionately once again. He then smiled at her as she giggled and then turned and left the room. He came out of the changing room wearing a loose tunic and britches, and got into the bed, and held Laurel close. She turned on her side and laid her head against his chest, her arm draped over his waist.

“It feels a bit chilly tonight. Does it not?” Laurel asked softly.

“It does, which is why I dressed. Are you uncomfortable dearest? We could go back to the Lodge if you wish,” Caleb asked with concern.

“No, I am fine now that we are under the covers. We will only have a few nights more in the tent, after all. As I was told by Marina that Aiden will be in here with Oriel and Jamison before they depart. I was told the very clever way you arranged for that to happen,” Laurel giggled.

“Well Aiden did not find it so clever. Though he was good tempered about it,” Caleb said with a light laugh. “I have this feeling however when the younger cousins hear of this, they will insist on joining them. That should prove very interesting,” Caleb said, laughing again.

“Lady Ellos was very impressed with you and Aiden, for taking an interest in her youngest children.  My father is nice to them, but he really does not pay any attention to them. He makes up for this by allowing their mother to get them whatever they ask for,” Laurel mentioned in a soft sad voice.

“Hmm. Well actual attention and interest cannot be replaced by toys and pretty dresses. I swear Oriel changed her clothes at least four times today, twice at the wedding. She made sure everyone noticed as well. My mother completely indulges her need to be noticed and complimented. I will admit I do feel a bit sorry for them, as they do seem hungry for attention, especially attention from Aiden and I,” Caleb replied thoughtfully.

“Yes, when their father passed away it left a very big space in their lives. He was not considered wealthy by nobility standards, he did not own large amounts of land.  As he married late in life, most of his property was bequeathed to his relatives, long before he met Lady Ellos. She did not have the strength to fight them. They were only given the guest home to live in, after Lord Moran’s death. She and my father reacquainted themselves during the winter festival. I realize now they did need each other.  Father was very lonely, and she was desperate to find a better life for her family. I no longer blame them for marrying, though I do find it sad, it was not for love. At least it is not the love that we have,” Laurel remarked, her voice shaking slightly with emotion.

Caleb smiled at her words, and turned on his side to face her, gently caressing her cheek, and kissing her lips. 

“I am very grateful my sweet Laurel how much we love each other, and I will never take it for granted. I know firsthand what a loveless marriage is. We are very fortunate indeed to love each other, as Marriage Alliances seldom work that way, at least not in the beginning. My parent’s union was a Marriage Alliance, as my mother comes from Chieftain Argon’s Clann. It is the largest in Heathwin, in encompasses six different families. Like us they also knew each other their whole lives, and also cared for each other deeply, and were very close friends growing up. My mother was quite aware how similar our relationship with each other is to her and my father’s. Which is why it was her idea to bring up the Marriage Alliance between us, as well as remembering the Olden Scribes’ words. I will confess to you mo ghra, I would have asked for your hand whether the idea of an alliance had been mentioned or not. I have loved you since your terrifying incident with the Dragon’s Tooth, if not a bit longer,” Caleb revealed to her, in a deep soft voice.

“I have loved you Sire, even before I had the right to. I was utterly devastated by your marriage to Morene. I did not wish to go, and begged my parents not to make me. My father said I was being foolish and I needed to go, to stop my ridiculous pining away for you. I will confess, I never did. I felt so ashamed that I was not sad at hearing of her death, though I did feel sorry for her father. Do you think me horrible Caleb?” Laurel asked in the same soft voice, her eyes filled with emotion at her revealing this to Caleb.

“No my love, of course not. How could you feel sad? She treated you terribly, often saying very cruel things to and about you. She had no right to do so, as she did not know you very well, and you were never unkind to her. She never appreciated how sweet and kind you are, not the way I did, and still do. Let us no longer speak of the past mo stor. We here together now, and have nothing but the future to look forward to,” Caleb said in a soft reassuring voice, as he kissed her again. 

“Yes we do. I look forward to beginning my new life with you my dear Caleb,” Laurel answered quietly her eyes glistening with tears of happiness.

“Let us get some sleep now my love, we will be busy once again, as Mother will have the entire family at the Lodge in a few days to see your family off. Though as far as I am concerned it is just an excuse she is using to have another family social event,” Caleb said with a wry grin.

Laurel laughed, knowing what Caleb said was true. She snuggled in closer to him, feeling his lips kiss the top of her head, hearing his voice whisper  “Ta ghra agam ort,” before she drifted off to sleep peacefully in his arms. 

 

 Laurel’s family stayed for several more days enjoying the hospitality of King Fergus and Queen Alana. Every morning they all enjoyed a full breakfast. Each evening a sumptuous supper, always ending with Caleb, Laurel, Aiden and Marina, as well as Owain, Tulla and Imagin walking out in the back garden with the children, chasing glow moths and sprite dragons, then sitting by the fire telling stories. Imagin had grown quite close to the children, and Aiden found her the last day they were to stay, crying quietly in the kitchen as she arranged tea and biscuits for them. One of the cooks sent for him, as the staff was heartbroken, at her pitiful demeanor. 

“What is it love, why are you crying?” Aiden asked her gently, as he held her in his arms.

“I will miss them terribly Aiden. It has been wonderful having them here to care for,” she whimpered softly, as she leaned her head against his chest.

“I know my dear Imagin. I shall miss the little urchins myself. And their sister,” Aiden admitted, in a low sad voice.

Imagin looked up smiling at him knowingly, with tear filled eyes.

“Yes. Marina is very sweet. And I love Tulla as well. Poor Owain is quite beside himself. He was going to ask Caleb if he could be transferred to garrison duty in Gwenlais. He rode all the way home this morning, to speak to Mother about it, but she was most emotional and asked if he would wait until at least next season. He agreed, but he is still quite sad, and I will not tease him about it. He and Tulla spend all their waking time together and they both look so happy,” Imagin sniffed, and wiped her eyes.

“That is most kind of you Imagin. Perhaps I can suggest that Owain accompany me in escorting the family back to Gwenlais. That should help lift his spirits a bit, as we will be staying for at least two days,” Aiden mentioned with a warm smile.

“Oh yes, that will help him very much I think,” Imagin replied with a trembling smile, trying to regain her composure.

“What is wrong with our Imagin?” Caleb asked, walking in the kitchen with a sympathetic smile.

Imagin went over to Caleb, putting her arms around his waist and began sobbing into his chest. Caleb looked over at Aiden, with a sad grin as he put his arms around her, resting his chin on the top of her head.

“Oh Caleb. I do not want them to go,” Imagin cried, with renewed despair.

“I know dearest. But everyone must return home at some point. Laurel and I are very happy that you have become so close to the children. Perhaps during our trip every planting season to Gwenlais you can come with us. There is going to be a Unification celebration at that time. We will all be staying for the very least a fortnight. You can come with us then, as quite likely your Mother will also wish to attend. How does that sound?” Caleb mentioned, in a patient and understanding tone.

“I…I would like that very much Caleb,” Imagin replied, wiping her eyes once again.

“Good. Then we shall plan on it. Now dry your eyes, you do want the children to see you upset. They are waiting for you in the Library, as I just finished reading to them. They will more than likely wish for you to continue where I left off. After you have calmed down go and tend to them,” Caleb instructed in a warm voice, as he softly kissed her forehead. 

“I will. I shall only be a moment,” Imagin answered with a shuddering sigh, as she began to calm down.

They both waited in the kitchen for Imagin to finish gathering the things needed for the tea party she had wished to make for Oriel and Jamison. When she was finished she looked at the very full tray with a satisfied sigh, then smiled over at Caleb and Aiden as she made her way back upstairs.

“It is really quite rewarding to see our little Imagin growing up. She does love all the little ones here, but she has really taken quite an interest in Oriel and Jamison,” Aiden remarked, smiling as he watched Imagin leave the kitchen.

“Owain mentioned to me this morning that she feels an affinity towards them, especially Oriel, because she has much in common with them. This is good for her. She has been spoiled and selfish most of her childhood, I am happy to see her taking such a caring role in befriending them,” Caleb replied, as they walked out into the Grand Hall. 

Caleb then stopped by the foot of the stairs and looked at Aiden, his face taking on a more serious expression.

“I have just received word that Master Elphin and Mistress Gavenia, wish to speak to me concerning their findings upon examining the assassin’s body and the vial found on him. Chieftain Argon will be there as well. I have informed Father, but I only told Laurel, that I needed to speak with Argon to discuss the need for anymore heightened security. That is all I wish her to know at this time,” Caleb explained in a concerned tone, placing his hand on Aiden’s shoulder.

“Of course Caleb. I shall keep Laurel and the others pleasantly occupied. Just do what needs to be done. Laurel will not know anymore that you feel she should,” Aiden replied reassuringly.

“I will tell her at some point. I just wish for Laurel to enjoy her visit with her family, and to have a lovely time on our honeymoon, without too much concern,” Caleb expounded further, looking up the staircase.

“Of course Caleb. I do not blame you. This whole ordeal has been a bit stressful. Go and see to your discussion with everyone. Owain just left to bring Wendell to see Clare, they have asked him for dinner. When he returns, the ladies will be getting ready, for the rest of the family to arrive for dinner here. So do not be too long,” Aiden remarked hitting Caleb on the arm, and making his way back upstairs.

 

Owain walked with Wendell to the porch front of the Standing Bear, then stopped and patted him on the back. 

“Have a good time Wendell, I shall be back for you later. A little friendly advice. Limit yourself to just on pint. I feel that is what I shall be doing for a bit. After my horrendous hangover the morning of the wedding, I would rather not put myself through that ordeal for a time,” Owain said, with a laugh.

“I could not agree with you more Owain. I think I will just have a bit of cider. Thank you again for bringing me. I am still delightfully surprised I was invited to dine with the family so soon. It has only been two days since I saw Clare. When her father invited me for the midday meal the day after the wedding I did not expect an invitation so soon,” Wendell stated, with a broad smile.

“Clare cannot get enough of your pretty words Wendell. And you did mention you were staying on in Heathwin. She is just happy about this development,” Owain smiled as he turned to leave. “Have a good evening Wendell,” Owain said as he got upon his horse, then quickly rode back to the Lodge.

Wendell walked into the pub, noticing it was just becoming busy. The smell of stew, fresh baked bread and roasting meat, permeated the air. Wendell continued to make his way inside, when he noticed Clare serving a group, pints of ale and steaming bowls of stew. He smiled, not saying anything, enjoying just watching her interact with the customers as she smiled at them in her usual friendly manner. As she picked up an empty tray she wiped off an empty table and looking up saw Wendell happily watching her. His heart skipped a beat when he saw her face light up at seeing him.

“My dear Wendell! When did you arrive?” Clare asked with a happy voice, as she walked up and lightly kissed his cheek, instinctly adjusting his heavy sweater, and brushing lint from it.

“Only a few moments. I was just waiting for you to finish with your customers,” Wendell answered with a wide smile.

“That was most thoughtful of you dear, but do not concern yourself any longer. Father has said we will be officially taking our supper when you arrive. We have plenty of staff to handle our absence for a time,” Clare explained with a cheerful light laugh, which suddenly disappeared and was replaced with a scowl, as she looked over Wendell’s shoulder. 

Wendell looked at her curiously and then turned around to see the reason for her expression.  To his surprise standing in front of him was a burly unkempt looking young man, not much older than himself, looking at him with contempt.

“So Clare where did you find this little weasel?” he asked, in voice that was obvious he had been drinking.

“His name is Wendell, and he is twice the man and gentleman you could ever be Aghy. Now go back and sit down and mind your manners or I will have you thrown out,” Clare warned him in an angry low voice, as she stood next to Wendell, a few of the customers turned and watched them.

“Oh I see how it is. So weasel, tickle her in all the right places did you? What did she do for you in return? Show you a delicious glimpse or two did she?” Aghy laughed raucously at his own foulness, as onlookers stared with disapproving faces or wry smirks, well knowing how this would end.

Wendell looked aghast as he glanced over at Clare who just stood glaring at Aghy. 

“You sir, will apologize immediately to Clare, for your disgusting remark. I will not stand for it. She is a lady of delicate sensibilities and you have no right to speak to her in that manner,” Wendell spoke up, his face flush with his indignation. 

Clare looked over at him with both surprise and glowing adoration.  

“Oh is that so? And what are you going to do about it, weasel?” Aghy asked back contemptuously, as he placed his large hand over Wendell’s face and shoved him roughly backwards, where he landed with a loud thud.

Aghy began to laugh loudly once again looking back over at Clare, only to be surprised as she punched him with all her strength full in the face, hitting the bridge of his nose. He then quickly dropped to his knees holding his nose for moment, a shocked expression on his face, as he pulled his hands away revealing a bloody nose.  He looked up at Clare glaring at her furiously.

“You bi….,” was all he was able to say.

Clare then took the tray she held under her arm and swung it, hitting Aghy once again in the face, sending him reeling backwards.

“Bretton! Throw him out!” Clare yelled over, to the large and brawny barkeep.

“Aye. It would be my pleasure Miss Clare,” the powerfully built redhead replied with a wide smile, as he had been watching the spectacle the whole time.

Bretton walked over and grabbing a now moaning and pathetic Aghy by the scruff of neck. Dragging him to the door and placed Aghy on the porch sitting up, his back against the wall.

“Do not come back in again tonight Aghy or I will deal with you myself,” Bretton warned him, as Aghy could only moan back his reply.

“My poor darling Wendell, are you alright?” Clare asked with concern, as she kneeled on the floor with Wendell’s head in her lap, lightly stroking his head.

“I am feeling much better now Clare. I am so sorry I could not throw that brute out myself for offending your honor the way he did,” Wendell answered, his voice sad and remorseful.

“It does not matter Wendell, we have Bretton for that. The point is you defended my honor. You were so brave to demand his apology, and I am most grateful,” Clare replied sweetly, as she leaned down and kissed his forehead.

“By the Maker, what is all the fuss about?” Marcus demanded, coming out of the kitchen, then stopping and looking in utter bemusement at Clare and Wendell on the floor. 

“Oh father! My dear Wendell was violently attacked by Aghy for defending my honor,” Clare replied in a voice bordering on tears, as she held his head closer to her.

“Really? Aghy attacked you Wendell?” Marcus asked completely confused.

“It was more like he was shoved backwards a bit roughly Marcus,” Bretton explained, with a smile and a wink, a few of the patrons laughing lightly.

“It is no matter.  It was completely uncalled for. All Wendell did was demand Aghy apologize for his filthy remark concerning me. And that drunk brute shoved my poor Wendell to the floor with all his might. I feel we should call an attendant from the Infirmary Father,” Clare exclaimed with concern, as she continued to gently stroke Wendell’s forehead.

“Oh, please Clare, really there is no need. I shall be fine, my head no longer hurts and my eyes are no longer blurry,” Wendell reasoned trying to assure her that he was fine, only to have Clare gasp softly at his remark and kiss his forehead. “And in all honesty you were the one who defended me,” Wendell said with a sheepish grin.

“Oh really what did she do?” Marcus asked with a laugh, looking over at Bretton. 

“After Aghy shoved our small friend to the floor, Miss Clare punched Aghy in the nose, then hit him in the face with a tray and had me drag him out,” Bretton explained, with another broad smile.

“Well that will not be the first time that has happened to some fool with a foul mouth,” Markus spoke through his laughter, helping Wendell to stand, as Clare placed her arm around Wendell’s waist, gently smoothing his hair. 

“I think we are all missing the point here. Wendell defended my honor Father, he was most brave and a true chivalrous gentleman,” Clare remarked kissing Wendell on the cheek again, as he smiled at her with unhidden affection. 

Just then Tess came out of the kitchen looking concerned, enquiring what had happened. When Clare went on to relate all that had occurred, Tess took Wendell’s thin face in her hands and kissed him soundly on both cheeks. 

“Come dear Wendell, we have a lovely supper that is being prepared for you, while you are waiting in the back dining room. Clare will have the rest of the evening off so she may tend to you. You poor brave dear,” Tess replied in a soothing voice, as she and Clare led a very happy Wendell into the private dining room.

“Wendell will never want for anything now. Food or female attention, not with my two girls looking after him,” Marcus laughed heartily and shaking his head, as he walked back into the dining room.

 

Caleb walked into the Sentinel Headquarters towards Chieftain Argon’s spacious and comfortable study, upon entering he found Master Elphin and Mistress Gavenia seated in front of Argon’s desk. They all smiled warmly at Caleb, as he wore a troubled expression. 

“Good day Sire. Before we start off I would like to once again congratulate you on your wedding. It was a most beautiful and festive affair. In all my seasons I have never seen the Grand Hall looking….well so grand,” Argon said, with a light laugh. 

“Thank you Argon. Yes, Eavan and my mother truly left no detail spared,” Caleb replied back with an easy smile.

“And how is the new Bride today?” Master Elphin asked with a warm tone.

“She is quite well thank you. She has enjoyed her family’s visit, and was quite pleased with the wedding itself. She looks forward to our honeymoon trip,” Caleb replied back, as he sat down in one of the comfortable chairs facing Argon’s desk.

“Your father mentioned you would be bringing Princess Laurel to Welstone and Ardara. I am sure she will be most pleased with it,” Argon commented as he sat back leisurely in his plush high backed chair, stroking his close beard thoughtfully.

“I have no doubt she will. Now with the risk of sounding rude, you are all aware of the dinner Mother has planned as you will be there. So let us get this over with shall we?” Caleb asked, with a wry expression.

“Yes, very good point Caleb. Master Elphin, if you would be so kind, as to tell Prince Caleb of your findings please,” Argon requested, gesturing over to the Master Physician.

“The young woman who was my attendant while I was examining the body of the dead assassin, is originally from the city of Achzib. Her father and mother are skilled weavers and owned a large shop in that city. She recognized his race right away, saying they first came to Achzib five seasons ago, by unusual looking ships. Never saying where they come from, and are most unfriendly, unless it is to their advantage to be so. Their numbers increased in the last two seasons, and with that so did the number of unsavory types, such as slavers, smugglers and mercenaries, whom they were always seen in the company of. All business seemed to be conducted mainly on their vessels and it is rumored they pay the harbor masters considerably well to stay moored there. The violence and unrest in the city increased significantly as they newcomers again added to the increase in the ruffians I just mentioned. My attendant and her family moved to a small home and adjoining shop just outside of Ardara, as their particular skills are of course appreciated there, and it was a safe and peaceful home for them in comparison to what they left behind in Achzib,” Master Elphin explained as he glanced at everyone in the room as he spoke.

“So it is safe to assume, no one knows where they come from, or even what they call themselves?” Caleb asked, in a worried tone.

“It is most likely Sire that at the very least, the harbor masters as well as the city council have an idea. Shayna, the name of the attendant, mentioned it is rumored that most members of the council have been bribed to turn a blind eye as to whom these strangers do business with. Those who did not, had most unfortunate accidents or sudden changes of opinions,” Master Elphin replied with a sly smile.

“What I found personally disturbing, is what was found on this individual,” Mistress Gavenia spoke up, her face becoming drawn.

“And what would that be Mistress Ollam?” Caleb asked in a calm voice, though his heart was pounding in his chest.

“Chieftain Argon gave me a small vial which still contained a few drops of liquid in it. He assumed correctly that it was not poison as it had obviously been used. Master Devlyn, the head alchemist, was kind enough to assist me with examining the body. We both came to the conclusion that the vial contained some sort of drug that the assassin ingested quite regularly. His body exhibited all signs of extreme rigid muscle tone, swollen gums, ridged fingernails, as well as an enlarged heart. I am not aware of course if this is the normal physical traits of his race, but it is a side effect of prolonged use of this particular drug. Also the poison which was found inserted in a tooth cavity. It was contained in a frail piece of clay that was lodged in this cavity, where a tooth once was. He bit down on it and released a very quick acting poison, which has no antidote. As I mentioned, I am most distressed by these findings,” Mistress Gavenia said, as she clenched her hands together nervously, looking down at them for a moment.

“Why would these particular findings disturb you so, Mistress Gavenia?” Caleb asked in a respectful and patient voice, reaching over and holding her two small hands in his hand for a moment.

Pausing for a moment as Argon and Master Elphin looked at her with empathy, Mistress Gavenia looked up into Caleb’s face, with tear filled eyes.

“I have not seen these things implemented for many seasons, not since I was a doe med. It is the work of the Dark Ollams. A few of our sisterhood, a group of a dozen or so, became fascinated with the study of toxic plants, herbs and minerals. As certain ones are used in minuscule amounts to aid in relieving pain or anxiety. If too much is used or too often, an unnatural craving for the substance occurs, and or death. The knowledge these Dark Ollams as they called themselves, possessed, became quite valuable to certain individuals, who were willing to pay most handsomely for their services. The Ollams of course were most grieved and disturbed by this and ordered the small group to cease with their practices. They refused and left the Ollam village and House in Gwenlais and moved to their own small settlement in the forest a short distance away. My sister, Lasair, who was five seasons older than myself….was among them. The Head Mistress Ollam at the time, Mistress Rowena, informed King Dubhglas, who was King Garron’s grandfather, of their existence. He dispatched a squadron of guards along with a few Sentinels to round them up. All of their books, notes and implements, were destroyed, and then they were banished, never heard from again. It is said they moved to the far eastern borders of Gwenlais where they employed their services to the highest bidder. Then one day…after working for a powerful and dangerous ruler from a strange land, he destroyed them all, so as to keep who he was a secret. I fear their knowledge was stolen from them to be used by others, as this is the first time any evidence of their practices has surfaced in many seasons,” Mistress Gavenia concluded, in a sad and far away voice.

“Mistress Gavenia. Do you feel that Sari could have been one of these Dark Ollams?” Caleb asked in a low even tone.

“Well most certainly not from the original group. She received her training at another House of Healing on the far borders of Gwenlais. It is not as old or large as the House in the royal city, as that one is the original. It is however still a worthy and reputable House run by one of my oldest and dearest friends as we were doe meds together. Her name is Mistress Cait. She sent a letter stating that Sari came to them first volunteering as an attendant, and showed remarkable skills. She was older than most of the girls as Laurel was, but her skills were deemed quite valuable and they accepted her into training as a doe med. She became an Ollam quickly, and then requested to come to Gwenlais for a time, to further and enhance her training as some do. It was by no means an unusual request so nothing was suspected.  It is quite possible she could have received training as a Dark Ollam first, but I do not know where that could have happened,” Mistress Gavenia explained, with a tired sigh.

“Do you feel Sari or others like her pose a threat to Laurel?” Caleb asked, his voice no longer able to hide his concern.

“Directly no, I do not. Sari obviously realized the threat to her own safety and so fled, as she has not been found, possibly back where she came from. Whoever is using them, is doing so to control and use the assassin’s race for their own agenda. Laurel is far too well guarded now, for anything a Dark Ollam could do to harm her. The assassin failed Sire and I have no doubt whoever sent him is more than likely aware,” Mistress Gavenia said with a reassuring smile, as she reached over and patted Caleb’s hand.

“Which now brings me to my findings Caleb, that you should find most comforting,” Chieftain Argon began with a warm smile. “The Sentinels from my personal command, did indeed find a camp on the fringes of Heathwin’s border, a short distance from the river camp in fact. The assassin and his apparent companion greatly underestimated us. Although they did their best to hide their whereabouts and number, we have superior trackers and the use of Scimitars. By what the trackers could discern there was one other companion. He did not go into Heathwin, as the tracks and scent left by his horse, clearly show him leaving and crossing the river. His trail was lost shortly after that. They evidently had a time frame, and if the other did not return, the companion would leave so as not to risk being discovered. The Hunters used for tracking were taken throughout the city and around the Lodge perimeters itself. No scent like that of our dead assassin was discovered, or that of anyone else was detected. I can safely say with confidence the threat seems to have been disposed of Sire. In the future however I strongly recommend that her Highness still have at least one escort with her at all times when she is to leave the Lodge, and that she not care for any strangers that occasionally find their way to the Infirmary from time to time. Just as a precaution of course. I have also sent the weapons we found to the Master Armorer to see what he could make of them. So with that, I say relax and enjoy your honeymoon,” Argon spoke, in his usual quiet calm voice. 

“Thank you Argon. Thank you all for your diligence in this matter. My heart and mind are greatly relieved. I shall take my leave now and head back to the Lodge and relax for a bit. I will see you all at dinner,” Caleb smiled gratefully as he made his way out of the room.

Caleb walked calmly out of the Headquarters to Lorcan, who was waiting patiently grazing lazily in the yard. Mounting up and setting off at a comfortable canter, Caleb sighed and smiled to himself, knowing he too had done his own security measures. Having spoken to Dyfri the Cydros Elder himself just before the wedding, and being assured by him that no strangers were in the forest at this time. Only the normal huntsmen of Heathwin, common during this time of the season. The Rabkins would remain diligent in keeping watch, as the Cydros Kindred felt it was now their right, to protect the child Ollam who had become a friend of the Kindred people, and soon would be the mate of the man Prince, they all trusted and respected.  As Caleb rounded the bend and rode up the small hill to the Lodge he could already see it was welcome and ready for the relatives to arrive, as some apparently had. The Lodge doors were wide open and it was fully illuminated, as plainly seen by the large full windows. Many of the lovely decorations in the Hall still remained as the staff continued devoted to the care of them. Music and laughter could be heard coming from the open doors, as well as tantalizing aromas of various dished being prepared, for the relatives of Heathwin to give Laurel’s family a happy send off. The first to greet Caleb as he entered the Hall was Aiden, Marina, Kerrie and Deaglan, who had also been invited much to Kerrie’s delight.

“Well old man you look happy for having been to a security meeting. I take it, everything went well?” Aiden asked, as the rest looked at him expectantly.

“Yes it went very well. The threat seemed to be an isolated incident from some foreign source which is still too far away to be overly concerned about at this time. We can find out more when we go on Patrol in a month. As for now, here in Heathwin, all is well and secure. So where is Laurel at this time?” Caleb asked smiling, and now much calmer as he looked around. 

“She is still upstairs getting dressed,” Marina replied with a warm smile.

“Well good, I shall go and see her then. We will be down in a bit,” Caleb said, as he made his way to the staircase.

“No they will not,” Aiden spoke in a low voice with a sly grin, as they all laughed at his remark.

Caleb walked into their room quietly, to find Laurel standing in front of the wardrobe dressed in her chemise and underskirt, trying to decide upon what to wear. She looked over at him and smiled then turned her attention back to the wardrobe. Caleb walked in back of her, putting his arms around her waist and kissing her neck and shoulder. 

“You must help me decide on what to wear this evening Caleb. Should I wear my new burgundy dress you have just given me, though all our immediate family has already seen it? Or should I wear the dress I wore to Cahir and Eavan’s wedding?” Laurel asked in a distracted tone, as she held up both dresses for Caleb’s inspection.

Caleb stood up and took both dresses from her and placed them back in the wardrobe. Then turned her around as he laughed at her bemused and annoyed expression.

“I have a much better suggestion,” he spoke in an ardent low voice, as he took her in his arms and walking over, placed her on the bed.

Laying down with her quickly he took her in his arms and began fervently kissing her face and neck, causing her to giggle at his actions. 

“Caleb we cannot stay here,” Laurel chided, still giggling.

“Why not?” Caleb asked dryly, still kissing her.

“Everyone is expecting us for dinner silly,” Laurel replied as she kept moving her head from side to side and hunching up her shoulders, trying to dissuade Caleb’s amorous attentions.

It was for the most part unsuccessful, and only made his attempts that much more fervent.

“I do not care. I had a tedious and boring afternoon at the Headquarters and I do not feel like sharing you at the moment,” Caleb answered back, with a satisfied smile before continuing his attentions.

“But Caleb,” Laurel giggled. “Everyone will just become annoyed and say, we were too busy making love to come and join the family for dinner. Do you really wish for them to say that?” Laurel asked, in a slightly impatient voice.

“I really do not care dearest. It will be true,” countered with a smug smile, as he began to unlace her chemise front.

“Well…I care Caleb. It would be rather embarrassing. Do you not think?” Laurel asked, trying to make her point earnestly.

“No, I do not. Things of that nature do not embarrass me as they do you mo stor. I am not shy, or have you not figured that out as yet?” Caleb enquired back, with a sly grin. 

“Yes, I am quite aware. I do however know a number of things that do make you a bit self-conscious,” Laurel mentioned, with an impish smile.

“Oh really? And what would those things be?” Caleb asked looking at Laurel with a wry face, she now having his full attention.

“You do not like to be teased, or yelled at, or sassed back to, in front of anyone. It would be a shame if I had to do that for making us miss dinner,” Laurel threatened, with a light laugh at his expression.

“Oh, I hope you do. That would give me a valid reason to bring you back to our room, and teach you a lesson in proper social behavior. Now in all fairness I would enjoy it far more than you would, but at least you first would have the fun of trying to embarrass me in front of everyone,” Caleb mentioned in a deep and dangerous tone, with a roguish smile.  

Laurel’s eyes widened at his implication, seeing he seemed quite serious.

“You would not,” Laurel stated, with a pout.

“Try it and find out for yourself,” Caleb spoke, in a challenging tone.

“Well…um…let us reach a compromise then. We go to dinner and I do not do anything to embarrass you,” Laurel suggested with another giggle, moving her fingers through his hair.

“Now how is that a compromise? I just told you I do not wish to go, and you trying to embarrass me, is rather a delightful idea I would enjoy,” Caleb stated, with a smirk.

Oh, um…oh I know. We go to dinner but we do not stay all evening and then you can bring me back up to our room,” Laurel proposed, tracing her fingers across his chest. 

“Does this mean I can still teach you a lesson in proper social behavior?” Caleb asked, with a wicked grin.

“No. You can however teach whatever else you think would be useful,” Laurel answered with a giggle, and blushing at her own remark.

“I am sure I can come up with a few things. Come along then mo chailin milis. Let us go to dinner. And wear the burgundy dress. If I must share you this evening then I wish to show you off for a time,” Caleb stated as he stood up, and helped her from the bed. “Now hurry up and get dressed before I change my mind,” Caleb said in mock annoyance, as he swatted Laurel’s backside causing her to jump, and smirk at him smugly as she walked back to the wardrobe.  

 

The evening went along at a happy and joyful pace, with everyone enjoying the meal of hearty stews, breads, the usual accompaniments of pickled vegetables and rich savory and sweet chutneys. As well as a Heathwin favourite, of beans, baked in a sweet and salty tomato sauce, served with thick slices of fried toast. Lady Ellos had never had this dish before, and enjoyed it so much, she informed King Garron it would be added to the menu in Gwenlais. He had no objections having several helpings himself.  The minstrels soon started the music for dancing and everyone danced until they were happily tired. Soon family members began to say goodnight, Cinnie and Quinlan as well as Tolemais and Myra, having younger children who were falling asleep. When Jamison and Oriel returned to the Hall in their nightclothes informing Aiden they were ready to sleep in the tent, Heather and Lilly as well as Beacam and Ardal, all chimed in that they too wished to stay and sleep in the tent, much to Queen Alana’s delight. Aiden was not as enthusiastic about the idea.

“I am not going to sleep in the tent with all of you little hooligans,” Aiden stated quite emphatically. 

“I shall be in there also,” Imagin said, trying to sound helpful.

“Oh, yes that will make it so much easier,” Aiden replied in a mocking tone, as Imagin rolled her eyes at him.  

“I shall be spending the last night here with the girls. We shall have sleeping mats brought in for us as well,” Kerrie offered, with a knowing smile.

Aiden then looked over at Marina who was standing next to Tulla and Owain, who were all smiling at his changed expression.

“Well that changes everything. Let us get ready for the tent shall we?” Aiden asked with a bright smile, as they all laughed and went to change into sleeping attire.

“How do you intend on putting everyone in the tent? It is not that large,” Caleb mentioned to Aiden, with a laugh. 

“I have no idea, but I am most delighted to find out,” Aiden laughed back. 

Soon everyone was outside in the back garden, chasing the large glow moths, and sprite dragons again. The children delighting in their lovely pale green glowing wings of the moths and slow fluttering. Imagin showed the younger children a trick in attracting them by placing a small saucer of honeyed water on a garden bench. It was covered in the luminous hand sized moths in a matter of minutes. The sprite dragons needed nothing to attract them, as they enjoyed being in the presence of humans. They were once sold as pets, until it was realized they could not survive a day in captivity. People would angrily demand their money back, merchants then no longer tried selling them. They simply flew about quickly, their tiny wings humming and glowing in a deep blue hue, as they darted in and out, occasionally landing on a shoulder or someone’s head. Then as suddenly as they appeared they all abruptly left, disappearing into the night. Caleb, Aiden, and Owain assisted the girls in placing the sleeping mats about the tent, which the servants had brought out for them, along with pillows and blankets. The tent was filled to capacity and barely had room for walking. The bed had been moved to one side of the tent, making room for the sleeping mats. All the younger children shared the bed, the three boys sleeping at the foot, with Imagin in the middle of the little girls sleeping at the head of the bed. Jamison and Beacam had already fallen asleep from exhaustion, as the girls were too beginning to drift off one by one, with not a giggle to be heard. All the sleeping mats were put in a row, with Kerrie sleeping between both Tulla and Marina, with Owain and Aiden sleeping on either end. Caleb and Laurel laughed at the arrangement as it no longer resembled their romantic warm haven, then saying goodnight went back to the Lodge. Everyone talked quietly until one by one they all fell asleep, leaving only Aiden and Marina awake. Kerrie had turned over in her sleep and pushed Marina almost entirely off her sleeping mat. 

“Shh. Come here love,” Aiden whispered, taking Marina in his arms as she giggled at Kerrie continuing to push her off the mat in her sleep.

Aiden then covered them both as he held her gently, feeling her body tremble slightly.

“So have you enjoyed your stay in Heathwin?” Aiden asked her, in a soft whisper.

“Yes I have. It has been….quite memorable. I…I shall miss it here, when I am back in Gwenlais,” Marina stated in a soft shy whispery voice, her eyes soft and filled with emotion.

“And I shall miss you when you return,” Aiden said to her continuing to whisper softly, as he reached over and caressed her cheek.

“You will?” Marina asked, in a delighted small voice.

“Most assuredly,” Aiden laughed gently at her reaction, then leaned over and kissed her forehead several times.

Marina looked into his eyes for a moment, before speaking again. 

“I must ask you something Aiden, and I wish for you to be honest with me,” Marina said with a serious tone, in her quiet voice.

“Of course love. I will always be honest with you,” Aiden answered with concern, as he reached over to hold his hand against her face.

“Do you feel that there is a chance that I will have a place in your future? Should you say no, I will not hold it against you. I will appreciate your honesty,” Marina stated without guile.

Aiden smiled at her warmly, impressed with her upfront demeanor. She did not wish to put her hopes in something that would never happen and Aiden respected her wishing to know his intentions.

“I most definitely see you in my future love. It is my hope that it will be a future not too far from our grasp. I look forward very much to my return to Gwenlais in the Planting season. Perhaps then we can speak more of our future with your Mother,” Aiden replied with a loving smile, caressing her cheek again.

“I would like that very much. You would have no objections then, to my discussing this conversation with my Mother, when we return home?” Marina asked, in a trembling voice.

“Not at all,” he whispered back, with the same smile.

“Oh…oh good,” Marina smiled and giggled softly as Aiden laughed at her response. “You may kiss me if you wish,” Marina said suddenly, in a broken whisper her lips trembling.

Aiden looked at her at first in surprise and then in warm affection. The idea she did not wish for him to kiss her until she knew his intensions, left him moved and charmed by her. He placed his hand against her cheek and then slowly leaned in and softly kissed her lips. Moving slowly until he felt her move comfortably with him, increasing his pace only slightly not wishing to overwhelm her. He was enjoying this sweet moment of innocent discovery and did not wish for it to end abruptly, because he had frightened her. After Aiden felt Marina tremble more visibly, he slowed his pace until they stopped and he kissed her very tenderly on her forehead. He then smiled at her tranquil face, he could see in the soft glow of the moons light.

“Goodnight Aiden,” Marina whispered, as she laid her head against his chest, and began to drift off.  

“Goodnight Marina,” Aiden whispered back, softly stroking her hair, kissing her forehead once again as he felt her fall asleep against him. 

He smiled to himself, a feeling of contentment he had not felt in too long. 



  
 


 30: THE HONEYMOON 
After another sumptuous breakfast, the family was soon ready to depart, as the servants had packed up all of their belongings on the pack horses. Aiden and Owain had the rest of the horses brought to the front entrance as everyone hugged and said very emotional goodbyes, especially between Laurel and Phineas, who in an uncharacteristic display of emotion and affection, Phineas kissed Laurel lovingly on her forehead. They all promised to see each other during the Planting season trip which would coordinate with the Unification ceremony and celebration in Gwenlais. They all then made their way slowly down the small hill then, onto the main roadway out of Heathwin, the large escort group going both ahead, and behind the family. They would all spend the night at the river camp, making their way to Gwenlais in the morning. Laurel said goodbye to her family, once more waving until she could no longer see them. She began to become a bit emotional, Caleb looked down and smiled at her lovingly, as he put his arm around her shoulders. She waved once more as she watched them crest the hill then disappear over the other side.

“Come with me mo stor. Let us go for a walk in the back garden,” Caleb suggested to her warmly.

“Oh...alright,” Laurel said, sniffing back tears as she took his hand, and they walked out to the garden from the front entrance.

It was a beautiful late morning, the sun was very bright, and there was no breeze, so it was warm for this time of the Harvest season. They continued walking and Laurel then realized they were headed for the tent, and was surprised to see it was still erect. Caleb smiled at her slyly as he led her into the tent, and found that the bed had been moved back to its original place and all the sleeping mats removed, with the roses remaining.

“Why are we back at the tent Caleb?” Laurel asked, with a giggle.

“Oh I thought we could have one more interlude here, before it is taken down, and you could also have the roses brought back to our room,” Caleb explained as he held her waist and leaned down and began kissing her face.

“You mean right now? In the middle of the day?” Laurel asked, beginning to laugh.

“Of course mo ghra. It is now officially our honeymoon. Father and Mother will be departing for Welstone within the hour. No one will be about, and it would be such a shame to waste the tent. Do you not think?” he asked her seductively, as he kissed her neck.

“I suppose it would be,” she giggled at his words.

“You are so adorable mo stor. Come over here and sit with me,” he said smiling at her warmly.

Taking her hands he walked backwards towards the bed, as he sat down he gently guided her forward, pulling her on to his lap, her legs on either side of him. Laurel’s breath caught slightly as Caleb had her sit on his lap this way.

“What is it my love?” Caleb asked her softly, moving her hair from her face.

“I just did not expect this, as I have never sat on your lap this way before,” Laurel said, smiling shyly at him.

“Well, this way is a bit more intimate than I feel would have been appropriate for us at the time. Though now, it feels quite appropriate, does it not?” Caleb asked her smiling, as he began to kiss her face and unlace the front of her dress.

“It um...does feel more personal and well, perhaps a bit more intense, than it normally does,” Laurel expressed, in a shaking soft voice.

“Intense? Really? Is it because you can feel me against you?” he asked smiling enticingly, as he caressed her cheek, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“Yes. The way it makes me feel, is a bit overwhelming,” Laurel answered shyly, with a giggle.

Even though Caleb had been very loving and patient, as they became more familiar, with each other personally and intimately, she still found any new experience, caused her to feel a bit inhibited. Caleb smiled at her as he caught the tone in her voice.

“Do not feel shy mo chailin milis. There is nothing you need to be concerned with. Here now, does this not feel nice?” Caleb asked her, in a deep soft voice, as he gently moved his hands up her dress and caressed her thighs.

“Yes...it does,” Laurel answered in a breathy whisper, she placed her arms around Caleb’s neck, as he kissed her warmly and deeply.

“Put your arms up for a moment dearest,” Caleb directed in a soft whisper, as he pulled Laurel’s dress over her head. “Now stand up and I will help you finish undressing, and then you can help me,” Caleb suggested, smiling at her, watching her expressions.

“Alright,” Laurel, answered in a soft voice, as she got up slowly.

Even though they had been wed for several days, she had not taken that intimate liberty with him as yet, though he had undressed her several times already. Caleb removed the rest of her clothing, and then directed her hands to his tunic laces and had her unlace them with trembling fingers. She pushed the tunic upward as he pulled it over his head. Caleb then reached down and kissed her neck, as he placed her hands on the front of his trousers, directing her to untie the leather lacings. Her fingers and then her body beginning to tremble, at the newness of this experience.

“It is alright mo ghra. I belong to you dearest, as you belong to me. You do not have to feel shy about doing this. I will help you finish,” Caleb said warmly, as he took her hands in his and finished removing his clothing.

Caleb then held her in his arms for a moment. 

“The more we are together my Laurel, the easier certain things will be, they will not feel so unfamiliar,” Caleb said lovingly, as he gently caressed her back, kissing her neck and shoulder.

“I know Caleb. This is one of these moments, I spoke to you about, concerning feeling awkward,” Laurel looked at him, smiling shyly.

“There is nothing awkward about you my darling. I find your shyness adorable. Come, let us get into the bed, I shall hold you in my arms, and allow you to show your affections at your own pace,” Caleb said lovingly, as he took her in his arms and brought her to the bed. 

He joined her in the bed and covered them both holding her closely and kissing her face softly.

“Show me mo stor. Show me what you enjoy, when we are together this way,” Caleb whispered ardently.

“Oh....um...what should I show you first?” Laurel asked, whispering back as she glided her hands through his hair.

“Whatever you wish dearest,” Caleb replied, smiling and laughing lightly.

“Well...I love the way you kiss me. Especially when you taste my mouth,” Laurel whispered, her eyes soft and warm.

“Like this?” Caleb asked, as he held her face and kissed her deeply.

His tongue, moving about her mouth slowly, caressing her own.

“Yes,” Laurel replied in a breathless whisper, when their kiss ended.

“What else pleases you, my love?” Caleb asked her, smiling adoringly, clearly enjoying this seductive questioning.

“I enjoy tracing the outline of your face,” softly touching his face, with her finger. “As well as your arms and chest,” moving her fingers lightly across his chest and up his arm, smiling as she did so.

“I enjoy that as well. Do you like when I kiss you here?” Caleb asked in a deep whisper, as he kissed her neck. Then moved his mouth slowly down her throat and to her breasts. “And here?” he asked, kissing her again.

“Oh yes Sire. I do,” Laurel whispered back, moving her hands lightly across his back and shoulders.

“What else do you enjoy mo stor?” bringing his face up, to look at her again.

Laurel did not answer him at first, only looked back at him with warm and luminous eyes. Taking his hand in hers, she then moved it slowly down her body, until she stopped, and smiled shyly, he then smiled back at her seductively.

“Is it not interesting how we seem to enjoy the same things?” Caleb asked in a soft low voice, as he touched her gently and lovingly.

Laurel closed her eyes and sighed deeply, bringing her hands up to grasp the back of his neck. They made love in the tent, one last time. Then dressing quickly, made their way back to the Lodge. Caleb had a bath readied for them, and for the first time bathed together, in the large copper tub.

“This is another thing I enjoy as well Caleb,” Laurel sighed, leaning against his chest in the warm and fragrant water.

Caleb smiled as he kissed the top of her head, and lightly caressed her face.

After bathing, donning the lacy white nightgown Queen Alana had given her, got into bed, as Caleb suggested they take a nap before dinner. There was no need to feel rushed. King Fergus had taken Queen Alana to visit Welstone, for a fine meal at the Inn. They would spend the morning shopping, then visiting the nearby village of Ardara where the family had special interest, spending the night there, before returning home. Aiden and Owain had gone with the escorts, to see the family back to Gwenlais, and would then spend two days there, before returning to Heathwin. Imagin had returned home with her mother.  Caleb and Laurel had the Lodge, for the most part, to themselves. They awoke in the late afternoon, and played a game of Tablut. Caleb had dinner brought up to their room. They took a walk out to the terrace, enjoying the last blooms of the night lilies and moon roses, until Laurel felt chilled. Then returning to their room, Caleb made a fire in the spacious fireplace, getting back into bed, Caleb then read one of Laurel’s favourite poets. They made love once again, slowly but passionately. Laurel experiencing a sense of elation and joy she had never felt, as she lay peacefully in Caleb’s tender embrace. It was a day of sweet bliss, filled with the happiness of sharing new love.

 

The next morning Laurel woke up to hearing Caleb moving about the room, putting things on his desk then going to the wardrobe. He reached in pulling out articles of clothing and placing them in large leather saddle bags. Laurel watched him, still not sitting up, blinking her eyes sleepily.

“Maidin mhaith, my love. You need to get out of bed sleepy head. Come and show me, what you wish to bring with you to Welstone,” Caleb said, as he looked over, and smiled at her warmly.

Laurel said something indiscernible and then covered her head, pulling the covers tighter around her. Caleb looked over at her and smirked, as he put more clothing into the bag. He then walked over to the bed, and began to pull the covers away from off of Laurel. She protested grumpily as he heard her muffled complaints, about it being too early and chilly.

“It is not too early, it is well past sunrise. You will warm up as soon as you get up and have some tea. Now come out from under the covers, so we can finish packing,” Caleb spoke, beginning to sound impatient.

“Just a few moments more,” Laurel’s muffled request, came out from under the bedding.

“No, I have already given you a few more moments. I have been up for well over an hour,” Caleb said brusquely, as he pulled the covers roughly off of her.

“Oh! Caleb! Stop it, I am freezing!” Laurel protested grumpily, as she shivered in her thin nightgown.

Pulling a sheet back over her, and curling herself up into it, mumbled something in a quiet angry tone.

“Do not curse at me under your breath. You are being quite disagreeable this morning, mo ghra. I am warning you, I am not going to put up with it,” Caleb said in a threatening tone, but with a wry smile on his lips. 

Laurel grumbled some other phrase under her breath, pulling the sheet tighter. Caleb’s eyebrows raised in surprise of her words. He leaned over and then gave her backside a sharp slap, the sound resonating throughout the still room. Laurel gasped in shock and sat up quickly, her face registering her surprise.

“Ouch! Damn it Caleb!” she said angrily, her eyes flashing at him.

Caleb smiled at her wickedly, and pulling the sheet away from her, grabbed her arm pulling her over to him, and picking her up roughly threw her over his shoulder. He then began to walk towards the bath, with her struggling form.

“No! Stop it! You are such a brute,” Laurel protested, trying push herself up from over his shoulder.

“I warned you I was not going to put up with you. I have heated some water for you. Now get in there and wash, so you can dress and we can actually leave. And do not take forever, or I will throw whatever I chose for you in the saddle bag, and you will be happy with it,” Caleb said putting her down,  turning her around and smacking her bottom once more.

“Ah! If you continue to do that, I will not be able to ride to Welstone!” she answered back, in irritation.

“You will be able to ride just fine, it will be your own fault, if you are bit uncomfortable,” Caleb replied smiling at her. “I cannot believe how grumpy you are, when I planned on taking you for a day of shopping, and staying at a very lovely inn,” Caleb chided her, with a smile. 

“I told you, I am still tired and I am freezing,” Laurel said softly, turning around to face him, with a pout Caleb found irresistible.

He walked a few steps forward and putting his hand on the side of her face, leaned down and kissed her lips warmly.

“I have some tea and sweet rolls coming up for us as we speak. When you come out of the bath they should be here waiting for you. I promise, I will make it all up to you, for having you get up so early,” Caleb said in a soft low voice, as he kissed her once again.

“You promise?” Laurel asked in a breathy whisper, as she smiled at him demurely.

“I most certainly do,” Caleb smiled whispering back, kissing her again.

Caleb began to kiss Laurel more deeply and passionately, as he caressed her back. Feeling her easily through her thin nightgown, tearing his mouth away from her, Laurel’s eyes flew open in surprise. Caleb put his arms around her waist and lifted her off the floor, as he stepped into the bath and shut the door.

“Damn it Laurel! You are going to make us late!” he said, as he kissed her passionately once more. 

Laurel began to giggle as he kissed her, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Caleb began to pull roughly at the laces of her nightgown, as he attempted to push it down off her shoulders. Laurel’s breath caught slightly in surprise at Caleb’s passionate intensity.

“Caleb…you will tear my gown,” Laurel spoke in a breathless whisper, as he finished removing her gown. 

“Do not worry mo chroi, I shall you get you another,” Caleb replied, his voice deep and intense with passion.

He then turned her around quickly, pulling her flush against him, as he wrapped his arms around her and kissing her neck and shoulder. Caleb began to caress her in a way he had not yet shown to her. Laurel whimpered in desire as her body began to tremble uncontrollably. 

“Yes, mo chailin milis. I will make you very happy mo stor. You shall see how good your Prince will be to you,” Caleb whispered to her deeply, his lips brushing against her ear, as he continued to touch her tenderly and lovingly.

“Oh Caleb,” Laurel whispered, in a trembling voice. 

Her legs shaking as she placed her arm above her head, putting it around the back of his neck as Caleb leaned down to kiss her shoulder. 

“Call out to me my love. Let me hear you say my name with your pleasure,” Caleb gently directed her, as he continued his passionate affections.

 

There was a knock on the chamber door, and with no reply, Lucas and a young maid, brought in a tray of sweet rolls along with a full setting for tea. As they put the items on the desk, they both suddenly looked towards the bath in surprise. Hearing Laurel call out Caleb’s name passionately, and Caleb replying with amorous expressions, in old speak. Lucas smiled and shook his head as the maid blushed and giggled.

“Come along my girl, let us leave them alone,” Lucas laughed quietly, leading the maid out of the room.

 

A little over an hour later Laurel and Caleb showed up at the stables looking rushed and distracted, as Caleb would give Laurel an annoyed smile, while she would smirk at him coyly.  The Sentinels waiting for them gave each other knowing glances as they began to get upon their horses. Laurel looked up and smiled as she noticed who one of the Sentinels that was part of their escort to Welstone was.

“Good morning gentlemen, and good morning Gawain. How is Iris since moving to Heathwin?” Laurel asked delightedly.

“Maidin mhaith, your Highness. She is doing very well, thank you for enquiring,” Gawain replied smiling charmingly, as well as the other five Sentinels.

Caleb looked over and smiled with amusement at the Sentinels. He knew they enjoyed Laurel’s friendly and open personality as she always greeted them in this manner, whoever was assigned as an escort.

“I am so happy to hear that. Please tell her I asked about her,” Laurel requested happily.

“She will be most delighted your Highness,” Gawain replied, as they headed out of the stables on the main roadway.

The ride was very enjoyable as many of Heathwin’s residents were also traveling back and forth, as the weather had remained sunny and warmer than usual. The many visitors from other towns and territories were now gone, since the wedding day, and everything was back to normal. Those who were either walking or riding on the road were very gracious and happy to greet the Prince and new Princess of Heathwin. They stopped once again at the small hamlet just before the main town, so that Laurel could visit her favourite merchants and vendors who were very happy to see her and offered her their newest wares, some that were only presented to her. The glass blower had a dazzling display of beautifully blown and delicate apothecary bottles, with very ornate stoppers. Many of the residents of the small village were eager to see Laurel once again. Some of the people were a bit too enthusiastic in their excitement to see her and had to be firmly but politely reminded by Gawain, and the four other Sentinels around her, not to touch her.  As it was again ordered by Caleb to not be allowed, because of the possible threat of an assassin. Laurel herself had to be reminded not to reach back to anyone, she smiled when reminded, but still felt uncomfortable with this security measure, but did not argue the point. Caleb had walked over with a Sentinel escort to visit his Kedesh informer Buadhach, who was at his stall, happy to see the Prince approach him.

“Good afternoon my Liege. I wish to offer you, my congratulations, on your marriage to the fair Princess Laurel. You make a most handsome couple. I once again have some very lovely jeweled silk slippers and shawls to offer you, as well as some very interesting information,” the small Kedesh said with a lowered voice, looking about anxiously. 

“Thank you Buadhach. Now how interesting is this information?” Caleb asked him with a wry grin, always amused by how much the Kedesh enjoyed secrets and sharing them as well. 

“My brother, who has a shop in the port city of Achzib, told me that a very expensive and very exotic looking ship arrived more than a fortnight ago. It had the entire city in quite a state of foreboding and excitement. It was not a cargo ship, Sire, but rather a very large and impressive personal vessel. Obviously for someone of importance,” Buadhach explained with a low and guarded voice.  

“Was your brother able to get a look at any of the passengers or crew?” Caleb asked in a concerned tone.

“Only the crew Sire. They were quite exotic looking as well. Men with skin the color of golden wheat and very large gold eyes. Some had very long hair, other had very short, but all had the same blue black color. They also had pointed long thin ears that went almost to the tops of their heads. They moved very quickly and fluidly, and were most unfriendly. My brother said they reminded him of felines Sire,” Buadhach said, with a distasteful expression.

Caleb and the Sentinel exchanged knowing and worried glances as the description of the crew on the strange vessel matched the appearance of the assassin discovered in Heathwin.

“Thank you Buadhach. You have once again been most helpful. I will take another pair of the jeweled slippers, the green ones there, as well as a matching shawl,” Caleb replied, pointing out the items he wished to purchase. 

Buadhach smiled with delight as he carefully wrapped the slippers and shawl in soft brown cloth and tied the parcel with jute twine. Handing the parcel to Caleb he then put out his small paw like hand to receive the pouch of coins, Caleb had for him. Counting the coins quickly, he bowed his head graciously.

“Again Sire, you are most generous to your humble servant,” Buadhach spoke with an elegant sweeping gesture.

“Have a pleasant day Buadhach and give my regards to your brother. I may pay him a visit in the near future,” Caleb smiled kindly, at the little Kedesh merchant.

“I shall send word to him to look for you. His name is Moray. His shop is on the main street next to the baker, and across from a tavern called the Black Gull,” Buadhach said his ears twitching with delight, that the Prince would be visiting his brother.

“Very good. Thank you again Buadhach,” Caleb replied to the Kedesh, as he turned and walked away making his way back to Laurel.

“That is most unsettling Sire. What could these people possibly find threating about her Highness? She is most charming and the most nonthreatening person I have ever met,” the young Sentinel exclaimed unabashedly. 

Caleb laughed lightly at the young man’s honest and open opinion of Laurel.

“Thank you Leod. I appreciate your feelings. Yes, I too find it unsettling, but we will find answers at some point. Today however, I only wish to make my Bride happy with spoiling her a bit. Once we reach the center of Welstone I would like you to go and secure our rooms at the Inn. When we settle in, you and the rest of the men have a fine meal and relax a bit. Oonagh, is expecting us. Her husband and sons being trained huntsmen, are quite skilled at keeping out any troublemakers. Plus very few would dare try anything with the six of you in plain sight,” Caleb remarked, hitting Leod lightly on his arm.

“Yes Sire, I feel our presence should keep things fairly quiet,” Leod answered, with a wry grin.

Laurel was very happy to see Caleb with a present for her and pouted prettily at him when he told her she could not open it until they were at the Inn.

“That sweet face is not going to change my mind. You will just have to be patient,” Caleb said to her with a charming smile, as he kissed her forehead.

Laurel showed him her purchases of apothecary bottles and several scented waters and oils. Also a lovely trinket box made of apple wood with an engraving of the flower she was named for, on the cover, given as a gift from one of the artisan merchants. They then continued on their way and soon entered the busy town. It was very active as a result of the fine weather. Many of the local people stopped and stared as they approached, most calling out greetings of welcome or good day. Caleb took her into a shop known for its lovely feminine articles of clothing. Laurel smiled then blushed, when she noticed most of the clothing, was frilly undergarments and nightgowns. The two women who owned the shop were sisters, and were delighted to see Caleb and Laurel walk in, going over to Laurel and leading her to some of their newest creations. Caleb smiled at their enthusiasm and Laurel’s bashfulness. He did not hesitate in choosing two nightgowns and several delightful pair of short lacy bloomers, for Laurel. The shop keepers wrapped the items in soft white linen and then tied them in lovely rose colored ribbons. 

“Enjoy your purchases my Lady,” one of the shopkeepers called out, as they began to leave, laughing gleefully, as Caleb smiled roguishly at Laurel, as they made their way out.   

The next shop they visited was a large wood crafters’ work shop. It was known for its finely crafted furnishings and decorative items.  Laurel had requested she wanted new furnishings to add to their room. Caleb of course found it completely unnecessary, but conceded to Laurel’s request as she was so eager to add her own touches to the room. Laurel picked out several very handsome and expensive pieces. A tall cupboard, two ornate chests, and a small step stool to help her reach the top shelf of their wardrobe. Laurel then suggested that Caleb get new chairs for his desk. 

“No,” Caleb replied dryly and rather quickly.

“Well why not?” Laurel asked, with a slight pout.

“Because there is nothing wrong with my chairs. They are very comfortable, made for my height and specific preferences, and I have had them for many seasons,” Caleb answered her with a mocking grin, knowing she would probably still argue with him.

“That is my point. You need something new for your room Caleb,” Laurel grinned at him, as she placed her hands on his chest, still hoping to change his mind.

“I have two new things for my room. The wardrobe and you, and I am quite satisfied with both,” said Caleb, as he smiled at her amusingly.

“Very well Sire,” Laurel sighed, and rolled her eyes at him.

Laurel noticed a beautiful sturdy rocker, and walked up to it touching it admiringly.

“Do we really need that now dearest?” Caleb asked her, with a doubting grin.

“Well, perhaps not now, but we will eventually,” Laurel answered, smiling back coyly.

“Fine then. When we eventually need it, I shall have Brecon make two, as Mother will want one as well. But now seeing as we are not as yet setting up a nursery, we can wait. Come now, let us arrange to have these things delivered and go to the Inn, I am starving,” Caleb said with a bit of grumpiness, as he took Laurel’s hand and led her out of the shop.

As they walked to their horses and Laurel noticed another shop which had beautiful wreaths and swags of different sizes, made of dried herbs and flowers. Laurel brought this to Caleb’s attention and he smiled at her and conceded to visit this shop before going to the Inn. As Laurel and Caleb walked up to the shop and Laurel began to admire the wreaths that were displayed outside, the owners happily and enthusiastically welcomed her.

“Good day your Highness and welcome to Welstone. We are so happy you have come to visit our humble establishment. My name is Padric and this is my wife Kathleen.  We have two very lovely wreaths we feel you would especially like, if you would be interested?” the shop owner enquired, with twinkling bright pale blue eyes.

“Thank you Padric. I would be happy to see them,” Laurel replied gladly, as the couple led her and Caleb into their small shop.

Kathleen then walked into the back of the stop and came out, proudly holding two large and beautifully made wreathes. They were both made of the dried flowers and medicinal herbs the Ollams favored. Rosemary, thyme, yarrow, lavender, rosehips, and chamomile, to name a few, were arranged and tied together on the beautifully designed wreathes. Laurel’s eyes went wide with delight as Kathleen handed one to her.

“We made these just for you, your Highness. We were informed by the innkeeper you would be coming to Welstone for your honeymoon,” Padric said smiling delightedly, as he watched Laurel’s expressions.

“How did you ever get such a variety?” Laurel asked, with her usual bright enthusiasm, which made Caleb smile at her warmly.

“We get most of our herbs from a farmer in the small village of Adare. The land is less hilly and rocky there and the forest is thinner. Many of the farmers there grow flowers for the royal florists and flower arrangers for Queen Alana herself. My brother Connal is one of them,” Padric explained proudly. “May I suggest a visit to Adare before returning home to Heathwin Sire? I feel her Highness would be most impressed, as the Harvest colors are at their peak at this time,” Padric suggested with a broad smile.

“Also the neighboring village of Ardara, Sire as well. The weaving there is in full force, as all the shearing has been completed. The weavers will be making many lovely shawls and blankets at this time,” Kathleen also suggested, smiling knowingly at him. 

“Brilliant suggestions, both. I think our new Princess should see the many fine wares and crops we here in Heathwin have to offer. So mo ghra, will you be wanting both wreathes today?” Caleb asked, with a warm smile.

“Oh yes Caleb, thank you. They are very lovely and shall look wonderful in our room. I would also like to purchase the lovely wreath made of dried lavender and roses please. I wish to buy this for Eavan as a thank you gift,” Laurel exclaimed excitedly to Caleb, as she handed the wreath back to Kathleen.

“I shall wrap them in muslin and have them sent to the Inn, Sire,” Kathleen said to Caleb.

“No need. Just have them ready for Lucas’s son Tavish, to pick them up. I will be sending him with a wagon in the next day or so to pick up our other purchases we cannot bring back with us,” Caleb smiled, as he began to steer Laurel towards the door. “Good day and thank you again for your suggestions,” Caleb replied kindly, as they made their way out of the shop.

“Thank you,” Laurel said happily, as Caleb continued to walk her out of the door.

“You are most welcome your Majesties. Enjoy your stay here in Welstone,” Padric called out to them. 

“They make a most handsome couple Padric. She is such a pretty little thing, and so charming. Tis no wonder why the Prince is so enamored with her,” Kathleen spoke in a soft voice as they watched them walk to the horses, with Caleb putting his hand on the small of Laurel’s back.

“Yes indeed. Seemed in a bit of a hurry to get her to the Inn, did he not?” Padric asked his wife, as they both chuckled.

 

The group finally arrived at the Inn, it was a large and finely built home, with a wide and spacious front porch. It had two beautifully ornate doors on the front, with engravings of deer, rabbits and wild boar, carved into them. The Inn keeper, Oonagh, used the animals extensively in her menu, as her husband Cashel, and two sons Cormac and Curran, were well known huntsmen. Cashel had trained all three of King Fergus’ sons himself. 

When the group walked into the airy and handsomely furnished front room, Oonagh walked over to them smiling brightly. Laurel was impressed with how elegant and refined Oonagh’s appearance was.  She was quite tall, with piercing grey-blue eyes, her dark hair falling to her waist in soft waves. She wore a deep midnight blue tunic dress, with a lovely silver chain belt around her waist. 

“Good day Prince Caleb. We are honored Sire, that you would choose the Inn of Welstone to host your honeymoon trip. I personally am most grateful for your father recommending us to you and your fair Bride,” Oonagh’s last words ending with her smiling warmly at Laurel.

“Good day to you as well Oonagh. May I present to you my wife, Princess Laurel, I am proud to say the new Princess of Heathwin,” Caleb introduced Laurel as he placed his arm around her waist, smiling at her lovingly.

“I am very pleased to meet you Oonagh. I have heard nothing but wonderful compliments concerning your Inn from my new family. Especially from Queen Alana herself, several times,” Laurel spoke with a cheerful and friendly tone, extending her hand out to Oonagh.

“I am most pleased to meet you as well your Highness. I had the privilege of showing hospitality to your mother and father when they were newly married and visiting Heathwin, when my parents still ran the Inn. You have indeed inherited your mother’s beauty and charm. I have a lovely suite all ready for you both. It is very private as it is away from the other guest rooms and is above our storage room. In fact you can only get there from a staircase just off our kitchen. It is most romantic and elegant, with a lovely private bath. I have taken the liberty of having a bath prepared for you your Highness, so you may refresh yourself from your trip,” Oonagh replied with a warm smile and squeezing Laurel’s hand in a friendly manner. “May I show you to your room now?” Oonagh asked them both.

Laurel looked up at Caleb smiling delightedly, then turned to Oonagh and answered, “Thank you Oonagh, a warm bath sounds lovely.”

“Very good. This way please,” Oonagh said pleasantly, as she led them to the back of the Inn, to the staircase next to the kitchen.

The staircase was wide but not too long, as Oonagh opened the heavy door, both Caleb and Laurel were pleasantly surprised by how truly elegant and romantic it was, as the location belied its appearance.  It was bright and sunny but had heavy burgundy colored drapes that would provide plenty of privacy, as the windows overlooked the grounds of the Inn. A heavy and tall wardrobe made of cherry wood, two plush chairs with a small dining table between them, as well as a heavy upholstered settee. A small fireplace was at the left side of the room. And against the other end of the room was a large bed that was covered in sumptuous plush bedding that matched the drapes, as a gauzy fabric hung from the ceiling, covering the bed, like a sheer tent.

“Oh Oonagh. The room is so beautiful, as well as the bed,” Laurel said with obvious delight, as she walked about and then over to the bed, touching the sheer fabric from the ceiling.

“I am so happy you like it your Highness. Come I shall show you the bath,” Oonagh replied, as she led Laurel to the door, next to the bed.

The bath was a cozy room, of soft blue, with a small high window which allowed light but kept it private. A dressing table was against the wall with a deep basin and pitchers of water, shelves on the wall held fresh bath linens. The tub was not as large as their copper tub, but it was deep, the top of the tub covered with a heavy sheet to keep the water warm.

“Do not be concerned about letting the tub drain, your Highness, as it drains into a flower garden below,” Oonagh informed Laurel, as she walked over to straighten the bath linens as she watched Laurel look about the room. 

“It is all very lovely Oonagh, thank you,” Laurel replied with a warm smile, as she then made her way back into the main room, to find Caleb looking out one of the windows.

“Sire, I have placed your escorts in the same large room we always reserve for you and your men when you return from Patrolling the remote northern villages. I will also be serving them a hearty supper of roast rack of wild boar, with plenty of boiled buttered potatoes and roasted root vegetables. Our baker has also made them a freshly baked apple pie and the hard cider arrived this morning from Tipperary,” Oonagh informed Caleb, with a warm smile.

“Thank you very much Oonagh. I know the men will be very pleased as they have often remarked how comfortable the beds are. I know I have always slept quite well in there, and the dinner sounds marvelous,” Caleb remarked smiling charmingly.

“Thank you Sire. The dinner I have planned for you and your Bride is also quite special. You will be having a lovely prime rib of venison Sire, also with the vegetable accompaniments. And for you your Highness two dainty roasted quail, and creamed spinach, as well as a tiny baked pumpkin, as the Queen informed me of your fondness for them. As our apple season was quite plentiful and continues to be so, our baker has made for you both a rich apple and wild berry tart. I shall have dinner brought up to your room this evening so that you may enjoy your privacy. So please relax and enjoy yourselves, as you can see the table has been set for tea. We have various cheeses, clotted cream, scones, and both savory and sweet biscuits, as well as some lovely smoked salmon, and an assortment of pickled vegetables. I shall leave you both now to make sure dinner is under way. If there is anything else you require, please do not hesitate to ask,” Oonagh again smiled warmly, before turning to leave.

“Thank you Oonagh, I feel we have everything we could possibly need,” Caleb replied, with a kind smile.

“Very good then. Have a lovely afternoon,” she said, and then left the room closing the door quietly.

“Mmm, Caleb all of this is so wonderful,” Laurel said, trying to talk as she began to sample the delicious tea time fare. “Mmm, oh I love clotted cream. Father hates it, so I hardly ever got to have it,” Laurel began to put a spoonful of it on a scone, and ate it eagerly, licking her lips with each bite.

She stopped eating and looked up at Caleb who was laughing at her quietly, his eyebrows raised in surprise, at her enthusiasm. 

“What?” she asked in an injured tone.

“Nothing darling. I am truly enjoying watching you eat, so please do not stop on my account,” Caleb answered, with a light laugh.

“Well I cannot eat if you are just going to stand there staring at me. You told me you were starving. So sit down and eat something,” Laurel responded with a pout, then sat down and resumed eating the cream topped scone.

Caleb walked over to where she sat and leaned down putting his hands on either side of the chair.

“I shall join you in a few moments, I am going to bring up the saddle bags with our clothes and things. I had no idea you liked clotted cream as I have never seen you eat it,” Caleb said to her, in a warm deep voice.

“I told you, I never got to have it. Only a few times a season,” Laurel explained in a soft voice, taking another generous bite and licking her lips. 

Caleb smiled at her desirably, as he leaned down further, kissing her and taking the cream from her lips with his own.

“I shall make sure you have it more often when we return home, as you are quite delicious eating it. I am not partial to it myself, but I think I shall enjoy it more this way. Save a few bites for me and I shall return in a moment,” he spoke, in a deep low voice.

“Of course Caleb,” Laurel giggled, as she took another bite in a slow teasing manner, giggling again. 

Caleb smirked at her as he stood up and left the room. As promised Caleb returned with the four heavy saddle bags in a short time, he smiled when he saw that Laurel had made herself comfortable. She had pulled the drapes and lit all the candles in the room. She had removed her dress, boots and stockings, as she sat in her chemise and underskirt, her legs up in the chair, sitting at the table. Once again, happily eating another scone with more of the clotted cream, and a spoonful of jam.

“You are looking quite comfortable mo ghra. I am very happy you like the room. I admit I was surprised how lovely it turned out to be,” Caleb said as he removed his long riding coat, and then his boots, as he glanced about the room.

“Oh. So you have never stayed in this room?” Laurel asked with surprise.

“No dearest. Why would I stay in a room like this by myself?” Caleb asked her with a laugh.

“I just assumed because you stay here after your Patrols to the north, that you stayed in your own room,” Laurel mentioned, as she took another bite of scone, licking her finger and thumb.

“No. I stay in the large common room with everyone else, silly girl” Caleb answered laughing again, which caused her to roll her eyes at him.

He then walked over and sat down in the chair across from her, smiling with amusement, as he watched her eat.

“I thought you were going to save me a bite,” he said in a sarcastic tone.

“I have. See? I have saved you several bites,” she smiled at him impishly, as she held out the scone for him to see.

“Hmm. I cannot reach it from here,” Caleb told her in an ardent tone, grinning at her seductively.

“So lean over and take a bite,” Laurel replied giggling, holding it out of his reach teasingly.

“No. You need to come over here and give it to me,” Caleb responded, his smile growing wider at her demeanor.

“Say please first, and ask me nicely,” Laurel told him, giggling again.

Caleb raised his eyebrows at her request, and smirking at her boldness. He leaned forward in his chair, lacing his fingers together, as Laurel giggled even more at his expression, her eyes growing wider.

“Your Highness. I would appreciate it if you would please come over here and give me a bite of your scone,” Caleb requested in an entrancing tone. 

“Now was that so hard?” Laurel asked teasingly, smiling demurely.

“It is becoming quite tedious, as you still are not here yet,” Caleb replied back, with a wry grin.

Laurel bit her bottom lip stifling a laugh, as she stood up and walked over to him. Taking her by her waist Caleb pulled her on to his lap, placing her knees on either side of him. Laurel giggled again, then held the scone to his mouth and to her surprise he took half of it in his mouth, chewing and smirking at her at the same time causing her to laugh.

“Now you eat the rest of it,” Caleb told her, after swallowing his bite. 

Laurel began to take a small bite, causing Caleb to smirk at her again. 

“Put the scone in your mouth Laurel and just finish it,” Caleb said to her, in an officious tone.

“No, it is too much,” Laurel frowned slightly, as she took a small bite.

Caleb surprised her by suddenly pushing the scone in her mouth, causing cream and jam to be all over her mouth and nose, she murmured in annoyed surprise frowning at him, her eyes flashing with her temper as she hit his arm. 

“Caweb! Wook what you dwib!” Laurel exclaimed angrily, with a mouthful of scone and clotted cream.

“Wook what I what?  Oh please, say that again,” Caleb replied laughing heartily.

Laurel just glared at him, which made him laugh harder. She then reached over and grabbing a cloth napkin, spit the scone out of her mouth, then tried getting off his lap. He grabbed on to her waist causing her to struggle more.

“No. No, please mo stor. I am sorry, wait please. Here let me wipe all this off your face,” Caleb said in a soft voice, as he began to stop his laughter, reaching over to take another napkin from the table. “I am sorry dearest. I was just playing with you. I did not mean to upset you. You are just too hard to resist sometimes. Here, hold still and let me finish wiping all this off,” he spoke in a warm loving voice, as he continued to gently wipe her mouth and nose, smiling at her the whole time.

“You can be such an ass sometimes,” Laurel pouted, in a grumpy tone.

“Yes, I know mo chailin milis,” he continued wiping her face, still smiling at her.

“I have jam and cream up my nose. It is not funny,” Laurel said, in response to Caleb laughing again.

“Yes it is. Here hold still,” Caleb replied, as he tweaked her nose and pulled on it a bit roughly.

“Ouch! Oh! I am not sitting with you,” Laurel said clearly agitated now, struggling to get off his lap again. 

“Fine you do not have to,” Caleb replied, smiling wickedly at her, allowing Laurel to get up, only to have her struggling cause her to fall on the floor, landing on her bottom with a thud. 

Caleb began laughing again as Laurel sat on the floor glaring up at him. Laurel lifted her foot and kicked his ankle, which made Caleb stop laughing and look at her with a surprised grin. 

“I cannot believe you just did that,” Caleb said to her, in a lowered voice, with slightly narrowed eyes, though still smiling at her.

“You deserved it. You are a mean barbaric brute,” Laurel replied in an indignant tone, still on the floor as she leaned back on her arms.

Caleb smirked at her sardonically, as he leaned forward in the chair.

“I am about to show you how barbaric I can be mo stor,” he said in an edgy tone, his eyes gleaming.

“Fine. Then I shall kick you again,” Laurel answered in defiance. 

“You will have a very hard time doing so, in the position you are about to find yourself in,” Caleb replied, with a mocking grin.

Laurel looked at him for a moment, seeing in his eyes he was very serious in his warning. She then suddenly tried backing away out of his reach as she still sat on the floor, only to have him grab her ankle. She let out a little shriek trying to pull her leg out of his grasp, as he pulled her roughly over to him. Caleb then stretched out languidly over her, pulling her arms up and holding her hands over her head. He then began to kiss her face and neck slowly, nibbling her neck and ears as she struggled under him.

“Stop it! Do not kiss me! I am still mad at you,” Laurel said, in an irritated voice.

“I do not know why. I did not cause you to fall on the floor,” Caleb replied, in a very condescending, relaxed voice, as he continued to kiss her.

“You shoved the scone in my face and made me mad. That is how I fell on the floor,” Laurel said back still irritated, as she kept struggling and turning her head.

“So you wish for me to stop kissing you then?” Caleb asked mockingly, as he smiled at her.

“Yes. Stop it. I am still too annoyed to have you kiss me,” Laurel replied, in a huff.

“Very well then,” Caleb answered with a soft low voice, as he smirked at her.

He then held both of her wrists in one hand still over her head, as he used his free hand and pushed it slowly up under her underskirt moving slightly off her, as he watched her expression with amusement.

“Wha…what are doing?” Laurel asked in irritation.

“You know what I am doing,” he said as he continued his ardent attentions, still grinning at her.

“Well…stop that too,” Laurel pouted in a lowered voice, her breath slightly catching.

“Are you sure?” Caleb asked in a warm enticing voice, as he continued to lovingly touch her and kiss her neck softly.

“I…um….yes,” Laurel stammered softly, as she closed her eyes and sighed.

“I am not fully convinced mo ghra,” Caleb smiled at her, as he released her hands, and wrapped his arm around her waist, continuing his passionate affections.  “I do not think you are either. Come my darling. Do you not wish to get off this hard floor, and join me in the bed you thought was so beautiful?” Caleb asked, in a warm and loving voice.

Laurel opened her eyes and seeing Caleb smiling lovingly at her, caused her to smile back.

“Yes. I do Caleb,” she replied in a breathy whisper.

Caleb laughed softly, and then taking her face in both of his hands kissed her deeply and passionately, until he heard her sigh and murmur from his kiss.

He stood up and helped Laurel to her feet and carried her over to the bed, having her move the fabric aside, then lay down together, resuming their kiss. Caleb made love to Laurel tenderly and affectionately, happy she was no longer irritated and insolent. Wishing to show her his appreciation for her willingness to comply with his ardent wishes.  

 

The next morning Laurel awoke to a spicy sweet smell, and the sound of dishes being arranged. She opened her eyes slowly and saw through the gauzy fabric of the bed, Caleb dressed and standing in front of the small table, pouring tea. She smiled sleepily, but did not sit up, content to watch him arranging food on a plate, bringing that and a tea cup with him to the bed. Laurel closed her eyes again, as she heard and felt Caleb move the fabric aside, and placing the plate carefully on the bed, sat down next to her holding the cup of tea. A moment later she felt his fingers moving her hair aside, tucking it behind her ear, and then gently caressing her cheek.

“Maidin mhaith mo ghra. It is time to wake up,” Caleb said in a soft deep voice, then took a sip of the tea.

Laurel opened her eyes once more and smiled at him sweetly.

“Maidin mhaith my husband,” she replied in a sleepy voice. “What is that delicious smell?” she asked as she sat up, pulling the covers around her as she had not gotten dressed last night.

“Oonagh’s baker made these enormous sweet rolls, filled with apples, nuts and spices. I have no doubt you will enjoy them. Here have a sip of tea first,” Caleb directed, handing her the delicate and ornate tea cup.

As Laurel sipped the tea Caleb broke off a piece of the roll, and offered her a bite, placing his fingers just on the edge of her mouth, as her lips took the sweet spicy filling off of them. He smiled at her warmly watching her eat the roll.

“Mmm. Oh, Caleb this is wonderful,” Laurel exclaimed as Caleb offered her another bite, then taking one himself. “We should have these made for us at home. Aiden would love them. He is quite fond of apples,” Laurel said enthusiastically, as Caleb gave her another bite.

“Yes, but they would have to be less sweet for his taste, everyone else’s for that matter. You are the only one who adores sweets like a child, my love. There are three more on the table. You will have to wrap them up so we can bring them home for you,” Caleb replied, as he offered her the last bite.

“I certainly do not need all three. I am more than willing to share,” Laurel spoke with an impish smile, licking her lips.

“Well mo stor, as much as I would love to keep you in bed all day in your present state, you will have to get up and have a bit more of something substantial. I would like to show you the villages of Adare and Ardara, today. We will actually be staying in Ardara for a day or two,” Caleb conveyed, with a warm smile, as he ran his hand down her back.

“Is there an inn at Ardara we shall be staying at as well?” Laurel asked, leaning over and kissing Caleb’s face softly.

“Not exactly. You shall see. Come dearest, time to get up,” Caleb enthused with a warm grin.

“I shall need my robe, Sire,” Laurel mentioned smiling, as she knew what he would say next.

“Yes, unfortunately for me I knew you would want your robe. I have placed it on the back of your chair,” Caleb informed her, smiling roguishly. 

“Well, will you get it for me please?” Laurel asked, with a demure smile.

“No,” Caleb answered her quickly, smirking at her, as he kissed her nose before getting out of the bed. 

He then walked over to the table and began putting eggs, potatoes, and sausage on their plates. He glanced over at Laurel, who had wrapped herself in a sheet, smirking at him mockingly as she went to put on her robe. Caleb waited for her to pick it up, then reaching over, grabbed the sheet and pulled it quickly off of her. It made her gasp lightly in surprise, but then smirked at him annoyingly as Caleb laughed at her expression. 

“You are horrible,” Laurel pouted, as she put her robe on and sat down.

“No I am not. I simply enjoy how lovely my Bride is. I also enjoy how bashful you are. You have quite the overdeveloped sense of modesty my sweet girl,” Caleb smiled at her, as he sat down to join her at the table. 

“As I told you, I am not accustomed to walking about unclothed. Just because you and Aiden grew up swimming in the river and loch naked, does not mean we all have,” Laurel smirked again, taking a bite of egg.

“That reminds me. You do not know how to swim do you?” Caleb asked looking at her intently.

“Um…no. Not really. I never had the opportunity growing up,” Laurel answered suddenly feeling shy, revealing this.

She knew that Caleb and Aiden were excellent swimmers, and excelled in all things requiring physical strength and dexterity. She could dance well, as her mother had insisted she be taught, but was not very good with any other physically demanding endeavor. 

“No problem dearest. Next Growing season I shall teach you at the loch,” Caleb said, very decisively, as he enjoyed his breakfast.

“That is alright Caleb. It really is not that important,” Laurel answered unable to hide the trepidation in her voice.

“Yes it Laurel. It is a skill that is easily learned and really in your best interest if you know how. Each Growing season, the entire family spends a fortnight together at Loch Tay. There are a good fifteen small wooden sleeping shelters built there. There is also a small house but it is only used to store food goods and to cook, and eat inside if the weather should get rough. The huntsmen and fishermen stay there during the hunting season and when the salmon are spawning. But we all descend there for a fortnight, and have a very loud and rowdy enjoyable time. We only bring vegetables and dried goods, because we fish and hunt for our meals. Whatever we hunt in the forest or catch in the water, is what we have for supper. We sit around the camp fires, telling stories and singing old songs. You will enjoy it very much my love. I happen to enjoy it even more than the Family gathering in the winter. And yes I am teaching you to swim. All the children know how, even the little ones,” Caleb smiled at her warmly, as he took a long drink of tea.

“I look forward to it Caleb, it sounds wonderful. Though I will admit I am nervous of learning to swim. I have always been a bit afraid of the water,” Laurel admitted, feeling a little inadequate. 

“Do not be, my love. I will not let you drown. I taught Owain and Imagin to swim, and they both swim very well, especially Imagin, she is like a little fish. You simply never had the opportunity, which will all change next season. Everyone will be most supportive in your efforts, nothing to be concerned with,” he said, smiling at her shy expression. “If you are almost done, I am going to pack up our saddle bags. Why do you not come over to the wardrobe and take out what you wish to wear, and we will begin to get ready for our departure,” Caleb directed as he stood up, and leaned over to kiss her forehead. 

Laurel sat for a moment longer and finished her tea, thinking quietly to herself for a few moments, picturing the family singing and laughing around campfires, coming back to the camps with animals they had hunted, having it cooked on a spit over a fire. Laurel imagined her and Caleb sleeping in a small wooden shelter, after swimming or enjoying the company of the family. She stood up and then walked over to the wardrobe, and was surprised how quickly Caleb had packed up their belongings. She took out a dark brown dress with a fitted bodice of burnt orange. She also took out her usual undergarments, this time wearing a pair of the short bloomers Caleb had just purchased for her, and a simple chemise with high heavy stockings. Caleb playfully swatted her backside as he walked past her, making her jump in surprise. She finished dressing quickly, as Caleb was done packing, just as she put on her short boots. He reminded Laurel to wrap up the extra sweet rolls, and then made their way downstairs, where Oonagh and her family and staff awaited them, to wish them a safe journey home. Caleb and Laurel graciously thanked them for their hospitality, with Caleb informing Oonagh that he and Laurel would welcome the use of the lovely private room once again in two months’ time, on their way back from the northern villages. Laurel glanced over at Caleb in surprise but said nothing at this time. 

“We would be most happy Sire, to host your visit once again,” Oonagh replied cordially.

Much to Oonagh’s surprise and delight Laurel warmly embraced her thanking her again for her hospitality. They walked to the stables to find their horses ready and the escorts as well, waiting and smiling as they saw them approach. 

“And how was your stay Sire?” Gawain asked cheerfully.

“Very comfortable as always Gawain. How did you all fare? Did you enjoy the wild boar?” Caleb asked them, with a wide grin.

They chorus of approval caused Caleb to laugh happily, as Laurel smiled cheerfully. 

 

Soon they were on their way to the quaint village of Adare, to visit the small but flourishing flower and herb gardens. The river Caldune had to be crossed to reach the village, by a small but well-built bridge. As Padric had assumed, Laurel was indeed impressed with the variety of herbs and flowers that were grown there. She enjoyed talking with one farmer in particular who asked her many questions about her favourite herbs, knowing that she was an Ollam. As a gift he gave her a small but lush rosemary bush in a decorative pot to bring back with her to Heathwin. Laurel thanked him gleefully, as Caleb looked on smiling warmly, happy with how taken the people were with her. As they continued on, several other farmers came up to Laurel, handing her brilliant colored bouquets, knowing they would be visiting their small village. They rode on a short distance and arrived in the slightly larger village of Ardara, where they were known for their excellent weaving skills, as well as their prosperous sheep farms. Queen Alana herself had several shawls as well as her winter riding cape made from the weavers of the village. The heads of the Weavers’ Guild met them at the village square, as well as many of the village folk, all coming up to them, some of the older ones hugging Laurel and Caleb warmly.  Laurel found it strange that Caleb had allowed the people of Ardara to touch and greet her so affectionately. She also found it curious how familiar and warmly they greeted Caleb, with hardly the formality used in Welstone, or even the city of Heathwin itself. Most of the towns people spoke only old speak, and Caleb often had to translate for Laurel. The heads of the Weavers’ Guild offered Laurel a beautiful warm shawl of soft grey and pale brown tartan, with thins lines of dark blue and white, which she readily and graciously accepted. They were overjoyed to see her put it around her shoulders immediately. They continued on a bit further until they arrived at a small pub. Caleb had word sent ahead, informing the owner, King Fergus’ cousin Gavin that they would be there for the midday meal. Gavin’s pub was quite famous for its rich stews and hardy breads, making full use of the oats and barley that Adare was able to provide. As they rode up to the pub Gavin walked up to Caleb as he dismounted, and clasped the Prince’s arms in his huge hands.

“Good day to you Caleb. So happy to see you again lad.  Fergus said you would be coming during your honeymoon. Ah, and here be your lovely Bride. Here lass, allow me to help you off your horse,” Gavin spoke, in a loud and booming voice, as he reached up and placing his hands around Laurel’s waist picked her up and placed her easily on her feet. 

He still wore his long, and very curly black hair pulled back in a messy braid. Laurel smiled with great amusement, as he looked at her with a hearty grin, his deep blue eyes dancing with genuine friendliness. 

“Yes Gavin, may I reintroduce my new Bride, Laurel,” Caleb spoke with pride and amusement, at Gavin’s expression.

“May I say my Lady, your beauty is the stuff the poets write of. So happy to see all the bruises gone from your pretty face. You look most fetching wearing the colors of Clann Seigine,” Gavin spoke in a quieter tone, as he took her hand for a moment.

“Thank you Gavin, I am most flattered,” Laurel replied shyly, her cheeks blushing slightly, adjusting the shawl around her shoulders.

Gavin laughed in a great robust tone, at Laurel’s words and demeanor. 

“You have gotten yourself a sweet little lass this time, have you not Caleb?” Gavin asked him, hitting Caleb roughly on the arm.

“Indeed I have Gavin,” Caleb said with delight, as he put his arm around Laurel’s shoulders pulling her close.

“Well enough chatter, come with me and let me bring you to your table,” Gavin directed as they walked into the pub. “Marvina my love, our guests have arrived, bring out the bread!” Gavin boomed out, to his wife.

Moments later, a tall and buxom beautiful woman, with long and curly bright red hair, came out with two servants. They carried out several loaves of bread, a large crock of butter, a platter of pickled vegetables and a bowl of apple chutney. With pints of cider, and a small wheel of sheep’s milk cheese. 

“Marvina, may I introduce her Highness, Princess Laurel,” Gavin beamed, as he placed his massive arm around his wife’s waist.

“Oh, your Highness, tis a real pleasure to meet you. Caleb, she is prettier than I imagined, and a wee little thing at that,” Marvina gushed, laughing as heartily as her husband.

Laurel blushed even brighter as she looked over at Caleb who was laughing quietly at her expressions. The Sentinels with them were laughing as well, as they were familiar with Gavin and Marvina’s outgoing personalities.

“It is a pleasure to meet you as well Marvina. I am humbled and flattered by your gracious attentions,” Laurel replied, in a soft voice.

“Ah,” Marvina uttered, putting her hand to her chest. “She speaks like a true lady she does. Oh, Caleb I am so happy for you. Finally, you have a lass worthy of the Clann Seigine. She will make us proud,” Marvina beamed.

“Thank you very much Marvina,” Caleb spoke in a warm tone, as he reached over and squeezed Laurel’s hand.

“Come now mo ghra. Let us finish with preparing their meal,” Galvin smiled warmly, as he led his wife and the smiling servants into the kitchen.

The many patrons, also smiled and nodded or raised their glasses to the Prince, who just smiled and nodded back. 

“Caleb. Could you explain to me why everyone here in the village is so very informal?” Laurel asked, with a bemused and overwhelmed expression.

The Sentinel escorts all grinned as they looked over at Caleb, who was smiling adoringly at Laurel. 

“This is the village of Ardara dearest. The Clann Seigine are the residents of this village. The Clann includes four family groups. It is the Clann of my grandfather and father. Padric was unaware, but I already had intended to bring you here. As we could not invite the entire village to the wedding I did promise Gavin, who is the village Elder, I would bring you here and introduce you. He was invited to the wedding but he chose to wait with the rest of the village to greet you.  As you recall, Gavin is Father’s cousin and Quinlan’s father. This is also the home village of Gawain and Leod,” Caleb explained gesturing over to them, at the table, as they smiled at her warmly, amused by her surprised expressions.

Well then who is the Chieftain of the Clann, and why have I not met him as yet?” Laurel asked, with a bemused look on her face.

“You know the Chieftain very well mo stor. It is Father,” Caleb explained, with a light laugh.

“Oh! Yes of course,” Laurel smiled, blushing lightly at her own lack of knowledge with the how the Clanns were governed. 

“When we leave, most of the village will be in the square to say goodbye. I did not want to overwhelm you this morning, that is why I did not mention it,” Caleb explained, in a calm warm voice. 

“Oh, alright. I will just try and be as gracious as possible then,” Laurel said in a slightly nervous tone, taking a sip of cider.

“Just be your sweet charming self, dearest. The Clann only wishes to welcome you to the family that is all. As most of the village are weavers, expect many gifts of shawls and blankets, and linens. I dare say I will have Tavish end up collecting them as well,” Caleb smiled lovingly at her, as he could see her becoming a bit overwhelmed. 

Soon Gavin and Marvina reappeared with trays of stew as well as three young people. Two boys who appeared to be between fourteen and sixteen seasons, as well as a young girl with fiery red hair and brilliant blue eyes, who came running lightly to the table her arms outstretched.

“Caleb!” the young girl cried out happily, as Caleb stood up smiling, wiping his hands on a napkin, and then embracing her warmly.

“Orla, you become prettier each time I see you,” Caleb said to her, with a charming smile. “You will be needing to keep the boys away from her soon Gavin,” he mentioned with a sly grin.

“Aye, I will at that, as she just turned thirteen seasons. Most of them know what my meat cleaver looks like. Had to start showing it around for her sister awhile back,” Gavin grinned wickedly.

“And look at you two,” Caleb said, looking at the two boys who closely resembled their father. “If you become any taller your father will have to raise the doorways,” Caleb told them, hitting the oldest boy on the arm, as they laughed back at him. “Laurel my love. I wish to introduce Orla, Malachy, and this big brute here is Flynn,” he introducing them, with a wry grin.

Orla walked up to Laurel smiling, and hugged her warmly, as Laurel embraced her back, smiling back at her.

“I am very happy to meet you Laurel. Are all the women of Gwenlais as short as you?” Orla asked her guilelessly, as she herself was taller than Laurel.

Everyone, but Marvina, laughed at her question.

“Orla! Mind your manners girl,” Marvina scolded, causing Orla to pout.

“It is quite alright, it was a very honest question,” Laurel laughed. “Most of the women in Gwenlais are not as tall as the women here in the west. I am however still considered a bit short, as my mother was as well,” Laurel answered the young girl with a warm smile.

Malachy was the next to come up and greet her. He was tall but lanky, and had a beautiful smile. Laurel thought he looked very much like his older brother, Quinlan.

“I am happy to meet you as well Laurel. Cinnie loves you, and spoke of you quite a bit on their last visit,” Malachy spoke in a warm and friendly manner, taking her hand.

“Thank you Malachy. I adore Cinnie. And your brother is most charming. They have such beautiful children,” Laurel said, looking at Marvina and Gavin.

“Oh yes! I just love when they come to visit. The house is just filled with the sound of babies. My oldest daughter Clodagh and her husband Liam have four of their own, all boys,” Marvina gushed happily.

“How is Liam doing with that enormous flock of sheep he has?” Caleb asked with a grin.

“Quite well. In fact he has more now than ever. So much in fact I have added them to the menu,” Gavin answered, with a hearty laugh.

Flynn then walked up to Laurel and embraced her warmly like his sister. He was as tall as Caleb and almost as broad. 

“Good to meet you Laurel. My older brother said you were as cute as a button, and I have to agree,” Flynn said with a charming smile, which reminded Laurel of Quinlan as well.

“When did you get to be such a charming dog?” Caleb asked, hitting him roughly on the arm.

“Aye, he has quite a bit of young female admirers. Takes after his father,” Marvina said, as she smiled wryly.

“I met your oldest daughter briefly at the Lodge, before she took Cinnie and Quinlan’s children home,” Laurel mentioned, as everyone sat down once again at the table to begin their meal.

“Oh you will see her and her whole brood, when the family goes to Loch Tay, in the Growing season. You did tell her about the fortnight visit to the Loch, did you not?” Gavin asked, turning his attention to Caleb.

“Yes I did. I told her we all have a grand and rowdy time,” Caleb answered smiling lovingly at Laurel. 

“Aye that we do. We stay up all night Laurel. We sing songs, tell stories, eat fire roasted venison, salmon, and wild boar if we are fortunate. And all the men folk go for our yearly naked swim, just before dawn. The water is freezing, but it gets the blood flowing,” Gavin smiled mischievously, as Laurel giggled at his colorful description of the family event.

“Speaking of naked. How is your cousins Ranulf and Cian, been faring Marvina?” Caleb asked, with a wide grin.

Galvin and Marvina and their children began to laugh gleefully at Caleb’s question. 

“Oh, Ranulf, the poor sop got his heart broken. He was quite taken with one of the daughters of the Weavers’ Guild leaders, as she is known here as quite the beauty. She was only playing with him though, as she was already betrothed to one of the young huntsman. Ranulf went to Adare, and tore up an entire flower bed, and left it at her father’s doorstep.  Well, not only was the gardener furious, but the girl’s betrothed was none too happy either, when he returned from the hunting trip,” Marvina stated, with a sly smirk.

“The lad’s name is Eamon, he is my second in the village army, and is as big as you Caleb. He finds out that Ranulf is utterly taken with his lass and threatens to kill him on the spot. I convinced him, the pathetic sop meant no harm, and he needs to speak to his lass about that. So he does, and the girl does admit to teasing poor pathetic Ranulf, and asks her intended not to kill him. So Eamon does not, but he does however give her a good scolding, threatening he was going to give her backside a good warming for flirting and teasing Ranulf while he was away.  The cheeky lass, she just smiled and told him, if she was running her own house she would not have the time to be flirting and teasing. The next day he brings her to a Scribe here in the village and marries her right then and there. Apparently the girl was just trying to get Eamon’s attention. She wanted to be married sooner than later, and be in her own home, as she comes from a very large family,” Gavin explained, chuckling good naturedly.

 “Well when Ranulf found out, he was so beside himself, he disappeared for over a fortnight. He then turns up at our home in the middle of the night, sobbing like a baby. Claimed he traveled to the Northern borders of Dornoch and offered himself to the Yak women. They ran him off because he says, they tell him he is not pretty enough and far too short. We convinced him because he so special it will take him awhile to find a suitable wife. Then the poor crazy fool fell asleep in the hayloft, then went back to the Mossy Forest the next day. He is fine now, back to making his own Lodge in the forest with his brother, and sharping tools and axes and swords for the villages again,” Marvina smiled sadly, shaking her head. 

“Do you believe him?” Caleb asked laughing wholeheartedly.

“No. I just think he took to drinking for a couple of days, and got lost in the forest,” Marvina smiled in reply. 

“Well I do. He was gone too long and had too many details not to have been there,” Gavin added, with a serious expression.

“Will he be coming to the family visit to Loch Tay?” Laurel asked, trying to hide her concern.

“We are alarming my Bride. No dearest. Ever since Ranulf and his brother Cian, went naked wild boar hunting, Mother will not allow them to come. They are both quite intimidated by her so they do not argue,” Caleb explained laughing once more. “Father and Aiden were quite disappointed as they find them very amusing. Cahir on the other hand shares Mother’s opinion of them. He has threatened to beat them senseless on several occasions. Once they challenged him, and when Cahir knocked Ranulf to the ground, Cian jumps on his back, and they were all over him in a heartbeat. It did not last for long, and Cahir had them both on the ground, knocks their heads together, and they promptly become unconscious. Then he drags them by their very long, wild red hair, and throws them both in the Loch. Fortunately they woke up as soon as they landed in the cold water.

I have never laughed so hard in my life,” Caleb went on to relate, laughing again at the memory.

“Naked….wild boar hunting?” Laurel asked, with wide eyes.

“The crazy bastards thought if they just covered themselves in mud, from a wild boar wallow, they could sneak up on them. All that happened was the two of them getting gored in the arse by the boar’s tusks and stinking up the camp,” Gavin replied laughing again. “They scared the children half to death, running back into the camp screaming hysterically. Naked except for being covered in mud, with a huge wild boar at their heels,” Gavin said laughing so hard, he nearly spilled his drink.

“Well Aiden runs over and finishes the boar off in two shots with his cross bow. For three days we ate roasted wild boar. That however did not prevent my mother, and the other mothers from being furious, as the little ones had nightmares for a few nights,” Caleb explained to Laurel, smiling broadly again.

“Why do they do, well… the things they do?” Laurel asked, her eyes still wide at the retelling of the tale.

“They are a bit stuck in the old ways dear,” Marvina replied kindly, reaching over and patting Laurel’s hand.

“I would say you are all a bit stuck in the old ways,” Caleb remarked laughing heartily. 

“Really? How so lad?” Gavin asked with a loud laugh, clearly amused.

“The fact that you have the Clann village army still wearing the kilts of the Clann plaid, and still paint your faces the same color during maneuvers,” Caleb replied, with a sardonic grin.

“Ah, well I know when your father became King he no longer required it, but some traditions should just never die. Those long black coats you be wearing now, it would just get in my way,” Gavin insisted with a smirk.

“As you may have noticed earlier, the entire village speaks old speak almost entirely Laurel. Sometimes it is hard to tell if they can even speak common speech or not,” Caleb mentioned, with a wry grin.

“Aye, but that does not make us crazy like Ranulf and Cian. Tis rumored dear lass, their great grandfather married a Kedesh,” Gavin said in a low and conspiring voice, as Laurel’s eyes grew wider.

This of course caused Caleb, Gavin and his two son’s to laugh quite loudly.

“Shame on all of you. Gavin is just teasing you dear Laurel, pay no mind to him. That side of the family is a bit off, but not completely out of their wits,” Marvina explained, with a droll grin. 

“Yes, I am just funning with you lass. Besides, no Kedesh in their right mind would be with the likes of them crazy hooligans,” Gavin laughed again, then took a long drink of cider.  “So Caleb will you be staying at the family home tonight? I would love to fix you a fine supper before you leave us. We can all just stay there tonight and get to know your sweet girl a bit better,” Gavin suggested, as Laurel smiled at his use of the endearment that Caleb called her so often.

“The family home?” Laurel asked with a surprised smile, as she looked over at Caleb.

“Yes dearest. Our family has a home here just outside the village. It is a bit larger than Cahir and Evan’s house.  I was planning on it.  I thought it only fitting to spend part of our honeymoon at the family home. Father had hoped we would anyway, it has been a long day, and Laurel should get a bit of rest,” Caleb replied smiling warmly at her, and squeezing her hand again.

Gavin smiled mischievously once again noticing Caleb’s affectionate gesture.

“Aye. I bet the poor lass has not gotten any rest with you now has she?” Gavin asked, with his booming laugh.

Laurel smiled and blushed as everyone else just laughed at his question.

“Shame on you Gavin, making the poor girl blush. I shall send word to Killian and Sorcha. They are the caretakers dear,” Marvina explained to Laurel.

“Have them ready a bath for Laurel. My poor sweet girl had to bathe in a chilly tub by the time she got around to it at the Inn at Welstone,” Caleb smiled wryly at her.

“Now see? Not only does she get no rest, she cannot bathe either,” Gavin replied laughing once again, causing everyone else to laugh as well, and leaving Laurel blushing once more.

They finished their meal and enjoyed lively conversation as patrons as well as some of the other town folk, would walk into the pub to greet the couple. As Caleb had told her, Laurel received several warm shawls and blankets as gifts. They were delighted in Laurel’s warm and friendly demeanor as she enthusiastically received the tokens. Caleb could see she was becoming tired and informed Gavin they would be making their way to the family home. 

“Very good lad. We will be there soon, I will be closing up the pub early. Expect to see Clodagh and Liam as well. We will be having a fine roast lamb for supper. Nice to see you again dear lass,” Gavin said warmly to Laurel, as he kissed her lightly on the cheek.

The ride to the family home was pleasant, as the road was tree lined and the bright Harvest season colors was at its peak in the trees’ foliage.

“Your family is most amusing Caleb. I had forgotten that Gavin is as big as a mountain,” Laurel laughed.

“Yes, he is quite intimidating when he wants to be. His skill with a double battle axe is truly terrifying, Gavin was a Sentinel for twenty seasons. He is for the most part retired now, he just leads the Clann’s small army on drills once a month.  He prefers to run his pub and enjoy his grandchildren,” Caleb explained, with a cheerful smile.

“Will he and Marvina and their children be at the Family gathering this winter?” Laurel asked returning his smile.

“No dearest. It is too far a trip to make in the winter. Most of the roads become too difficult to travel and it is much too cold,” Caleb explained, remembering Laurel was not familiar with the winters of Heathwin. “This is why we all come together at Loch Tay in the Growing season, to give everyone a chance to catch up with each other. We are almost home, just around this bend here,” Caleb pointed forward, as the road gave way to a small clearing. 

Laurel looked ahead and gasped lightly in surprise, as the ruggedly beautiful home stood before them. Caleb had been modest in describing it. It was two stories but wide and had large floor length windows in the front. The porch of the home was larger than that of the Inn. The double doors were massive and ornately carved with a depiction of a hawk, its wings spread wide, holding a cross bow in one talon, and a long broad sword in the other. This was the crest of Clann Seigine. Two beautiful life size wooden sculptures of horses on their hind legs, guarded either side of the front stairway, leading up to the porch. They stopped their horses just in front of the grand and lovely home.

“Welcome to Hawk Haven my love,” Caleb spoke warmly, reaching over and squeezing Laurel’s hand, smiling at her expression.

 A young man of about Owain’s age, walked up to the group as they began to dismount in front of the home. Leod smiled as he walked over, and the two young men embraced each other. 

“So Brody, have you been staying out of trouble?” Leod asked him, hitting him roughly on the arm.

“Only as much as you do,” Brody laughed back. “Mother wishes to know if you will be staying at the house tonight. What should I tell her?” Leod’s younger brother asked, with a wide grin.

“I shall tell her myself when I arrive with you. Now make yourself useful and bring Princess Laurel’s things up to their room,” Leod, replied in mock arrogance.

“Of course sir,” Brody answered back sardonically. Then looking over at Caleb and said, “Good to see you again Caleb, and I am very happy to make your acquaintance Princess Laurel.”

Laurel smiled at the tall handsome young man. He had black hair like his brother, and muscularly built as well, but different as it appeared to come from hard laborious work, and not from constant training and conditioning.

“Thank you Brody. I am pleased to make your acquaintance as well,” Laurel stated charmingly.

“The house looks good Brody. Daideo and Maimeo have been keeping you busy I see,” Caleb said with a smile, as he handed Brody the saddle bags.

“Aye, indeed they have Sire. I planted another garden in front of the house for Maimeo, as requested, and did some repairs to the porch and barn as well,” Brody smiled back at him.

“How are they doing? Daideo was grumbling about the horrible winter as usual, back a few months ago. Though the ale and venison Aiden and I brought him, seemed to help his mood,” Caleb mentioned, with a laugh.

“Quite well for their age, and thank you for that, it helped his mood considerably,” Brody replied, with a laugh. 

Just then loud barking could be heard from the porch as two enormous, tall, black and white, bushy haired dogs came thundering off the porch towards them. Laurel’s eyes went wide as she grabbed fearfully onto Caleb’s arm, who smiled warmly down at her. 

“It is alright dearest. They will not hurt you,” Caleb stated calmly as they continued towards them. “Hey now Beck you old scoundrel! Got your missus pregnant again I see,” Caleb laughed, as the big hairy dog leaped up, putting his front paws on his shoulders, as the dog was nearly eye level with him.

Following closely was his mate, a very pregnant female version of Beck, as they were nearly identical in appearance. 

“Poor Kalie,” Leod said with a sad smile, as he gently petted the female’s shaggy head. “He never leaves you alone does he?” he asked sympathetically. 

“She should be having her pups in a fortnight. Your Father was thinking about taking one,” Brody informed Caleb.

“I am not surprised seeing he owned this big monster’s father,” Caleb replied rubbing Beck’s head with both of his hands, having the dog stand on all fours. “Here Laurel, go ahead and pet his head. He really is just a big hairy sop,” Caleb said, as he smiled at the dog affectionately.

“Hello there Beck,” Laurel spoke in a small voice, as she reached over to pet the dog’s head, her small hands looking smaller in comparison.

Beck looked to be smiling, as his big tongue lolled out, as Laurel continued to smile and pet his head. Becoming overcome with love and affection for this newcomer, Beck suddenly jumped up attempting to give Laurel the same gleeful welcome he had given Caleb. Laurel gave a small shriek of surprise, as the dog knocked her to the ground before Caleb could stop him.

Beck however just stood over her, licking her face fervently, as Laurel attempted to push him away. Both Brody and Caleb grabbed at the dog, but he refused to move, clearly enjoying showing his affections.

“Beck! You big hairy beast! Get off her,” Caleb yelled and laughed, at the same time.

“Beck! Ya stupid idjit! Git off her!” a tall and stately looking old man yelled out, as he came off the steps.

At the old man’s command, the dog did immediately as he was told, running up to him and bounding about like a puppy barking happily. Caleb and Brody helped Laurel to her feet, the Sentinels looking on with surprised but amused faces. 

“Are you alright dearest?” Caleb asked, trying his best not to laugh, as he gently wiped the dirt and dog saliva off her face.

“Yes….I…I am just a bit overwhelmed,” Laurel answered, with wide eyed breathlessness.

“Sorcha! The damned dog just mauled the Princess!” Killian yelled to his wife, as she walked out to the porch.

“Beck you terrible brute! You poor dear. Are you alright?” Sorcha asked, in alarm as she walked off the porch.

“Oh, ya poor wee thing. Now how are ya feeling?” Killian asked with concern, as he put his hand on Laurel’s shoulder, his soft blue eyes, kind and warm.

“Really I am fine. I was just not expecting such a friendly welcome,” Laurel replied giggling shakily, as Caleb and the Sentinels began to laugh.

“Now do not laugh at the poor lass Caleb. Here ya be, bringing your Bride home to meet us, and what happens? She gets a mauling from Beck. I will warn ya now dear lass, the boy here will be telling everyone, and they will all have a good laugh at yer expense,” Killian informed her, with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Indeed he will. Shame on you boys. At least let me take the poor dear in the house before you all laugh at her. Now come over here and give your Maimeo a kiss, so I can do just that, you too Leod,” she scolded gently. “How nice this is, we just had a lovely visit with Fergus and Alana.  Not quite a fortnight ago Cahir brought his lovely new Bride here as well. Now Caleb, you show up with your beautiful Bride. It is wonderful, so much activity,” the lovely old woman said, kindly smiling at them. 

“Hello dear Maimeo,” Leod walked up to her first, kissing her affectionately on the cheek.

“Hello my sweet boy. Your mother will be so pleased to see you. She is making a special dinner for you and all your fellows. So do not keep her waiting too long. As soon as Brody is done you should be on your way,” Sorcha informed him, touching the side of his face lovingly.

“I will Maimeo. Do you hear that boys? My mother is an exceptional cook like her mother here, as Gawain can attest to. You are all in for a real treat,” Leod said, as he looked over at the other Sentinels, smiling broadly.

“Well hurry up there Brody, I am starving,” one of the Sentinels called out.

Brody just looked over and smiled at him as the others laughed.

“Hello Maimeo,” Caleb then greeted her warmly as he leaned over and embraced her, kissing her cheek as well. “This, as you have already guessed, is Laurel,” Caleb smiled, as he introduced her. 

 “So nice to finally meet you dear. Why you are even prettier than Alana said you were,” Sorcha said, in a warm voice.

“Thank you Sorcha. I am so happy to meet you and Killian as well,” Laurel smiled happily, as she could not help but feel affection for them already.

“No, no dear. In this house, all who are younger than us, call us Daideo and Maimeo,” Sorcha directed, in a warm and loving voice.

“And that is damn near everyone,” Killian laughed heartily, as the others laughed with him.

Sorcha just smiled at her husband shaking her head, then taking Laurel’s hand began to guide her to the house.

“Come dear let me show you to your room. Brody do please bring Caleb and Laurel’s bags upstairs,” she told her grandson kindly.

“Yes, Maimeo,” Brody replied, still laughing at his grandfather.

As they walked to the house, Killian looked at them until they went inside.

“So, Caleb. Did you catch the sons of bitches that would dare try to harm your Bride?” Killian asked, in an angry tone.

“No Daideo. Only one son of a bitch, and he killed himself, before we got anything out of him,” Caleb answered in frustration.

“Aye, when I hear things like that it makes me regret retiring,” Killian said sadly, as he shook his head.

Caleb and Leod smiled at each other and then looked over at Killian warmly.

“Come now Daideo, you know as well as I, Father and I have no skills whatsoever with gardening or repair, and Aiden has even less,” Caleb’s last comment elicited much laughter from the group. “Without you and Brody the house would be in shambles, and my mother would be beside herself,” Caleb said kindly, putting his arm around the old man’s shoulders and walking towards the house.

“Aye lad that she would. She tells me each time she visits how much she loves this house, and that one day, she will make Fergus give up the throne to you, and make him live here again. I dare say, now that you have that sweet Bride of yours, that day may be coming sooner than he thinks,” Killian replied with a laugh.

“You are probably right Daideo,” Caleb laughed back.

A short time later, after Brody, Leod and the Sentinels left for dinner at the brothers’ family home, Gavin and his family showed up. Bringing all the lavish fare needed for the dinner Gavin and Marvina wished to prepare for them. After Caleb greeted Clodagh and Liam warmly, he went upstairs to check on Laurel. He walked into their handsomely furnished room, the beautiful focal point being a richly carved four poster bed. Each post having what appeared to be climbing ivy carved into each one. The bed was covered in an expertly made quilt of all the colors of the harvest season. He walked into the private bath and found Laurel relaxing in the large copper tub, much like they had in Heathwin. She smiled happily at him as he entered the room, as he brought a chair over to sit beside her, putting his hand in the warm water, caressing her arm.

“You look deliciously comfortable mo ghra. Unfortunately for me Gavin and his family have already arrived. They have just taken over the kitchen, and Maimeo and Daideo are happily playing with the Clodagh and Liam’s little ones. Gavin and Liam are already arguing how the lamb should be cooked. You should hear them during the fortnight we spend at Loch Tay. They do all of the cooking and there is a constant stream of cursing when they do not agree on how something should be done, which is most of the time,” Caleb explained with a smile, at Laurel’s amused reaction.

“Maimeo and Daideo are so adorable Caleb. I never knew my grandparents on either side of the family. It must have been wonderful growing up knowing yours, and the ones who just volunteered to be,” Laurel replied laughing happily.

“Well in all honesty dearest, I was not particularly close to Father’s parents, and I barely remember Mother’s. In fact it is because of my grandfather, King Niall, that Aiden and I became so close to Killian and Sorcha,” Caleb said bringing his hand up from the water to touch Laurel’s face.

“Why is that Caleb?” Laurel asked in a soft voice, seeing the sudden sadness in his eyes.

“When I was a young boy of seven seasons, and living at the Lodge, such as we do now, I had a very unfortunate experience with my grandfather. My mother was very pregnant with Aiden, and understandably a bit short tempered. My father was on his way home from Patrol, and I was feeling bored and lonely that day. I was walking about the Lodge and ended up in the study. For whatever reason, there was my grandfather’s dagger laying there on the desk. I had been warned by him never to touch it. Well, being only seven and bored, it was far too great a temptation. So I walked over and only touched it at first, but then a few moments later I picked it up and examined it with childish fascination. At that moment my grandfather walked in the room,” Caleb paused for a moment looking sad and far away.

“What happened mo chroi?” Laurel asked gently, reaching up and holding his hand. 

Caleb looked at her smiling warmly, loving her for the concern in her eyes and voice.

“He beat me with a strap, quite severely. My back and bottom were covered in welts. My mother was furious and my father no less so when he found out that night. My mother told me, Father and my grandfather had a terrible argument. Two days later we moved here. A week later Aiden was born. Killian and Sorcha moved in permanently, and we became very close to them.  We lived here for seven seasons, only returning to the Lodge, for short stays in the Growing season. Cahir actually lived here with us for a season, when he became orphaned. As I was saying, they were very upset with what my grandfather had done. Mother and Sorcha never forgave him for it. My mother also could not stand my uncles, as she felt they were mean and barbaric. It was not until my uncles were killed in a raid upon the Rabkins, did we return. But this house will always feel like home to me, and Killian and Sorcha, will always be Daideo and Maimeo. It is here that I do not have to be the Prince of Heathwin or Commander of the Sentinels. I am just Caleb,” Caleb related with a sad smile, wiping a tear from Laurel’s cheek.

“I am so sorry my dear Caleb. It is no wonder Sorcha loves you so much, or that your mother loves them and this house. Sorcha told me how much your parents still come here and how happy your mother is when she is here,” Laurel said, in a tearful voice.

“Do not be sad mo ghra. It was a very long time ago. After going through that I feel it will help me to be a good father, such as my father was. He did spank us occasionally, but never harshly. Never more than a few swats on the bottom and never bare bottomed, and he only used his hand. He wanted to be sure he was not hurting us, only a few sharp swats to make a point if we needed it. I dare say Aiden always needed it more than me. He was very stubborn and enjoyed cursing. Addis went through a brief stage like that, shortly after his mother remarried, when he was twelve seasons. I took him with me on the northern Patrol for the first time. I told him he had to collect firewood for the camp that night, and he felt he was too privileged to do that. I told him otherwise and he cursed me out in front of everyone. Midhir another cousin, was with him as well, so he felt very bold with his best friend there. Aiden, and Cahir of course just laughed.  So I told Addis to stop his nonsense or I was going to give him a good spanking. He told me as he was now twelve seasons, he was too old, and what I could do with myself. I proved him very wrong. My point is, I was not brutal about it. I just took him across my knee in front of everyone, gave him a few swats and then told him to collect the wood.  When he was finished, I made him and Midhir go to his tent the rest of the night, Midhir because he was laughing and spurring Addis on.  Addis was mortified but he never pulled that nonsense again. Now that he is older of course, he would never think of doing that. I just have to put up with his attempting to be amusing,” Caleb grinned mordantly, as he was happy Laurel giggled at his recounting this story about Addis.  “I will never be harsh or unfair to our children Laurel. I will never do what was done to me. You will never have to worry about that. If anyone should get spanked, it would only be because they deliberately disobeyed us, or were mean or disrespectful. I will not put our children through anything cruel or unnecessary,” he told her, with heartfelt honesty.

“I have no doubts that you will be a loving father Caleb. I see how you are with the little ones in your family, and how much your younger cousins love you. I have seen how you are with Oriel and Jamison. They both hugged you goodbye so tightly it brought tears to Ellos’ eyes. No, my husband, I am not worried,” Laurel replied in a soft voice as she leaned over and put her face up to him, as he kissed her lovingly. 

“Thank you mo stor. Thank you for letting me share that with you,” Caleb smiled adoringly at her. “Well, I need to go back downstairs. Do not be too long dearest, as they will send me back up to fetch you. And in all honesty if I have to do that I will just end up throwing you on that enormous bed and then we will be harassed and teased all evening,” Caleb said as he smiled roguishly at her, as he stood up and left the bath. 

Laurel smiled and shook her head as she finished bathing. She dressed quickly, as she noticed Caleb had packed her the rose colored tunic dress she first wore when she returned to Heathwin. It was comfortable and easy to wear. As she made her way down the long wide staircase, Laurel looked about, noticing the similarities between the family home and the Great Lodge. Both had impressive vaulted ceilings and beautiful woodwork. The home however had chandeliers made of antlers that held thick candles, instead of being made of iron. Heavy woven rugs covered the floors as they were intermittently placed throughout the home. It was spacious, yet warm and inviting, filled with light from the large windows in the front of the house. Laurel entered the large and open front room, Beck being the first to greet her, this time in a more subdued manner, gently licking her hand as she petted his massive head. Clodagh came up to her and embraced her warmly.

“So good to see you again dear Laurel. Did I not tell you Mother, how adorable she is?” Clodagh asked cheerfully, as she took Laurel’s hand and led her into the room.

Clodagh shared her mother’s brilliant red hair and good looks, as well as her father’s charming smile.

“You most certainly did dear,” Marvina smiled, as she and Sorcha held two of Clodagh’s four boys. 

Orla smiled happily as well, playing with the other two little boys on the heavy rug in front of the room’s massive fireplace. They were busily constructing an impressive structure with heavy wooden blocks, as the very pregnant Kalie slept peacefully next to them.

“You have not yet met my children Laurel. This is Dorrin my eldest, who just turned five seasons and with him is Benen, who is three, and mother is holding Enos who is almost two seasons, and Maimeo is holding my youngest Gara, who is just over half a season. Say hello to Laurel my darlings,” Clodagh instructed her two oldest boys lovingly.

“Hello Laurel,” the two little boys said sweetly in unison, causing their mother and grandmother to laugh.

“Hello children. I am very happy to meet you,” Laurel replied, laughing as well.

“Come and sit down with us Laurel, and help us build our castle,” Orla gleefully invited her.

“Well thank you, I most certainly will, as it appears to be great fun,” Laurel smiled as she sat down on the floor with them.

“It is,” Dorrin said smiling happily at her, as he passed her several blocks.

Laurel noticed that he shared his grandfather and uncles’ charming smile.

His younger brother Benen smiled and walked over with more blocks and sat next to Laurel, who smiled warmly at the little boy, touching his soft red curls. Little Enos then crawled off Marvina’s lap to walk over to Laurel, he stood behind her gently playing with her hair and sucking his thumb, as she turned and smiled lovingly at him. Caleb walked into the room shortly after, with an amused expression, as he saw Laurel sitting on the floor happily playing with the children, at this time with Enos sitting in her lap, still sucking his thumb. 

“Now why was I not invited to play with all of you?” Caleb asked smiling broadly, as he sat down next to Laurel.

“We are having a lovely time Sire. I do believe Dorrin and Benen are master castle builders in the making,” Laurel replied cheerfully, as the little boys smiled happily at her.

“Well good. Come over here Benen and help me, I am not that good at it,” Caleb said warmly, as the little boy walked over and sat in Caleb’s lap and began placing blocks carefully down in front of them.

“So Caleb, how are the two cooks getting on?” Clodagh asked smiling wryly, as she sat in a comfortable plush chair, nursing her youngest child. 

“Arguing and cursing at each other as usual, both claiming the other one does not know what he is doing. Flynn and Malachy are the only ones doing any actual cooking.  The servants are just staying out of the way, snickering in the corner, peeling vegetables,” Caleb replied smiling at her, as Orla giggled.

“Well I suppose I should go in there soon, or we will never have supper,” Marvina sighed, smirking at Caleb.

“Here we are my lovelies,” Killian announced, as he brought in a tray of food and drink.

Orla stood up to help him, taking the tray and placing it on a low wide table.

“I brought some tea and biscuits in for the ladies, and fresh milk and cake for my darling boys. I brought us in some cider Caleb. Come and sit over here and play a game of Tablut with your old Daideo,” Killian invited, as Caleb smiled and placed Benen down next to Laurel, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek before standing up.

The two men walked over to a table with two comfortable chairs facing each other, and a large and decorative Tablut board already set up. As they began the game, Marvina’s son Malachy walked into the room, clearly frustrated.

“Mother, would you please come to the kitchen with me. Father and Liam will not stop arguing, and they keep spilling herbs and the marinade everywhere,” he requested, with a heavy sigh.

“Of course love. I shall put a stop to this foolishness,” Marvina said with a huff, as she followed her son into the kitchen.

“And she will too,” Orla giggled.

“She most certainly will. Mother has no patience for their nonsense,” Clodagh smirked, as Laurel and Caleb grinned at each other.

After a short while had passed Sorcha glanced over at Caleb and Killian, and she smiled at them warmly.

“Caleb dear. Would you please go back into the kitchen and bring us more tea and biscuits? I am feeling a bit peckish,” she requested in a loving voice.

“Of course Maimeo,” Caleb replied with a smile, as he stood up and taking the tray placed everyone’s teacups back on it. 

“Bring me back more cider and some cheese and pickles, while you are at it my lad,” Killian directed, not looking up from the Tablut board. 

“Of course Daideo. What about you mo ghra? Shall I bring you back a piece of cake?” Caleb asked crouching down next to Laurel, holding her face and caressing her cheek with his thumb.

“We would like more cake,” Dorrin piped up cheerfully, as his brother Benen smiled happily.

“No you would not, it will spoil your dinner,” Clodagh told them with a knowing smile, much to their chagrin.

Caleb then turned back smiling lovingly at Laurel.

“I really should not eat cake in front of the boys Caleb,” Laurel mentioned quietly.

“It is quite alright dear. Do not worry for the boys, they know better,” Clodagh replied, as both boys smiled mischievously at each other. 

“It is settled then,” Caleb smiled, then kissed her warmly, Clodagh and Sorcha smiled at each other at Caleb’s affectionate display.  “Come along my girl, you can help me gather everything,” Caleb said to Orla, as he playfully tugged her hair and then stood up.

Orla smiled gleefully and stood up quickly as Caleb picked up the tray and headed towards the kitchen. Orla walked with Caleb, putting her arm around his waist and leaning her head against his arm. 

Laurel smiled as she watched them walk together out of the room.

“I do believe Orla is a bit enamored with Caleb,” Laurel stated, with a kind smile.

“Yes, the dear girl has been that way for some time. She loves Aiden as well of course, but Caleb has always been her favourite,” Clodagh explained with a light laugh.

“I cannot blame her, as I have been that way for some time myself,” Laurel giggled.

“Our sweet boy has never looked happier. It is all your doing dear Laurel,” Sorcha stated smiling peacefully. “The last few seasons have been so tragic for him. It is nice to see him happy, after what that first one put him through,” Sorcha’s voice suddenly becoming sullen and bitter.

Laurel glanced over at Clodagh with a smirk, as Clodagh winked at her.

“Now Sorcha we must not speak ill of the dead,” Killian chided her gently, still looking at the Tablut board.

“I do not care. I spoke ill of her when she was alive. She caused a world of hurt she did, and not just to Caleb, to her Clann, as well as all of Heathwin. I shall never forget the dear boy’s face when he came to stay with us after he brought her body back to her father. When he told us how the Rabkins retaliated by attacking a village of her Clann. How when he offered his condolences, a young widow and her two little ones, just sobbed in his arms. But the worst was when he told me how the shrew had died carrying another man’s child. It just broke my heart to see the pain in his eyes,” Sorcha’s voice choked up, and her eyes filled with tears at remembering. 

Laurel looked at her with a surprised pained expression, she then quickly tried to hide it. She saw Clodagh was looking at her with sad recognition, as she realized Laurel was unaware of this revelation. Killian who had been watching, saw Laurel’s expression as well, and smiled forlornly. Knowing his wife had not meant to reveal anything, assuming Laurel already knew.

“That is all in the past mo ghra. Our Caleb has a sweet and loving lass to take care of him now. Tis no wonder Fergus and Alana love her so much. The boy is just beaming with love and pride for ya dear girl,” Killian added, with a twinkle in his eyes.

“I love Caleb very much Maimeo. I have loved him for as long as I can remember,” Laurel reached over and held Sorcha’s hands, in a comforting gesture.

“Of course you have dear girl. I can see it your face whenever he looks at you,” Sorcha smiled at her benevolently.

Laurel’s eyes filled with tears at the old woman’s expression, and she found herself having to lower her eyes as she tried to gain control of her emotions.

“Ah there he is. I was wondering when you were coming back,” Killian spoke up a bit louder than needed, smiling at Laurel knowingly, as she quickly wiped her eyes.

“I was not gone that long,” Caleb smirked, as he placed the tray down on the table. You are becoming impatient in your old age Daideo,” Caleb replied patting him on the back and handing him a plate of cheese and pickles, and then his cider. “You were right about your mother Clodagh. She took care of things and dinner should be ready within the hour,” Caleb smiled over at her, as he handed Sorcha her tea and biscuits.

“No my dear, just the tea please,” she said, taking the cup from Caleb.

“Maimeo you said you wanted the biscuits,” Caleb grinned at her, walking back over to the table.

“I have changed my mind dear, a woman’s prerogative,” she answered smiling sweetly.

“What of you mo stor? Have you changed your mind as well?” Caleb asked Laurel with a smile.

“No, I will still have the cake,” Laurel replied standing up and walking over to where Caleb stood. 

“What is it dearest?” Caleb asked in a low tone as he looked into her eyes.

“Nothing I am just a bit tired,” Laurel answered a bit too cheerfully and quickly, as Caleb gave her a doubting grin.

“I am going to show Laurel the back terrace, she has not seen the view as yet,” Caleb spoke up, turning to smile at everyone. 

“I will go with you,” Orla said cheerfully.

“Orla dear. I need your help with the boys to clean them up before dinner,” Clodagh mentioned,” giving Caleb a meaningful look.

“Mamm we are not dirty,” Dorrin began to argue, as his mother handed her infant son Gara, to Orla. 

“Yes you are. Now hush and come with me,” Clodagh said sternly, as she took Benen and Enos by the hand and steered them all out of the room and towards the stairs.  

Caleb smiled at her as they milled past them noisily, Dorrin still protesting he was not dirty.

“We will be back in a bit,” Caleb informed Killian and Sorcha, as he directed Laurel out of the room.

“Do not be too long, I have just moved my Knight,” Killian called out.

Caleb placed his hand on the small of Laurel’s back, holding the small plate of cake in the other hand, as he walked her through the open and sun filled foyer. They turned down a wide passage and could hear voices in the kitchen, which sounded as if Marvina was still scolding, Gavin and Liam, as the male voices were quieter and more reserved, and not as clearly heard. Caleb and Laurel looked at each other and laughed. Caleb then led Laurel into the dining room. The room was very large with high beamed ceilings. On one side of the room were built-in cabinets, filled to capacity with dishes and plates and bowls of every description, as could be seen by the heavy glass doors. The dining room table was by far longer and wider than the one in the private dining room at the Great Lodge. It was very heavy with two large candelabras at either end, which had just been lit. The wide fireplace at the far end of the room was also lit as well as another antler chandelier hanging in the center of the room over the table. The chairs were all sturdy with high backs and plush cushions on the seats. The table itself seated upwards to a dozen people, but still had room for more, as extra chairs were placed along the back wall. The left side of the room had four wide and floor length windows, with a heavy oak door in the center, which led out to the expansive terrace. Caleb directed Laurel out the door and walked onto the terrace, as they both sat down on a heavily cushioned large couch. 

“Father enjoys pushing the back of the couch down, and sleeping out here. Aiden and I would sometimes sleep here during the Growing season,” Caleb explained to Laurel, as they looked at the spectacular view of the mountains in front of them. 

“I can certainly see why. The view is beautiful Caleb. I used to think that Heathwin did not have any fields or open views, well while I am at the Lodge that is” Laurel laughed, as she took a bite of cake. 

“There are not many, that is why Father appreciates this scene so much,” Caleb said in a warm voice, as he looked at her intently for a moment, watching her take another bite of cake. “So my love, what was wrong a few moments ago? Do not say, nothing, I know your expressions too well. What did Maimeo tell you? Do not be concerned with telling me, I well know it was not done to be hurtful. The poor old dear just assumes everyone knows as much as she does. She sometimes forgets she is the keeper of many secrets,” Caleb asked her, reaching over and holding her hand.

Laurel smiled at him sadly, her eyes glistening with tears, as she paused for a moment, trying to think best how to tell him what Sorcha had inadvertently revealed to her.

“She was telling me of how sad and tragic life had been for you for a few seasons, and how pleased she was to see you happy again,” Laurel mentioned, pausing for a moment, as Caleb smiled at her expectantly, knowing she had not told him everything.

“She also told me of how tragic the incident with Morene was for all of Heathwin, and the…..condition she was in when she died,” Laurel looked at him sadly, waiting for his reaction.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly and kissed her forehead, then rested his head against hers.

“I had a feeling that was what she told you,” he spoke in a soft deep voice.

“Why did you not tell me Caleb?” Laurel asked him, in a sad small voice.

Caleb pulled away from her slightly, smiling at Laurel, as he tucked her hair behind her ear, and then drew his bent finger across her cheek. 

“It is a part of my life I wished to no longer think about, a part I did not wish to burden you with mo stor,” Caleb replied, in the same soft tone. 

“I am now your wife Caleb. Sharing your life, the joys and the sorrows, the past and present, is not a burden. Since you have brought me here, I have had the joy of learning about a part of your life I had never seen before. And I love you even more because of learning more about you. You know everything about me Caleb. Should I not know everything about you?” Laurel asked guilelessly, as she brought her hand up to his face.

Caleb smiled at her lovingly, placing his hand over hers, then turning his face slightly to kiss her hand. He then took the plate from her and sitting back against the couch, took Laurel in his arms, holding her close, as she put her head against his chest.

“Ask me whatever you wish my darling, and I will tell you,” he told her, as he kissed the top of her head.

Laurel smiled and sighed deeply, then giggled slightly, as Caleb smiled at her, wondering what she would ask him.

“At the Inn you mentioned to Oonagh, about reserving the room for us once again when you Patrol the northern villages. Why would you take me with you then and not on other Patrols?” Laurel asked curiously.

“That particular Patrol is relatively safe. The villages are small and quite friendly, and they look forward to our arrival, as we bring much needed supplies, food, and medicinal goods. I thought with your skills as an Ollam, and as most have never met one, it would be helpful for them and an interesting experience for you. These are the villages I mentioned that would welcome all your many unwanted dresses,” Caleb explained, happy and surprised at her question.

“That sounds lovely Sire, I look forward to it. But now that you have brought me to the family home, perhaps we could forgo the Inn and just stay here. We could just stop at the Inn for a meal,” Laurel suggested smiling delightedly.

“Are you sure dearest? I only mentioned staying at the Inn, because I know you have never done so, until yesterday, and I thought you enjoyed the room,” Caleb mentioned, with delighted surprise.

“I enjoyed it very much Caleb, but I love the family home,” Laurel said, with a loving smile.

Caleb reached over taking his face in her hands and kissed her passionately.

“Ta ghra agam ort, mo stor. Yes, we can stay here. You have not only made me happy, but Aiden and the half of the Patrol will be happy as well, as Gavin will prepare a feast. We would only stay at Welstone for the sake of the married men, who wished for a shorter trip home. This time I will be sure to select only those who live nearby. I will have to swap out a few Patrol groups, but no matter, it can all be arranged. Thank you dearest, I am so very happy you decided this,” Caleb told her in a voice filled with love and utter contentment, as he kissed her again.

Suddenly there was a soft deep laugh in back of them, as they both looked up in surprise then amusement.

“I hate to break up this enchanting moment, but dinner is on the table. We were all just waiting for you two. Old Daideo said you could snog later, he wants to eat,” Gavin said, with his big booming laugh.

Laurel and Caleb smiled at each other as they stood up and walked with Gavin to the dining room. Dinner was a lively and happy occasion, with much teasing of the newlyweds, who took it all with good humor.

The rest of the evening ended in the large front room, with the family sharing stories and playing games of Pass the Boar and Fidchell. Liam and Clodagh said goodnight soon after and departed, as their farm bordered on the family home’s property. Telling Caleb and Laurel how they looked forward to their visiting their farm tomorrow. Galvin and his family stayed the night and continued their lively conversations and game playing. Killian and Sorcha were the next to say goodnight, as they made their way to the large room next to the kitchen. King Fergus had it added for them to make it easier, so they no longer had to go up the stairs. Soon the number of people in the large room dwindled down to just Caleb and Gavin, as Laurel informed Caleb she would meet him in their room, saying goodnight to Gavin she then went upstairs.

“So did you find out any more about the wretch who came to harm your lass?” Gavin asked Caleb in a low serious voice, as they stared at the fire and drank warm mugs of tea.

“I was told by my informer, that they arrived by ship in Achzib. They seemed to be the crew. That is all he could tell me. We have a young woman who is a physician’s attendant at the Infirmary. When Master Elphin was examining the body, she was assisting him and told him she recognized his race. Her family is from Achzib and moved to Heathwin to have a shop in Welstone, as it is safer and less prone to violence. She told him that more and more of these men began to show up the last two seasons they lived there,” Caleb replied, taking another drink from his mug.

“Yes I know the family, very nice folk, and excellent weavers. I cannot blame them for wishing to leave that accursed place. I told Fergus awhile back, we needed to take the whole bloody army, and give Achzib a good attitude adjustment. He just laughed. Yes, like you are doing right now,” Gavin responded, to Caleb’s reaction.

“The problem with that is we leave all of Heathwin and Gwenlais vulnerable. It may not be worth it,” Caleb said thoughtfully.

“Dammed Garron, he should have made the Marriage Alliance way back when the lass was much younger, and before you had to be with that shrew of a first wife. That is what your mother wanted all along. You still would have loved her, lad. Then when she was of age it just would have been done. Before all this trouble started,” Gavin stated very opinionatedly.

“It is no matter, it only really delayed things by two seasons. Laurel just entered her twentieth season back during the Planting season. So it has still all worked out for the best,” Caleb said, with a thoughtful smile. 

“Well I am very happy for you lad. She is a sweet lass, and she clearly loves you. Maimeo was saying that you both remind her of your parents when they were newlyweds. Believe me, that is quite the compliment coming from her,” Gavin laughed softly. “Marvina is quite taken with her as well. She went on to the folks still coming into the pub, after you left, about how charming Laurel is and how pretty she speaks,” Gavin smiled, as he took another sip of tea.

“She says that because she has never heard Laurel speak Kedesh,” Caleb said, with a droll smile.

Gavin began to laugh heartily, hitting Caleb on the arm.

“Yes Fergus informed me how that little meeting with the Chieftains turned out. Oh, I wish I could have been there, to see the look on McCullan’s contemptible face. Yours too of course,” Gavin said laughing again.

“McCullan was actually a good sport about it and laughed himself to tears. Ever since the incident with Leland, McCullan has grown quite fond of Laurel, they all have,” Caleb informed him, smiling thoughtfully.

“Well good.  Maybe I will get to hear her speak it at some point myself,” Gavin replied smiling wickedly, and hitting Caleb on the arm again.

“Well prepare yourself, you will have to make her loose her temper first,” Caleb laughed lightly.

“Not me, I will try to make her mad at you. I will think of way by the time we go to Loch Tay for the fortnight,” Gavin laughed again, as he stood up. “Goodnight lad. Do not keep her waiting too long,” Galvin spoke with a low tone, winking and smiling at him drolly. 

Gavin then turned and walked out of the room, leaving Caleb to sit quietly in front of the fire. He sat staring at the flames thoughtfully for a bit longer, with a deep sense of peace and calmness that he had not felt in a very long time. Caleb was pleased but not surprised with how much the family and Clann members of the village had been taken with Laurel. He thought about what Gavin had mentioned concerning having the Marriage Alliance formed earlier on. It was true his mother had wanted it from the beginning. Yet the more Caleb thought of it, the more he realized, having gone through the tragic events he had endured, just made him love and appreciate Laurel more.

Perhaps, he thought to himself, he would not have been as patient with her bouts of temper or stubbornness as he was now, if he had not first had to endure the volatile and unstable personality of Morene. He may likely at first, been more akin to Cahir’s earlier mindset, despite his Father’s feelings. He felt saddened with the thought that this was more than likely how it would have turned out. That Laurel would not trust him as much as she did now, and perhaps be a bit frightened of him. He quickly dismissed those thoughts as he happily and gratefully realized this was not the case. What he had suffered was not for nothing, it shaped his personality, making him more compassionate and patient. Caleb then stood up, and after adding more wood to the fire, to keep the warmth in the room a bit longer, and leave still burning embers for the servants in the early morning. He walked up the stairs quietly, and opening the door to their room, was delighted and surprised to find Laurel still awake, writing a note at the small desk in the room.

“What are you doing dearest?” Caleb asked, in loving amusement, as he walked up to her, leaning over, and kissing the top of her head.

“I am writing notes to all three of the families, thanking them for their hospitality. I am nearly finished, I am now concluding the note to Clodagh and Liam,” Laurel replied still looking done at what she was doing. 

Caleb laughed lightly, kissing her again, then walked over to the bed and began to undress.

“There, all finished,” Laurel announced happily, as she turned in the chair and looked over at Caleb who had just taken off his shirt and was now removing his shoes. “I can see why Mother loves this house so much,” she continued as she looked about the room.

“Yes she does. She tells everyone, this is her favourite house because this is where her sons were both conceived and born,” Caleb said, smiling as he removed his socks.

“I did not know you were born here as well Caleb,” Laurel spoke, with enchanted surprise.

“Yes I was. In this very room in fact,” Caleb informed her, sitting on the edge of the bed.

Laurel smiled reflectively for a moment, then stood up from the desk and walked over to Caleb, standing just out of his reach.

“Then should not our sons be conceived and perhaps born here as well Sire?” Laurel asked, in a soft voice just above a whisper.

Caleb looked at her intently with a slight smile as he watched her untie the laces of her nightgown, and then slipping it off her shoulders, letting it fall softly to the floor. She stood there looking at him, smiling lovingly, her eyes soft and shimmering. Caleb stood up and walking over to her, took her up in his arms and placed her gently in the bed, as he lay above her, his face only a few inches from hers.

“They should be indeed mo ghra,” Caleb whispered, then kissed her passionately.

 

Caleb opened his eyes slowly, as the bright sunlight peeked through the half drawn long drapes. Closing his eyes sleepily again he reached over for Laurel, his searching hands unable to find her, caused him to open his eyes suddenly with surprise. He sat up slightly and looked about the room.

Glancing over to the bath door, as it was slightly ajar, he then got out of bed and walked into the bath. Still not finding her, he walked back into the bedroom in quick strides, wearing a concerned and bemused expression. He quickly dressed in his tan britches from yesterday and began looking for his black tunic, annoyed he was unable to find it. His attention suddenly taken, by the bedroom door being opened quietly, as Laurel walked in. She was holding a very large tray, her hair charmingly messy, haphazardly pinned up.  He smiled at her in surprise and amusement, as he noticed she was wearing his tunic over her nightgown, and was barefoot as well.

“What are you doing mo chailin amaideach?” Caleb asked her, with a slight laugh, as he walked over and took the heavy tray, and placed it on the foot of the bed. “And why may I ask, are you wearing my shirt?” he grinned, as he pulled it over her head.

“I wished to surprise you with breakfast in bed, and now I cannot because you woke up,” Laurel answered with a pout. “I also could not find my robe, so I just borrowed your shirt, as I have done once before,” she said smiling demurely. 

“It is in the saddle bag dearest. Why are you barefoot? Could you not find your slippers as well?” Caleb asked her, with a wry grin, taking her in his arms and kissing her forehead. 

“No, I could not find those either,” Laurel replied with a sigh, as she leaned her head into his chest, and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“You are quite pathetic mo ghra. I know where both your robe and your slippers are. Now get back into bed, you are shaking from cold, I shall get them for you,” Caleb instructed, smirking at her. 

“Well this has turned into a mess. I was supposed to be serving you breakfast in bed, and here I am being told to get back into bed and you are getting things for me. It has not worked out the way I had planned at all,” Laurel spoke with a slight whine and pouting once again, teeth chattering slightly.

“Listen to you, chattering and shivering that way. Get into bed Laurel. It was still a surprise, I had no idea what you were up to,” Caleb directed smiling and shaking his head, as he pulled her robe and the wrapped parcel from the saddle bag.

He walked back over to the bed as Laurel was just getting back under the covers. 

“Here you are mo stor,” Caleb said getting into the bed, sitting down next to her, kissing her forehead as he handed her the robe, and wrapped gift.

Laurel smiled at him with delight as she placed her robe over shoulders, excitedly unwrapping her gift.

“I had forgotten all about this present. Oh, Caleb they are so lovely. Perhaps we could walk about the grounds outside and I could wear the slippers and the shawl?” Laurel asked with dancing eyes.

“I would love to take you for a walk around the grounds. Though I feel it would ruin your slippers. Best to wear your boots my love,” Caleb replied smiling warmly, as he moved the tray towards them. “Quite the breakfast you brought up for us dearest, no wonder the tray looked so heavy for you,” Caleb laughed as he noticed how much food had been placed on the plates.

“Maimeo insisted we have a hearty breakfast before we leave for the farm. She was actually baking the scones and cooking the porridge herself. The servants were just smiling and making the tea and cleaning up for her. And look! Clotted cream, and jam for the scones,” Laurel giggled happily.  

“Are you going to save me another bite?” Caleb asked smiling wickedly.

“No! I have no desire to have cream and jam up my nose again. You will have to have your own,” Laurel replied with a haughty tone, smirking at him as she took a bite of a scone heavily topped with cream and jam.

“If I promise not to shove the scone up your nose, then will you share it with me?” Caleb asked, with a low enticing voice, leaning in closer.

Laurel looked at him with a sly smile and slightly narrowed eyes.

“You have to say it first,” she whispered, with an impish grin.

Caleb smiled at her at her seductively as he moved closer, causing Laurel to giggle uncertainly, holding the scone away from him.

“I promise your Highness, I will not shove the scone up your nose,” he whispered, with the same smile.

“Very well then,” Laurel giggled, as she gave Caleb a bite of her cream laden pastry.

Caleb took a very generous bite, which caused Laurel to laugh. Swallowing he smiled at her wryly, taking a dollop of the cream from the remaining bite of scone and smeared it on Laurel’s lips, which he then promptly kissed off. He then continued to kiss her, placing the scone out of her hand and moving her beneath him, as he continued to kiss mouth and neck. Laurel began to laugh softly at his ardent affections.

“Caleb! Should we not eat breakfast first?” she asked, continuing to laugh.

Caleb stopped just long enough to look down and smile at her roguishly. 

“Well, I did not promise that mo ghra,” he said smiling, and resuming his passionate attentions.

 

Sometime later Caleb and Laurel made their way downstairs, to find Sorcha and the still very pregnant Kalie lying at her feet, in the large front room. Sorcha was sitting in her favourite comfortable chair, humming and working on her knitting, making a warm wool sweater for Clodagh’s infant son Gara.

The house was very calm and quiet as Gavin and his family had left early to see to getting things for the pub underway. She looked up and smiled warmly as Caleb and Laurel approached her.

“Maidin mhaith, my dears. What would your plans be this morning?” Sorcha asked in a kind soft voice.

“I thought I would show Laurel the grounds for a bit, before I take her to see Liam and Clodagh’s farm,” Caleb told her, as he leaned down and warmly kissed her cheek.

“Enjoy your walk. Mind though, we got a bit of rain early in the morning, so the rocks and moss may still be a might slippery,” Sorcha cautioned as she smiled at them, continuing her knitting.

“We will Maimeo, thank you,” Laurel replied happily, as she too leaned over and gave Sorcha a kiss on the cheek. 

Caleb took Laurel’s hand and led her out of the spacious front room, and out onto the broad porch. Brody and Killian were busily repairing some of the floor boards on the far end of the porch, they stopped their hammering as they saw Caleb and Laurel walk out smiling at them. Beck walked over happily, his tail wagging, and his tongue happily lolled out with a broad smile.

“Hello Beck,” Laurel said cheerfully, as she and Caleb petted his great shaggy head.

“Now where would you be off to this morning?” Killian asked with twinkling blue eyes, as Brody looked up and smiled at them.

“I thought I would show mo Bride milis, the grounds before we departed for the farm. I was hoping to be able to show her our Clanns namesake,” Caleb mentioned as he looked down and smiled adoringly at Laurel.

“Aye. Now that my dear girl will be a sight to behold. I do think the young ones are getting ready to leave the nest. Enjoy your walk,” Killian said with a broad smile, as he and Brody commenced with their hammering, carefully nailing in the wooden pegs, securing the new floor boards.

Caleb took Laurel’s hand once again and led her off the porch and around the backside of the spacious home. As Sorcha had described the grounds in back of the house were indeed rocky and moss covered, and still damp. 

The enormous and ancient conifer trees stood before them, making the grounds in the back of the house shady and cooler. Caleb held Laurel by her waist and lifted her off the ground for a moment to help her over a jagged rock formation, jutting out of the ground. Taking her hand once again he then led her over to the edge of the forest and then looked up at the trees, smiling as his gaze began to search for something. 

“Am I to assume then that your Clann is named after a bird? I noticed the carving on the doors of the house. It is an eagle?” Laurel asked, as she looked upward and followed Caleb’s gaze.

“It is a hawk dearest. Which is why the house is named Hawk Haven,” Caleb answered, as he smiled at her in amusement.

“Oh, yes of course. I had actually forgotten the name. We do not name our homes in Gwenlais, so I am still unaccustomed to it,” Laurel giggled, slightly embarrassed.  “Is that what you wished to show me? A family of hawks?” Laurel asked looking up at the trees once again.

“Yes mo stor. A family of hawks is called a cast. Our Clann name, Seigine, means hawk.  They have been here for countless generations, one of the reasons Father had the house built here. They are truly a noble bird, with very unique and worthy qualities. There, there they are now,” Caleb said suddenly, pointing over to a cast of six hawks in a towering tree. 

Laurel looked over to where he was pointing, and immediately saw the birds all roosting on a large branch, four of them flapping their wings vigorously, as the other two watched them intently. 

“You see Laurel? That is the parents, watching their brood getting ready to test out their wings. They should be ready to fly off at any moment now,” Caleb said, with childlike enthusiasm.

Laurel looked over and smiled at him adoringly, as she watched his face looking at them in wonder, she squeezed his hand and leaned into his arm, turning her attention once again to the hawks. Suddenly just as Caleb had mentioned, one by one the young hawks leaped from the branch, and flapping their wings furiously, began to ascend into the sky, gliding along with the wind, their parents joining them. They flew together in a group, descending then soaring upward, time and again. Laurel laughed in delight and wonder watching the cast, as if performing an intricate dance flying in circles, then landing once again on the branch.

“Caleb that was so beautiful. I thought I had seen all the wonders of all birds when I saw the fire swallows, but this too was amazing,” Laurel gushed.

Caleb looked down at her smiling lovingly, then holding her face in his hands kissed her passionately.

“Did you know that hawks mate for life mo ghra?” Caleb asked, in a deep soft voice. 

“No, I did not,” Laurel answered back, softly, still moved by his kiss.

“They have a very beautiful courtship dance in the air, similar to an eagle, but not as reckless, another reason I admire them,” Caleb said, as he stroked her hair.

“How do you mean?” Laurel asked, smiling, intrigued by Caleb’s knowledge of the birds.

“Eagles will ascend to incredible heights, and then begin to mate in midair, as they fall downward. If they do not release each other in time, they will fall to their deaths, still locked in their mating embrace. Hawks will dance and fly together, sometimes briefly holding on to each other’s talons. They do this for a time, until the female is ready to mate. She will then fly to a branch signaling to her mate she is ready for him. They then mate safely in the trees. The male will then bring his mate a freshly killed rabbit or some other delicacy and lovingly feed it to her. They build their nest together, then while the female is hatching and brooding their young, the male feeds both his mate and their brood. And as you have seen today, with their young leaving the nest, the parents will still feed and look after them, until they finally can fend for themselves. It should be in a couple of months. Then next season the pair will mate once again a raise another brood. They are truly a magnificent animal. Next to the horse, they are my favourite,” Caleb spoke in a loving voice, as he looked upward to watch the cast again.

“Thank you my Prince, for sharing this with me. Thank you for bringing me to your home,” Laurel spoke in a soft voice, her eyes luminous and filled with love.

“This is our home mo ghra. Our Clann. You are the only woman I have brought here. I have never shared this much with anyone before. I have never been so happy mo stor, and it is because of you,” Caleb replied, as he took her face in his hands once again, and kissed her deeply.

After a few moments had passed, Caleb released Laurel from his kiss, as he looked down at her adoringly. Laurel smiled back at him lovingly as he took her hand and they began to walk back towards the house. Laurel would pause from time to time picking off leaves or entire pieces of plants she would notice, excitedly explaining the use for each one, as she told him some she had recognized from her training and others that she suddenly seemed to know what they were for. Caleb was amused by her enthusiasm, as she walked ahead of him picking up leaves and pieces as she walked along. Brody came from around the side of the house and walked up to Caleb who was still happily watching Laurel collecting plants.

“Caleb. Liam sent over a farm hand to see if you and Laurel would still be coming to see them. Seems they are preparing quite the midday meal for you both,” Brody informed Caleb, with a wide smile.

“Yes, we will be on our way very soon. I am just waiting for Laurel to finish up,” Caleb replied, gesturing over in Laurel’s direction, as Brody looked over.

“What is she doing?” Brody asked, in amused curiosity. 

“She is collecting pieces of wild herbs and different plants. She is an Ollam,” Caleb responded, in answer to Brody’s questioning expression.

“Oh, yes. I had forgotten about that. She has only been referred to as, the Princess, and Caleb’s new Bride. Never the Ollam. I suppose we have all forgotten,” Brody explained with a slight laugh, as they watched Laurel walk towards them with a happy satisfied smile.

“So mo stor are you ready to go to Liam and Clodagh’s farm?” Caleb asked, as he placed his arm around her shoulders and began walking towards the house.

“In just a few moments I need to place these in the house first. I am most impressed with the variety of wild herbs that grow here Caleb. It is just as varied as I have seen in the meadows in Gwenlais, perhaps not as plentiful but certainly much in diversity,” Laurel replied, with a bright smile.

“Glad to hear that an Ollam approves of our wild flora,” Caleb smiled down at her, as they continued to walk to the house. 

Upon entering the spacious and bright kitchen, they saw Killian sitting on a stool while Sorcha kneaded her fingers into his right upper arm and shoulder.

“The shoulder acting up again Daideo?” Caleb asked with warm concern, as he walked over to where Killian sat.

“Aye. My old Patrol injury acting up again, that be all,” Killian answered wincing in pain as Sorcha continued to massage his arm and shoulder.

“No, it is your old age acting up again. I told you should not have hammered in so many boards on the porch.  That is why I am here Daideo,” Brody chided him with a smirk, as everyone chuckled but Killian, who only rolled his eyes and shook his head, wincing again.

Laurel looked on in sympathy then looked around the kitchen for a moment, going to the open cupboard and finding a pestle and mortar, took it and placed in on the large wide table used as a work station. Laurel then began to tear up a few of the long and slender leaves she had gathered, then placing them in the bowl of the mortar and began crushing the leaves with the heavy wooden pestle, adding just a few drops of water. She looked around once again, and then asked the curious female servant who had moved closer to watch her, for some clean rendered fat. 

“Yes my Lady, we use it to make our pies and tarts,” the servant answered with a bemused smile.

“I will only need no more than a soup spoon or two. I shall be right back,” she said to everyone, as she walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

“What she be doing lad?” Killian asked with an enquiring tone, as they all turned and watched her leave.

“I am really not sure Daideo,” Caleb chuckled amusingly. 

“She is an Ollam,” Brody stated, to which Killian and Sorcha’s reply of “Ah”, seemed to be the logical thing to say, as Caleb laughed lightly at everyone’s expressions concerning Laurel’s eccentricities.

She returned in only a few moments a look of concentration on her face, Caleb smiled as he recalled seeing her make that face before when he said goodbye to her at the House of Healing, and watching her in the apothecary tending to her duties.  

“Do you have any small wooden or porcelain bowls I could use, I would only need one?” Laurel asked the servant again.

“Yes my Lady, I shall get one for you,” the servant said, as all the staff was now in the kitchen watching her with amused and inquisitive expressions.

After the servant returned with a very small porcelain bowl, Laurel put the spoonful of clean white rendered fat into the bowl and added the crushed leaves and a few drops of the scented oil she had bought at Welstone. Using her fingers she gently combined all the ingredients together until it resembled a soft ointment. Then smiling in satisfaction she walked over to where Killian still sat on the stool, everyone watching closely for what she would do next.

“Here Daideo, roll up the sleeves of your tunic please,” Laurel instructed with a smile. 

“Oh, well alright,” Killian answered, a bit reluctantly. 

Laurel then took a small amount of the ointment with her fingers and then rubbing it in the palms of her hands applied it to the old man’s upper arm and shoulder her fingers working his muscles deftly. He winced noticeably more for a few moments then a look of surprise came over his face. Laurel then rolled down his sleeve and wiped her hands on a small towel. 

“There now Daideo, how does that feel?” Laurel asked, with a gentle smile.

“Why it ah…it feels better. A bit of a tingle, and a very pleasant scent, but the pain is eased up. Thank ya dear lass,” Killian replied with a grateful smile, as Laurel kissed him on the cheek.

“You are most welcome Daideo. It should feel even better as the day goes on. If it helps you, I shall make more before Caleb and I return home,” Laurel said as she walked over to the dry sink to wash her hands, in a basin the servant had fixed for her. “I am ready to leave now Caleb,” she informed Caleb, with a bright smile.

“Very well mo ghra. I am sure Clodagh and Liam are waiting,” he replied as he took her hand, and looked up smiling at everyone’s amazed faces as they left for the farm.

Laurel suggested they walk as it was not far and the day was bright and sun filled, with only a light breeze. When they reached the farm, two younger and slightly smaller versions of Beck and Kalie were there to greet them, barking and bounding about happily. Dorrin and Benen ran through the meadow when seeing Caleb and Laurel walking up the main path to the house, gleefully calling out to them, sending sheep running in all directions as the young boys ran towards them. Suddenly without warning Benen stopped running and began screaming and crying hysterically holding his left hand with the right one. His brother stopped and ran back to him, as Caleb and Laurel ran to him as well. Caleb was the first to reach him and picked Benen up and began to carry him to the house. Dorrin ran to the house to tell their mother that Benen had been stung by a bee, while running through the Harvest season wildflowers. Caleb did his best to calm the crying child, but Benen would not be comforted as his hand was beginning to now swell. By the time they reached the front steps of the large and comfortable looking house Clodagh was already on the porch. Caleb, held this still crying child in his lap as he sat down on one of the chairs on the porch, as Clodagh tried to examine her son’s hand. Laurel then walked quietly on the porch, kneeling down in front of Caleb and Benen. Taking the struggling child’s hand she placed a wide flat leaf on the bee sting, she gently held the leaf against his skin as she softly blew on it. Benen looked at her with fascination, and no longer crying only shuddering quietly, as he continued to watch Laurel still softly blowing on the leaf. Laurel stopped and looked up at him with a warm smile and took the leaf off his hand, showing him the stinger now on the leaf’s surface. Benen smiled back at Laurel, wrapping his small arms around her neck, as Laurel embraced him back. 

“Thank you Laurel, it does not hurt now,” Benen said happily as he leaned back to look at her, them showing his mother his hand.

“I am so happy Benen. I was so sad to see you distressed,” Laurel replied affectionately as she stroked his hair, standing up next to Caleb, who simply shook his head smiling at her in pride and amazement.

“Yes, thank you dear Laurel. I would have not believed it if I had not seen it myself. You did all of that with a simple leaf?” Clodagh asked, after embracing Laurel warmly. 

“You are most welcome. I am very happy I found the leaves growing in your meadow. It is the only one that will do that. It is called wasp wing. As you can see it resembles the wing of a wasp. I picked more for you to have on hand. They will last for some time,” Laurel handed the leaves to Clodagh.

“Thank you dear. Well after that bit of drama, let us go into the house and ready for our meal shall we? Liam should be home at any moment from the barn. Come along my darlings,” Clodagh called to her sons, as she held out her hands.

Benen climbed off of Caleb’s lap and taking his mother’s hand walked into the house with her and his brother.

As Caleb stood up he placed his hands on Laurel’s waist and kissed her tenderly for a moment.

“My darling you were truly amazing today. First with taking care of Daideo and now with little Benen. How ever did you do that with just blowing upon a leaf?” Caleb asked, with an enchanted smile.

“It was just the right kind of leaf. Wasp wing is known for its properties to alleviate the pain of any stinging insect. As far as blowing on it, I only did that to distract him,” Laurel answered with a giggle, as Caleb laughed with her and taking her hand, led Laurel into the house.

After having a sumptuous meal of lamb and barley stew with oatmeal bread and wild berry cobbler, Laurel and Caleb were given a tour of the sheep farm, which Liam had inherited from his grandfather. He took great pride in how much he expanded the flock and developing a breed both prized for their fine wool, which produced minimal course hairs, preferred by weavers. As well as fine meat enjoyed by all. Liam’s pride and joy was the new lambing barn that had just been completed.  

“I lost more than a few lambs in the early Planting season back a season or two. I was determined I would not this time,” he said with a wide smile, his deep blue eyes filled with warmth and friendliness when he spoke.

“It is quite impressive Liam. There are lambing barns in Gwenlais, not this well-made or designed. It is most ingenious that you have the sheep easily moved from one pen to another with just sliding pen walls up or down,” Laurel mentioned, genuinely impressed.

“Why thank you Laurel. I have had a few other farmers say that very thing,” Liam replied, with an even bigger grin.  

“Leave it to my little Ollam who has lived among farmers her whole life to appreciate that,” Caleb said, laughing good naturedly.

“Yes, speaking of you being an Ollam, I wish to thank you for how you took care of Benen. The way my sons and dear Clodagh went on about you, do not be surprised if the whole village hears about it before you leave,” Liam laughed warmly. 

“Not to mention what she did for Daideo this morning. Everyone at the house was staring at her as if she performed some act of magic,” Caleb said with a laugh, as Laurel smirked at him, rolling her eyes.

“Do not be silly Caleb I only made an ointment to help with his sore muscles,” Laurel explained, in matter of factly manner.

“Wait, you did this in front of everyone? Did it help?” Liam asked, with a knowing grin.

“Yes, Daideo felt relief almost immediately. He even remarked on the pleasant aroma,” Caleb said with pride, putting his arm around Laurel’s shoulders.

“Well than I can say with certainty, the whole village does know about it already,” Liam smiled meaningfully, with a hearty laugh.

Caleb and Laurel soon made their way back to Hawk Haven, and to their surprise saw a large group of people from the village milling about the front garden and on the porch. Laurel looked at Caleb with a surprised smile as he frowned at the crowd smiling and gesturing at them, as they walked up to the house. Brody walked up to them first with a wide grin.

“Brody what is going on?” Caleb asked with a slightly irked tone, still wearing a frown.

“Seems Daideo did indeed feel better as the day went on, as Laurel said he would. He then went into the village, walked into Gavin’s pub and preceded to tell everyone that Caleb’s new Bride, the Oonam as he calls her, is quite the amazing healer and everyone needs to know about it.  The next thing you know he brings this large crowd back with him as you can see, and they all want to meet your Oonam Bride and see if she could help them as well,” Brody explained, trying his best to contain his laughter, looking at Caleb’s expression.

“It is alright Caleb. I do not mind, I am sure it is more of a curiosity then anyone being actually ill. This would be a good way to make an impression on the Clann would it not?” Laurel asked, trying to ease Caleb’s obvious annoyance.

“Well not on our honeymoon darling,” Caleb responded in frustration.

“There she is. Here is our little Oonam,” Killian said with a gleeful voice walking over and taking Laurel by the arm. “There be some folks who want to meet ya my dear girl. They have never met an Oonam before,” Killian mentioned with twinkling eyes, beginning to lead her away.

“For the love of the Maker Daideo!  It is Ollam, Ollam! If you are going to parade my wife around like a prized chicken, at the very least, say what she is correctly,” Caleb mentioned, not hiding his irritation. 

“Now what has got him all in a snit? He was never good at sharing that one. Anything he claimed as his favourite, he would not let anyone touch it,” Killian said, as he continued to lead Laurel to the house, Laurel turning and smiling back at Caleb sympathetically.

“Wonderful. This was not the way I planned on spending the afternoon with my new wife,” Caleb grumbled, shook his head.

“Come on Caleb. Let us go and see if we can be of assistance to our Oonam,” Brody said with a light laugh, patting Caleb on the back walking back to the house.

By the time Caleb had finished greeting and talking with the crowd outside, he walked into the house and to his dismay found quite a large group had formed a line all the way to the kitchen. Sorcha came up to him with an adoring and happy smile on her face.  

“Look at all the folk who have come to meet Laurel my sweet boy. Is it not wonderful?” Sorcha exclaimed delightedly.

“Not on our honeymoon, my dear Maimeo,” Caleb answered, trying to be patient.

“Good day to ya lad. We be looking forward to meeting your Oonam Bride,” one of the older Weavers’ Guild leaders declared with a wide smile.

Caleb looked at him, then at everyone else with an impatient frown.

“Everyone look at me! Now say it with me! Ollam,” Caleb instructed with a stern officious voice.

“Ollam,” the large group repeated glancing about, looking at each other nervously, and repeating it several times.

“Good. Whoever says Oonam again cannot see my wife,” Caleb grumbled threateningly, causing everyone to murmur anxiously.

Laurel made her way downstairs, her hair in the braid she always wore when at the House of Healing. Holding her Ollam bag and smiling excitedly as she saw Caleb at the foot of the stairs.

“Really mo stor? You brought your Ollam bag?” Caleb asked smiling with gentle exasperation, placing his hands on her waist.

“Of course Caleb. I bring my Ollam bag wherever I go. It is part of my vow, my husband. I must always be at the ready to help any who may need my services,” Laurel explained, leaning her head back to accept Caleb’s light kiss. “Now let me see what I can do for everyone and then I shall be all yours Sire,” Laurel said with a sweet smile as she made her way down the short corridor into the kitchen, Caleb following right behind her. 

She walked in and greeted everyone with a cheerful hello, as everyone came up to her all at once, either saying hello in turn or telling her of an ache, or rash or some dry cough. Laurel walked to the table and listened to everyone talking at once, smiling back patiently, as she thoughtfully and deliberately took things out of her bag. Caleb stood leaning in the wide doorway his arms crossed, smiling at her with both pride and surprise. He had never really been able to see this side of Laurel. Her kind patience, her gentle way of moving or touching someone, without making them feel uncomfortable. Most complained of aching backs or arms, as this was a busy time of the season for most in the village. Laurel then asked Nell, the servant who had assisted her in the morning, to help her with making a much larger batch of ointment. Nell was only too happy to assist her again, as she felt a twinge of pride, with assisting Laurel in front of everyone. It did not take Laurel much time in making another batch. She asked the older Guild leader to help her in demonstrating how to apply the ointment, by applying it to his arm and shoulder as well. He was all smiles, also commenting on the pleasant scent of the ointment, and the tingling sensation he felt. Caleb continued to smile and watch Laurel happily talk to the group when Brody walked up to him with a look of concern on his face.

“Caleb, may I speak with you for a moment please?” Brody asked, in a quiet but serious voice.

“Of course Brody,” Caleb replied, as he looked once more over at Laurel, feeling the neck of a child who complained of an earache and sore throat.

Caleb followed Brody to the front door where Sorcha and a very worried looking young man, of about Brody’s age stood, Sorcha holding his hand and rubbing his shoulder in a comforting way.

“This is my friend Finbar, Caleb, I am not sure if you recall him,” Brody spoke with concern for his friend.

“Yes, I do in fact. How are you Finbar?” Caleb asked kindly, as he shook the young man’s hand. 

“I am afraid to say Sire I am not doing well. It is my wife Sire,” Finbar began, in a shaking emotion filled voice.

Laurel was just finishing a tonic to give to the mother of the child she had just examined, when Caleb stood in the doorway and called out to her and gestured for her to come over to him. Everyone watched her walk over as Caleb leaned down and talked quietly in her ear. She nodded and then walked over to the table and retrieved her bag after placing all the items from the table back into it, then followed Caleb out into the corridor. 

“Finbar, this is Laurel. Explain to her what you have just told us,” Caleb instructed, after he brought Laurel to the waiting young man.

“My wife, my Lady, is with child and is in much distress. The midwife is on the far end of the village assisting with another birth. This is our first child, and….well she is having a most difficult time. Both my mother and my mother-in-law are with her, and they are most concerned as well,” Finbar explained, sounding more upset with each moment that passed.

“How long has she been laboring Finbar?” Laurel asked calmly, reaching over and taking his hand.

“Since not quite dawn my Lady,” he replied with anxious eyes.

“As this is her first child, it is not uncommon to labor for a day or so. But I shall come to see to her if you would like, it is most likely she is just exhausted and very fretful,” Laurel informed smiling at him, with a calm and soothing voice, that Caleb could not help but smile at.

“Thank you my Lady, I would be most grateful to you and Prince Caleb,” Finbar replied with a relieved sigh, taking her hand in both of his for a moment.

“I shall ready the horses,” Brody announced as he led Finbar out of the door.

“Are you sure you are up for this my love?” Caleb asked with a concerned smile, placing his hand against Laurel’s face.

“Well…no. This will be the first time I have assisted in a birth without another Ollam present, but as both her mother and mother-in-law are there, I am sure I will have plenty of help. I will certainly not be more stressful than the poor woman giving birth,” Laurel answered with a small laugh, as Caleb leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Well come along my Ollam, let us go then,” Caleb told her, with a loving smile.

“You are coming with me?” Laurel asked, with a happy but surprised smile.

“Of course dearest. It is our honeymoon after all,” Caleb answered, smiling back wryly.

When they all reached the family home of Finbar, his father was the first to greet them, Laurel recognized him as Dover, having met him earlier being one of the Weavers’ Guild leaders. Walking into the large front room, he asked them all to sit down.

“I am most appreciative my dear Princess Laurel for coming to assist dear Eachna in her time of need. I was told that old Killian was singing your praises at the pub earlier,” Dover mentioned, as he looked nervously upstairs a number of times when speaking.

“Where is she?” Laurel asked taking off her shawl, and rolling up her sleeves.

“She is upstairs. The first room on the left,” Finbar answered nervously, as he glanced upstairs as well.

“Good, well come with me then Finbar,” Laurel instructed, as she took his hand, looking at him with annoyance when she met with resistance.

“Well…I…um. Why do you wish me to come my Lady?” Finbar asked, going a little pale.

Caleb smiled and looked over at amusement at Brody and Dover’s surprised expressions. 

“To hold your wife’s hand and comfort her during her ordeal,” Laurel answered, in a very decisive tone.

“But that is not done here in Heathwin,” Finbar replied weakly, swallowing nervously.

“It is now,” Laurel said back smugly, as she took his hand and led him up the stairs with her.

Dover looked over at Caleb and Brody with a slightly alarmed expression as he watched his son being led away.

“She is an Ollam,” Brody explained, as Caleb laughed at his clarification.

A short time later a servant came down rushing to the kitchen.

“Is everything alright Allsun?” Dover asked, in a worried tone.

“Yes sir. I have been requested by the Ollam to get warm water and to make tea from this pouch of herbs she gave to me,” the servant replied, smiling as she walked by.

“Tea? Caleb why would your wife request tea?” Dover asked, with raised eyebrows.

“I am really not sure Dover. You could always go up and ask her,” Caleb answered, smiling sardonically as Brody chuckled. 

“Oh, no. That is quite alright. I will only be in the way,” he smiled nervously, not wanting to risk the chance that Laurel demand he stay upstairs as well.

The servant then made her way back upstairs, with a tray of tea, and a pitcher of warm water. A few hours later the faint but distinct sound of a crying infant could be heard, as the men looked up and then smiled at each other, Dover looking greatly relieved. 

“Congratulations Dover you are a grandfather,” Caleb said, with a kind smile.

“Yes. Yes I am. I do believe this calls for a drink,” Dover replied walking over and pouring three glasses of whiskey, from the neighboring village of Wexford, known for its fine spirts of whiskey and brandy. Caleb and his brother and father were not partial to whiskey, preferring wine or ale. He did accept the offered drink in good manners, as was the custom in most of Heathwin, to have a drink after the birth of a child. A few moments later Dover’s wife Tierney, came into the front room, her face glowing with love and pride as she carried the newborn wrapped in a soft blanket for all to see.

Dover as well as Caleb and Brody walked up to her to see the precious bundle in her arms.

“Is she not beautiful mo ghra?” Tierney asked with tear filled eyes.

“Aye. She is indeed mo chroi. Look at that, she has her father’s red hair and her mother’s soft pout,” Dover said in a soft voice, gently touching the infant’s delicate head.

“Congratulations Tierney, she is most lovely. How is Eachna?” Caleb enquired, with a warm smile.

“Thank you Caleb. She is doing much better now that it is all over. The poor girl was just frightened and tired. Your wife had a special tea made for her and when she had that and having Finbar holding her hand, it just gave her the last bit of strength she needed to bring her daughter into the world. Laurel is tending to her now and she should be down to go back home with you very soon Caleb. It was most impressive to watch her. She was very calm, but very intense tending to her task. Laurel helped Eachna feel confident and strong with her encouragement. Telling her she was a most resilient and brave woman to carry and nurture her child for this long, that now it was time to put all that strength to work, and bring her child into the world. After hearing that, Eachna became calm and full of resolve, soon after the little one was born,” Tierney said with a gratified smile, kissing the infant’s soft head.

“How is Finbar?” Brody asked with a wide grin.

“Alas, my poor boy did not fare as well. On the last push, Eachna squeezed his hand so tightly she broke two of his fingers and he promptly passed out. He is now on the floor propped against the wall. Laurel said she would set his fingers before coming downstairs,” Tierney mentioned, with a sad smile, as Caleb shook his head and Brody laughed. “Well I should be taking this little one back to her Mamm now, so she can nurse her,” Tierney stated softly, as she turned and went quietly back upstairs.

“As lovely as the babe is, I think I will remain a bachelor for a bit longer,” Brody stated with a grin.

A short time later a happy but tired looking Laurel made her way into the front room, as Caleb walked up to her embracing her and kissing the top of her head.

“Thank you my dear, for all of your help,” Dover said, in a kind and appreciative voice.

“You are most welcome Dover. You have a lovely family. I told Eachna I will come and check on her tomorrow,” Laurel spoke, stifling a yawn.

“No, you will not. The midwife can do that. Congratulations again Dover but I am taking my wife back to the house now,” Caleb retorted, as he smiled and led Laurel to the front door.

“By all means Caleb. Goodnight to you both and thank you,” Dover called out as he watched them and Brody walk to the waiting horses.

When they reached Hawk Haven, Brody laughed once again as Caleb shook his head in frustration. The crowd that had been there earlier did not leave, in fact it appeared to have increased in number, as the servants could be seen serving drinks to everyone on the porch and in the front garden. As the three of them rode up to the front of the house, Killian approached them all smiles once again. 

“Oh good, you have brought our Ollam back my lad. Did you notice I said it in the correct way this time?” Killian asked, with a laugh.

“Yes thank you. Now Daideo, it is time to tell everyone to go home,” Caleb replied with a stern voice, as he helped Laurel down from Lorcan, then placed his arm around her shoulders protectively.

“Now why would you want me to do that? Everyone was most pleased with the batch of ointment ya made for us lass. Tis a true gift ya have dear girl,” Killian responded with great eagerness, as Laurel smiled at him tiredly, leaning heavily into Caleb’s side.

“It is a gift Daideo. Not a fete exhibit. Laurel is exhausted and I wish for everyone to now go home. Brody would you please escort Laurel upstairs to our room. Do not stop to talk to anyone dearest, you are not being rude you are tired,” Caleb requested Brody and Laurel, as Brody took Laurel’s hand and walked her into the house.

Brody had to stop a number of times, to tell people Laurel was tired and needed to rest.

“I understand the lass is tired Caleb, but to tell everyone they need to leave, seems a bit rude. Do you not think?” Killian asked, with some concern.

“No, I do not. What I find rude is a crowd of people milling about the family home, on our honeymoon, when we are supposed to be on holiday relaxing. If you are uncomfortable with telling everyone to leave then I will do so,” Caleb told Killian, in a stern determined voice. 

He then walked up the stairs of the porch and into the spacious foyer, were everyone was gathered talking all at once. 

“Alright everyone, now listen to me!” Caleb said in a commanding tone, which caused everyone to stop talking and look at him in surprise. “Who here has an illness or injury, that if not tended to at this moment, will fall over dead?” Caleb asked and paused for a moment, as everyone glanced at each other uncomfortably. “No one? Good! Now all of you go home. I wish to remind you all, that we are on our honeymoon. Do not come back tomorrow. The Oonam…I mean the Ollam, is officially off duty,” Caleb stated in frustration.

“You said Oonam lad. You should not be able to see her,” Killian chuckled, ignoring Caleb glaring at him, as a few members of the large group chuckled as well.

“Alright now, you all heard my sweet boy. It is time to leave, they need to have some peace and time to themselves. Killian, stop it. If you feel the need to still socialize, then go to the pub,” Sorcha spoke in a scolding tone, as everyone began to make their way out of the house.

“Very well mo ghra no need to get snippy,” Killian answered in a sheepish voice, as he led everyone outside.

“Thank you Maimeo,” Caleb said in a warm voice as he leaned down and hugged Sorcha. “Would you please have the servants ready a bath for Laurel?” Caleb asked, in a low voice.

“I have already done so dear. The bath has clean fresh linens and the tub is filled, all you need do is add fresh hot water from the kettle hanging over the fire. I will have a lovely supper sent to your room,” Sorcha explained, touching the side of Caleb’s face, who just smiled and kissed her cheek once again then turned and went upstairs.

Brody was just leaving Caleb and Laurel’s room when Caleb reached the top of the stairs.

“Thank you again Caleb, for allowing Laurel to help with Eachna. Between them all, she will become quite well known in Heathwin for her gift,” Brody remarked with a light laugh, patting Caleb on the back. 

“Yes she will. I do however wish for her to simply relax for our next two days here. She has visited with the Clann quite enough,” Caleb replied, as he walked into their room.

Caleb smiled when seeing Laurel lying on the bed, her arms stretched out at either side, looking up at the ceiling.

“I cannot move Caleb,” she uttered in a small tired voice.

Caleb laughed lightly, as he climbed into the bed, pulling her over to him and taking her in his arms. He kissed her face tenderly a few times, as he stroked her hair, she had since unbraided, letting it fall around her. 

“My poor sweet girl. It was not my intention to have you work in caring for others on our honeymoon,” Caleb mentioned in a low deep voice, kissing her face again.

“I know. I do not mind though. I am glad I was able to help Eachna. The poor thing was exhausted and frightened. I will admit I was frightened myself, not having a more experienced Ollam with me,” Laurel admitted, as she lightly brushed her fingers through Caleb’s hair.

“Well you see. It all went well and you had nothing to be concerned with. Tierney had nothing but praise for you,” Caleb spoke with a voice filled with pride, as he caressed her cheek with a bent finger.

“Yes as time went on she did. She and Eachna’s mother Gemma, were not so filled with praise when I walked in the room. They both asked me how old I was, and how many times I had assisted in delivering a child. It was not until Eachna herself, told them to be quiet, did they stop their questioning and fretting. Once however she became ready to actually deliver her baby did they begin to trust me, as I was far too concerned with caring for Eachna and the baby to pay attention to them,” Laurel explained, with a tired smile.

“I am very proud of you Laurel. I dare say they will all be talking of this day for some time,” Caleb stated laughing lightly. “What is it my love? You look troubled,” Caleb asked after studying her face for a moment.

“Being there with Eachna today, made me more aware of my own fears. Even though I have helped others in having their children, many of them mothers for the first time, I am still frightened about going through the ordeal of childbirth. I still very much want children, but what if I should panic and become as terrified as Eachna was?” Laurel asked, her voice and eyes becoming emotional.

“We will deal with all of that when the time comes mo stor. As you said you have helped others to deal with their ordeals, and know firsthand what it all entails. You will have others helping you, and I shall be there with you, holding your hand, and giving you as much comfort as I can,” Caleb said in a warm and heartening voice, caressing her face again.

“Even though I may squeeze your hand hard enough to break your fingers? Do you know that is what happened to Finbar? I have actually seem that happen a few times,” Laurel giggled, her eyes looking less anxious and tired.

“Yes, his mother told us when she brought the baby downstairs. To answer your question, yes, I will take the chance of these little hands breaking my fingers, if need be. So do not worry any longer, I am sure you will do beautifully. Maimeo has had a nice warm bath prepared for you, all I need to do is add some hot water from the kettle. Would you like that?” Caleb asked, with a charming smile.

“Oh yes, that sounds wonderful. Thank the Maker for Maimeo,” Laurel expressed, with a look of relief as she sat up in the bed.

Caleb smiled as he helped Laurel to her feet and they both walked into the bath. He then added the steaming copper kettle of water to the tub, placing his hand in intermittently to check the temperature. Happy with how the water felt, he glanced over and chuckled in surprise at how quickly Laurel had undressed. Not bothering to pin up her hair, telling Caleb she would dry it with a towel, sighing deeply as she sunk into the tub the warm and soothing water relaxing her weary muscles.

“There you are mo chailin milis, lie back and relax,” Caleb spoke in a deep soft voice, as he placed a rolled towel at the back of her neck. “Now stay here and I shall check on supper for us. I will bring in your favourite lotion you have packed, and then after we will enjoy supper in our room, and have a quiet peaceful night, as well as a quiet peaceful two days after, I will make sure of that,” Caleb stated very adamantly, as he stood up with a wry smile and left the room, closing the door.

After the water no longer felt warm, Laurel got out of the tub and dried quickly, lastly rubbing a towel over her wet hair. Donning her robe she walked back into the room, and found Caleb placing a tray down on the foot of the bed. Laurel smiled when she saw that he had laid out her new nightgown that he had just purchased for her. They did indeed have a quiet and restful evening, with Laurel falling asleep in Caleb’s arms as he read one of her favourite poets to her, from the one of the many books in the home’s personal Library. It was by no means as expansive as the Library at the Lodge, resembling more a handsome study with several overstuffed book cases. 

 

The next day Caleb and Laurel ate breakfast with Killian and Sorcha, as Brody was gone until the next day, to visit his brother and the others who were staying at his parents’ home, who were also sheep farmers. Caleb helped Killian around the house mending a few areas of fencing and placing generous amounts of mulch on Sorcha’s precious rose bushes. Caleb enjoyed doing these types of chores, as he felt it to be relaxing and satisfying. Laurel walked about the grounds with Nell, the servant she had befriended, collecting eggs from the henhouse, showing Nell where more of the wild herbs were for the ointment she had made. Then for the first time, Laurel was taught how to make a pastry for apple dumplings, which she reveled in enthusiastically. When Caleb brought in an armload of wood for the cooking hearth, he laughed at her appearance, as her cheeks and nose as well as the front of her apron, were covered in flour. She smiled in delight as Caleb came over to see what she was busy with. Showing him her newly acquired skill of wrapping peeled and cored apples, stuffed with nuts and dried fruit, in rich pastry. They had a casual supper in the front room of roast chicken and mashed root vegetables. Then Laurel proudly brought out bowls of apple dumplings, smiling and giggling like a delighted child at Caleb and Killian praising her efforts, as Sorcha looked on smiling. Later that night after Killian and Sorcha went to bed, and the servants either went home or to their own quarters at the far end of the house, Caleb went into a closet and began to gather blankets and pillows. He then went downstairs and told Laurel to change that he would return shortly. Laurel smiled at him in curious amusement and put on her new nightgown. Caleb returned soon after and changed into sleeping attire as well.

“Come with me dearest, I have something to show you,” Caleb smiled at her secretively, taking her hand and leading her downstairs.

She was surprised that he led her through the dining room and out onto the back terrace. To her delighted surprise Caleb had placed candles on the terrace floor, and had pushed the back of the large plush couch down, turning it into a very comfortable bed. He closed the door to the dining room, and pulled the heavy drapes shut. Walking up to Laurel, Caleb took her in his arms and kissed her passionately.  

“I wish to make love to my Bride under the stars,” he whispered ardently, picking her up and placing her on the bed. 

Laurel could not help herself from giggling for a few moments, at the idea of this passionate encounter out on the terrace. 

“Look at it as camping without a tent,” Caleb reasoned, with an enchanted smile at her shyness.

“Oh, well yes I suppose it really is like that,” Laurel replied, giggling once again, until Caleb kissed her, causing all giggling to cease as he became more amorous in his affections. 

“You will not be needing this mo stor,” Caleb whispered as he slipped Laurel’s gown over her head.

“Will it not grow cold Caleb?” Laurel asked, in a breathless whisper.

“I shall keep you warm my love. Perhaps a bit later you could wear it once again,” Caleb whispered back, slipping his tunic over his head and placing it on the terrace floor.

“Oh, Caleb” Laurel whimpered softly, responding to Caleb’s passionate affections.

“Yes mo ghra. Call out to me, do not hold back. Let the night sky hear our love,” Caleb spoke in an ardent whisper as he kissed her deeply.

 

The morning was busy with activity as Gavin and his entire family arrived, along with Liam and Clodagh and their children. Brody, as well as Leod and Gawain and the other Sentinels arrived later, as Gavin wished to make a hearty goodbye feast, as he called it, for the newlyweds and their escorts. The meal was indeed a feast, as Liam and Gavin had constructed a spit outside and slow roasted a very large lamb, since early that day. Marvina and Clodagh baked bread, and Laurel, with Nell’s help made apple dumplings once again. Caleb and the others mingled around the house, then settled in the front room, playing Tablut, telling stories and sipping cider, going outside on occasion to laugh at Gavin and Liam bickering once again. They got along quite well otherwise, but when it came to cooking, they could never agree on anything, other than the other one did not know what he was doing. It ended happily with a hearty meal enjoyed by all, and once again everyone returning to the large and comfortable front room, playing games, and telling stories and enjoying each other’s company. Everyone with the exception of Liam and Clodagh and their children, spent the night, as there was six comfortable bedrooms in the house. Gavin and his family woke early and went back to the pub to be sure the early morning preparations were underway. Sorcha and her servants made everyone a lavish breakfast of eggs, bacon, scones with clotted cream, and warm porridge with wild berries. Caleb and Laurel then finished packing and took one more walk to see the hawks before departing. They were all flying about, disappearing into the forest then returning out in the open again. One of the hawks had caught a rabbit and was feeding it to their young, still devoted to their care.

Laurel and Caleb smiled at each and kissed once more in front on the breathtaking view of the mountains of Heathwin.

“Let us go now Laurel, it is time to go home,” Caleb spoke softly, brushing her hair back.

Laurel smiled back at him sweetly, as she took his hand and walked with him back to the front of the house. 

Yes, I am going home, Laurel thought to herself. 

She smiled and leaned into Caleb’s arm as they continued to walk back, her heart filled to almost bursting. Happy and content with all they had shared and experienced together. The joy of seeing each other in new and interesting ways they had not yet experienced. The joyous passion Laurel felt each time Caleb had made love to her. Her body and mind reaching heights of ecstasy and sublime happiness she never could have imagined to be able to feel.  Now she was returning home, no longer filled with nervous excitement, but deep and peaceful serenity.



  
 


 31: THE RETURN HOME 
After packing Caleb and Laurel gave Killian and Sorcha, as well as Brody warm hugs, promising to be back before winter, for the last Patrol mission of the season.

Sorcha as always cried through her smiles whenever anyone departed from their visit. Laurel continued to wave until they turned the bend in the road and where out of sight. 

“I shall miss them all Caleb. They are all wonderful,” Laurel spoke in a warm soft voice, her eyes moist with emotion.

Caleb smiled at her affectionately, as he reached over and squeezed her hand. When they reached the village square, many of the residents were there to say goodbye to the newlyweds. Once again giving gifts of shawls and blankets. Laurel was given a long winter hooded cape made from the Clanns colors. She tried it on to show the residents how much she appreciated the beauty and craftsmanship. Finbar and his wife Eachna, were also there to say goodbye and to show off their new infant daughter. Gavin and Marvina were of course there to send them off as well, handing Gawain a large covered basket.

“Just a few things to eat so you do not get hungry on your way home,” Marvina gushed happily, as she hugged Laurel warmly and kissed her cheek.

“I had a lovely time Marvina. I look forward very much to our next visit,” Laurel said happily.

“I do as well my dear Laurel. Take good care of her Caleb, she is a treasure indeed,” Marvina said, smiling at Caleb as he embraced her.

Gavin walked over smiling broadly at Laurel, as he leaned down wrapping his huge arms around Laurel’s waist, lifting her well off the ground in a warm bear hug. Laurel giggled, as she found her face buried in Gavin’s broad shoulder.

“See you soon dear lass. Tis a real pleasure to have you in our family,” Gavin spoke in a warm deep voice, as he placed her back on the ground.

“The pleasure is all mine Gavin. I am most happy to be part of such a large and loving family,” Laurel replied, with a sweet smile.

Gavin’s reply was a hearty laugh, and then a warm embrace to Caleb.

“We look forward to your next visit lad. Do not be wasting any time in producing those heirs. Your dear mother has already been speaking of it,” Gavin said with a broad smile, hitting Caleb roughly on the arm.

“Well my dear mother will just have to be patient, as we have only been married not much more than a week,” Caleb replied looking over at Laurel, who was as he expected, blushing brightly.

Saying their last goodbyes, the group then remounted on their horses and started the long trip back to the city of Heathwin. They did not stop riding until they left the small hamlet just outside of Welstone. Caleb then suggested they all take a short break and rest in a small clearing, allowing the horses to graze freely. They all sat down on the grass, as Gawain placed the large basket down for everyone to sample the generous and hearty fare that Marvina had packed for them. There was a corked bottle of cider, as well a large loaf of oat bread, smoked lamb sausages, pickled vegetables, with a small wheel of sheep’s milk cheese. Also small meat and vegetable pies for each of them. After they had all finished eating, Caleb placed a blanket on the soft grass and had Laurel rest briefly, covering her with one of her new shawls. He was not surprised when she fell asleep in a few moments. They all then conversed quietly amongst themselves, sharing their experiences of the visit to the villages. An hour or so later as the sun was beginning to set, Caleb woke Laurel and they all once again, made their way back to Heathwin. As they got closer they could see the young men, beginning to light the lanterns along the roadway, the houses along the road were also warmly lit, giving Heathwin a warm and comforting appearance. Laurel let out a soft sigh of contentment, as Caleb reached over to her, holding her hand and smiling lovingly at her. When they finally reached the Great Lodge, they could see the Grand Hall was well lit, and the night sentries were just coming on duty. Leod offered to take Lorcan and Aghna back to the stables so that Caleb could take Laurel into the Lodge without delay.

Caleb and Laurel thanked them all and gave Gawain the basket, so that Iris did not have to fix dinner, Laurel suggested. Thanking them all once again, Caleb and Laurel then walked hand in hand into the Lodge. The first to greet them was Lucas.

“The King and Queen are at the Standing Bear with Chieftain Argon and Adrianna. Prince Aiden and Sir Owain, returned this morning and they and Captain Deaglan are being entertained by Cahir and his new bride Eavan. It would seem Sire that you and Princess Laurel have the Lodge to yourselves once again,” Lucas said, with a warm smile.  

“Could you have dinner brought to our room please?” Caleb asked the head of staff, with a friendly pat on his shoulder.

“Of course Sire, it would be my pleasure. Should I have the staff ready a bath for you, my Lady?” Lucas warmly addressed Laurel. 

“That would be lovely Lucas, thank you,” Laurel replied, with a tired smile.

“Very good. I shall get everything underway,” Lucas said graciously, as he headed towards the kitchen. 

“Well, come along my love,” Caleb told Laurel as he took her up in his arms.

“Caleb!” Laurel exclaimed in a surprised giggle. “What are you doing?” she asked as she placed her arms around his neck.

“It has just occurred to me, here we have been married for just over a week, and I still have not carried you over the threshold,” he answered smiling at her roguishly. 

Laurel only laughed at his reason and placed her head against his shoulder as he walked up the wide staircase, to their room. Laurel opened the door, as Caleb still holding her walked into the dark cool bedroom. Caleb placed Laurel on her feet, and then holding her close kissed her warmly.

“Welcome home mo stor,” he whispered in a soft deep voice.

“Thank you Sire. I am very happy to be home,” Laurel whispered back.

“Why do you not light some candles about the room, while I light a fire? I will place the saddle bags near the wardrobe, no need to deal with them now. Then make yourself comfortable, it will take a bit before the staff finishes with your bath,” Caleb suggested walking over to the fireplace, as he knelt down, and began to ready the kindling. 

Soon the room was warm and inviting with the smell of the freshly lit fire and the soft glow of candlelight. Laurel had taken off her dress and heavy stockings, wearing only her undergarments, she then walked over to the wardrobe and put on a favourite robe. Caleb had her sit with him in his large and heavy chair at the foot of the bed. 

“So mo ghra, did you enjoy your visit to Welstone and Ardara?” he asked, as he kissed her temple.

“Oh, yes Caleb. I enjoyed it very much. I look forward to returning,” Laurel replied smiling at him lovingly.

“I knew you would enjoy it, and that everyone would love you. Daideo will be bragging about you for months now,” Caleb spoke in a deep soft voice, as he caressed her cheek.

“They are all so very kind and generous. All the way home I kept thinking about the holiday at Loch Tay, that you all enjoy,” Laurel said with a bright smile.

Caleb laughed at her comment and kissed her warmly.

“You will enjoy it my love, but it does get a bit loud and rowdy. Fortunately everyone is outside, and there are plenty of places to go to, if it becomes too loud and overwhelming. Unlike the Family gathering here in the winter. There is not nearly as many people of course, but as we are all inside, it becomes quite raucous at times,” Caleb explained, with a small smile.

“It does not matter Caleb. I look forward to both events. I feel my life has been far too quiet,” Laurel answered back, with a giggle.

“Since you have been with me mo stor, your life has been far from quiet. Your first visit here without your parents you were nearly devoured by a Dragon’s tooth. The next visit, you were attacked by a Scimitar, took part in a trial. Then finally bringing you home, nearly drowned in the river, and shared with a Rabkin female. And in between all of that, you met all of my loud and rowdy relatives. I am surprised you have not locked yourself in a room and refused to come out by now,” Caleb mentioned, as he shook his head.

“I shall welcome a less quiet life, as long as I am with you Caleb. You really do not know how lonely my seemingly idyllic life could be at times. So I shall take loudness and a bit of drama here and there for all that I have gained from being with you,” Laurel replied smiling lovingly at him as she put her hand against his face, and kissed him lovingly on the lips. 

“Come mo stor. Let us see to your bath, as I wish to bring my sweet girl to bed,” Caleb spoke, in a warm deep voice.

 

The next morning was unhurried and comfortable, as Caleb and Laurel slept at their leisure, having a light breakfast brought up to their room. Laurel changed into a casual tunic dress, while Caleb took a long bath. Laurel then began to unpack their things from their honeymoon trip. Caleb walked out of the bath, his hair still slightly damp, around his waist, was tied a bath sheet. He walked over to the oversized wardrobe to get dressed and noticed Laurel sitting crossed legged on the floor. She was in front of his small wooden cabinet, which was on the other side of the bath door. Laurel was removing its contents and rearranging and adding some of her own personal items, books, notes, and a small wooden box with childhood mementos. Pulling out comfortable clothing Caleb watched her as he dressed, smiling as he remembered his father telling him that Laurel would soon be rearranging his room, making it their room. Laurel continued to pull things out of the cabinet, and in the back noticed a long drawer, along the width of the cabinet. She opened it and pulled out an item, which made her giggle in surprise.

“Caleb. What is this?” Laurel asked in amusement, walking up to him as he pulled his tunic over his head, and pushed his hand through his hair, to look at her.

“I see you have found it. That is the paddle everyone was telling you about, at your welcome home dinner. “Did I not mention it was in a safe place?” Caleb asked, with a wicked grin.

“Well, it is no wonder, they called you a brute,” Laurel remarked, giving him a coy smile, as she examined it closer.

“It is not that awful. It is not heavy or even that big, as it is able to fit in that drawer you found it in. I also did not paddle anyone that hard with it. I did not leave anyone one with bruised bottoms. Perhaps a bit pink and sore, but that is about it. Trust me, the horrendous week they put me through, they deserved far worse,” Caleb answered her, with a wry grin.

“Now how do you know you did not leave anyone with bruises? This could certainly leave them,” Laurel said, with an accusing tone.

“I gave them a paddling, not a beating. I did not spank anyone’s bare bottom. I have never done that.  Aiden was the only one who received the paddle on his draws, because he would not stop cursing at me. The girls cursed at me just as badly as Aiden, but they stopped, after a few good swats across my knee. They were fortunate that is all they received, as I had to chase then all over the Hall. They were all a bit uncomfortable sitting that evening, but were just fine the next morning. Do not look at me like that. You have absolutely no idea, mo stor. You were never spanked as a child. I was the only one to do that, and it only happened once. No wonder you carried on the way you did. If I had paddled you, more than likely you would have stayed in your room for a month,” Caleb said with a laugh, as he turned to walk towards the door.

There was suddenly a loud SMACK! Caleb turned around, with a very surprised expression, then narrowed his eyes at Laurel, who stood there giggling at him.

“You did not just do that,” he said in a low and edgy tone, smiling at her.

“Yes I did. Now you know what everyone else felt,” Laurel said, with mock indignation, as she continued to giggle.

“Do you find yourself amusing?” he asked, as he slowly stepped towards her.

“Um....no. I do find the concept amusing though,” Laurel answered, with a nervous giggle, as she stepped back, glancing over her shoulder towards the open door to the bath.

“Hmm. Come here. I wish to show you another amusing concept,” Caleb replied, smiling at her slyly, as he continued to walk up to her.

Laurel turned and ran towards the open door to the bath, but Caleb ran after her, catching her quickly. Picking her up by her waist, her arms and legs flailing furiously. Caleb grabbed the paddle away from her, fearing with all her struggling she would end up hitting him in the head. 

“Caleb put me down! I was just playing! Put me down!” she said with a high pitched laugh, kicking her feet, as Caleb had her off the floor.

“I have every intentions of putting you down, mo stor,” Caleb said, with a laugh.

 

 Aiden and Deaglan reached the top of the stairs and began to head towards the study when they both stopped and looked towards the private quarters.

There was suddenly a loud, shrill, shrieking laugh, then a high pitched female voice yelling, “Stop it! Stop it!” followed by another shriek. Aiden just smirked and shook his head, laughing at Deaglan’s surprised expression.

“What is that?” Deaglan asked Aiden, still looking surprised.

“It is Caleb, torturing Laurel again,” Aiden replied, matter of factly, as he began to walk towards the study.

“Does this happen often?” Deaglan asked, clearly amused now.

“Constantly. Trust me, now that the wedding has taken place, and Caleb no longer has to restrain himself, it is only going to get worse,” Aiden answered, rolling his eyes, as Deaglan laughed heartily. 

A short time had passed, when Caleb joined with them in the study. Aiden and Deaglan both looked up with amused expressions as he entered, and sat in one of the plush leather chairs next to Deaglan.

“Done torturing your wife, are you?” Aiden asked sardonically, as Deaglan laughed.

“I was not torturing her. Merely demonstrating an amusing concept, which she brought up,” Caleb answered, grinning drolly.

“Oh really? She did not sound very amused,” Aiden replied dryly.

“She was quite amused for a moment, but I did find the concept more so, in the end. She is fine, you will see her at dinner,” Caleb responded, smiling reticently. 

“Mother will be happy you are joining us, as no one has hardly seen either one of you, for about a week,” Aiden said smiling knowingly.

“Well I really do not know what anyone expected, seeing as how it has only been that long since the wedding. We just returned from Welstone yesterday evening,” Caleb replied laughingly.

“It is interesting you should mention Welstone. Your cousin Kerrie invited me to join her tomorrow as she and her mother and several of your cousins will be going there for the day,” Deaglan announced with a wide grin.

“I am not surprised, the conniving little imp. She heard me say I was taking you there to visit the tavern and she was not happy about it. So she apparently got to you first,” Aiden said shaking his head, and laughing at his cousin’s attempts, to keep Deaglan away from the seductive tavern wenches.

“I find your cousin to be most charming. She brought me to the Gallery yesterday afternoon, and arranged a private tour for us. I was quite impressed with her work. She is a very gifted artist,” Deaglan said, with a charming smile.

“A private tour was it? Our little Kerrie is becoming most opportunistic, is she not?” Aiden asked Caleb, who just laughed at his question, Deaglan smiled back with a bemused expression. “So Caleb, did your Bride enjoy a day of making you spend too much money?” Aiden asked with amusement.

“I spent ridiculous amounts of money, on trinkets and personal furnishings, she wanted for our room. She is arranging some of those today. I say some, as we were not able to bring all of them home, I only had the four saddle bags. I had to have the rest delivered, they should all be here by tomorrow. The merchants and vendors were only too happy to show her their newest and most expensive wares,” Caleb relayed, with a smirk.

“Of course they were. They knew you would only be too happy to buy them for her,” Aiden said, with a laugh. “Did she enjoy the Inn?” Aiden asked with a smile.

“Yes she did. Oonagh, that is the innkeeper’s name,” he informed Deaglan, “was most gracious. She was quite happy that I had arranged for Laurel and I to stay there. She gave us a private suite, away from the other guests. Oonagh had a very elaborate dinner brought up to our room, as well as a hardy breakfast, the morning we were to leave. I will have to thank Father for his recommendation,” Caleb smiled, and paused thoughtfully, “She loved the family home as well,” Caleb said smiling knowingly at Aiden.

“Did she? I am very happy to hear that. Have you told Mother and Father yet? They will be thrilled,” Aiden asked, with a cheerful smile.

“I have not had the opportunity as yet. I will tell them at dinner tonight,” Caleb replied smiling back, as he picked up a piece of paper off the table, and examined closer. “I see you have hand to hand combat training scheduled today, Deaglan. With Ione? Really? There was no one else?” Caleb asked, looking over questionably at Aiden.

“She requested it,” Aiden replied, with a sardonic grin.

“Did she now? Well, I shall be there this afternoon then,” Caleb said, giving a mordant grin.

“Is there something I should be aware of?” Deaglan asked, a wary smile on his face.

“I feel Ione is not only overprotective, but a bit jealous of her sister’s attention being preoccupied by someone else. Also, do not be disarmed or fooled by Ione’s appearance. She is very beautiful, but she is an amazing fighter, and has a very volatile temper. So be aware, and do not drop your guard,” Caleb said, smiling but with a warning tone. 

“Trust us Deaglan. She will engage you and try to distract you, and then will take you by surprise. That is how I received a split bottom lip, and I am not the only one,” Aiden replied, with a wry grin.

“Well, I do appreciate your warnings, but I must admit I do look forward to seeing how this training session will be,” Deaglan smiled widely, his handsome face filled with amusement. 

Shortly after Aiden and Deaglan made their way to the Sentinel Headquarters, to meet the other guards from Gwenlais as well as the Sentinels, including Ione who had volunteered to help with Deaglan and his men’s training.

Caleb walked back into his room to find Laurel standing in front of their wardrobe, with it wide opened, arranging the shelves and refolding articles of clothing. He walked up in back of her wrapping his arms around her waist and nuzzling her neck. She smiled at his affectionate gesture but did not stop what she was doing.

“You must be aware mo stor, that I could have the maids come in and do this for you,” moving her hair aside and kissing her neck once again.

“I am perfectly capable of arranging our wardrobe Caleb. No it is quite alright, I wish to do this myself,” Laurel said, still continuing her task.

“Very well mo ghra. I need to head over to the Headquarters to assist with the training sessions for the guards from Gwenlais. At the very least supervise them,” Caleb mentioned, with a small sigh.

Laurel placed the clothing she was holding in the wardrobe than turned so she could face Caleb, hearing from his tone he really did not wish to leave.

“Do you not trust Aiden to supervise the training session? If you allow him to do this, then you could spend the afternoon here with me,” Laurel explained in a demure tone, as she drew her fingers softly across the open unlaced front of his tunic.

Caleb smiled at her enticingly as he drew her closer.

“As utterly, utterly tempting your offer is, I unfortunately must decline,” he said in a low deep voice between kisses to her neck, then smiling again looked at her. “I trust Aiden is quite capable of supervising. It is Ione I do not trust,” Caleb replied smirking mordantly.

“Ione!” Laurel exclaimed, with a surprised laugh. “Why would you not trust Ione?” Laurel asked in amusement.

“Well it seems that our dear Ione is more than a bit jealous of all the attention her sister is giving to Deaglan. I know she can be quite protective of Kerrie. This is also the first time that Kerrie has shown any real interest in anyone,” Caleb explained, with an amused grin. 

“Perhaps I can set her mind at ease. I have known Deaglan for as long as…well for as long as I have known you and Aiden, actually. Deaglan would never do anything to hurt or upset Kerrie. In fact I saw them together at the wedding feast and they seemed to be quite taken with each other,” Laurel expressed, smiling knowingly. 

“Deaglan was just talking about Kerrie in the sitting room a short time ago. It seems she has been entertaining him for several days now. Bringing him to the Gallery, inviting him to join her and her mother with several of the girls, on a visit to Welstone. I would have to agree with you dearest, it is obvious Kerrie is enamored with Deaglan, but he also seems enchanted by her as well. Which is why I really should be at the training sessions, at least for the time during Ione’s session with Deaglan,” Caleb smirked knowingly, as he played with a few loose tendrils of Laurel’s hair. “I will be going back to the Headquarters in a couple of days to start training again myself,” Caleb mentioned, as he began to kiss Laurel’s face.

“Training for what?” Laurel asked softly, as he placed her arms around Caleb’s waist. 

Caleb continued to kiss her face and neck, moving her hair aside once more, laughing lightly at her question.

“For just all that I am required to know and sometimes have to do, as a Sentinel dearest. Sword work, hand to hand, all those things require constant training mo stor. I do this at least three days out of the week. Do you not remember when I would go to the Headquarters when you first moved here?” Caleb explained smiling at her in amusement, as he brushed back her hair.

“I just assumed you were having meetings,” Laurel replied without guile, as she smiled back at him.

“Now why we would we have all those meetings?” Caleb asked, with a laugh.

“Well…I do not know. To discuss what you will be doing on Patrol?” Laurel asked, with a hesitant tone.

“Yes, we all sit around drinking tea and eating biscuits, discussing what we will do should we find slavers, or raiders,” Caleb said mockingly, holding on to Laurel’s waist tighter, as she rolled her eyes and tried pushing away from him. “Pondering the notion, hmm, should we perhaps bring extra tea and biscuits with us? Then we can all just sit around and have a meeting. And discuss with them, why it really is in their best interest, not to raid villages and burn down small towns, pillaging and selling people,” Caleb continued with his teasing, and mocking of Laurel’s earlier comment, as she hit his arm and kept trying to push away from him.

“You are not funny. Go to your training session then. Stop laughing at me! No, no do not kiss me!” Laurel replied in an irritated voice, as she continued to resist his affectionate advances, as he laughed at her and tried to kiss her face and neck.

“You are so adorable. Come here mo chailin milis,” Caleb said as he picked Laurel up, and brought her over to the bed, laughing at her still resisting him.

“Stop it. I do not want you to kiss me!” Laurel told him becoming more irritated as he placed her beneath him, becoming more determined in his affections.

“Yes you do,” Caleb said as he continued to laugh lightly, and kiss and caress her boldly, ignoring her resistance.

“No! I do not. You are being mean and…..and arrogant. And…well…just an annoying ass,” Laurel replied, finding it increasingly difficult to resist Caleb’s affections.

“I know, but I cannot help it mo stor. You say the most amusing things, and I cannot help but react to it. I love how your sweet mind works. If it were up to you we would all just sit and have a meeting. If anyone becomes too irritating, then we just curse at them, and it would all be over with, problem solved,” Caleb laughed again at her.

“Do not make fun of me Caleb. I am not as simple minded as all that. I did not grow up learning anything of warriors, or fighting, or sword training. The things you would tell me when I was younger just sounded like amazing and exciting adventures. You never mentioned to me people being captured and sold, or towns being burned,” Laurel replied in a hurt tone, her eyes filling with tears.

Caleb stopped laughing, as he looked at her sad and embarrassed face. He turned over on his side, bringing her with him, so that they faced each other. Placing his hand on the side of Laurel’s face, Caleb tenderly kissed her forehead. 

“I am sorry dearest. I did not mean to hurt your feelings. I do not, in any way, find you to be simple minded. I could never do the things you do Laurel, to remember all those plants and herbs, and their uses. To be patient enough to help people the way you do. I only meant if everyone thought as you did, how much easier life would be. And yes it is true, I never told you of the harsh realities of things I saw, or things that I had to do. I did not wish to take that sweet and innocent perspective away from you, or perhaps have you look at me in a way, where you would be frightened of me. I have had to do harsh and fearful things at times dearest, things I am not always proud of, but were necessary because of the kind of people we were dealing with. The way that you look at things, at people, at situations that have arisen, are so different from how I grew up, from how I knew life to be. I am utterly and completely enchanted, and captivated by you, that it is sometimes overwhelming. So, I make light of it by teasing you. It is not to make fun of you or belittle your thinking, it is to help me to feel more at ease with my own perspectives,” Caleb explained in a soft low voice, kissing her once again then holding her closely in his arms. “I love you so much my sweet girl. I cannot express the depth of how you have healed my heart and soul with your love and your compassion. Never think that I hold your talents and perceptions beneath me,” he said as he caressed her back and kissed the side of her face.

Laurel pulled away from him slightly to look at him, her face no longer sad, but smiling in a calm manner. 

“I am not a child any longer Sire, that requires a fairytale existence. I have known for some time now that you are not well received by all you come in contact with. Though I do not know all of what your duties as a Sentinel encompass, I have no doubt they are not all pleasant. Raiders and slavers, I know nothing about them. Only that they are horrible people who inflict terrible pain on others, as I have had to mend the wounds of those they were inflicted on. Do not feel you cannot tell me of what you must sometimes do my husband. You do not need to protect me from yourself. As far as compassion, you are not giving yourself enough credit in that regard. Your compassion is what caused the Rabkins to wish to pursue peace with us. The compassion you showed to Chieftain McCullan to bring back Morene’s body. It was your compassion Caleb, which allowed Leland’s life to be spared. I am fully aware you did not have to agree with my entreaty. As my betrothed, you still could have demanded his execution, and no one would have argued, as he was found guilty. It was your compassion for me, my dear husband, which allowed us to be married following the agreements set out in the Marriage Alliance. There were several times my behavior towards you, would have in the eyes of many, allowed you the right to punish me. You chose not to, because of your compassion. You did not promise me at that time that you would not treat me in that manner. To be honest, I half expected it, as did Phineas and Cahir. Yes, there are times I do feel you tease me a bit much, but I still have issues with my temper and be that as it may, we are adjusting to each other. I shall try to not take your teasing quite so seriously. But I shall always look at you as my hero, even when I find you completely annoying and irritating,” Laurel stated giggling, as she ran her fingers through his hair.

“I am most happy to hear you say that dearest,” Caleb said as he stroked her hair. “So may I kiss you now?” he asked with a charming smile.

“Um…not as yet,” Laurel answered getting out of bed, and unlacing the front of her dress.

“What are you doing Laurel?” Caleb asked with an amused grin, sitting up slightly.

“I am about to make you very late for your training sessions Sire,” Laurel replied as she slipped her dress over her head. “You may kiss me now,” Laurel said smiling coyly, then giggled at Caleb’s expression as he stepped out of the bed and walked over to her.

Caleb took Laurel in his embrace and kissed her passionately, removing the rest of her clothing then placing her back in the bed, kissing her again. He stopped to smile at her, his face only inches above hers.

“Oh yes mo stor. You are indeed going to make me very late,” Caleb told her in an ardent deep voice, as Laurel returned his smile before he kissed her again.

Caleb was delighted by Laurel’s growing confidence with their intimate familiarity of each other. He found himself being able to be bolder and more passionate in how he expressed his desire for her without intimidating her, returning his affections equally as passionate, though more vocal than he was, which he found very enticing. Laying in each other’s arm for a time after, Laurel began to once again trace the outline of Caleb’s face lightly with her finger tips, as he smiled at her lovingly. 

“You are making it most difficult for me to leave mo ghra,” Caleb spoke, in a soft deep voice.

“Good,” was all Laurel replied, with a charming giggle as she continued her gentle attentions, moving her fingers to his arm.

Caleb laughed as he leaned over and taking Laurel in his arms and kissed her passionately once again, then smiled at her, moving her hair back away from her face.

“I have to leave now my sweet girl. I promise you, I shall not be too long. You can finish setting up the wardrobe while I am gone. I will be back in plenty of time for dinner, as Mother and Father, wish us to join them this evening,” Caleb said smiling at her as she pouted at him.

“But I do not want you to go. You are always saying when you do not wish to share me. Maybe I do not wish to share you at this time,” Laurel replied with a grumpy pout, tracing her fingers against his chest.

Caleb raised his eyebrows in surprise at her demeanor laughing at her behavior, as he found it both unexpected and endearing. 

“The only reason I am leaving is I am attempting to save Deaglan from a split lip or worse from Ione,” Caleb remarked, as he kissed her face tenderly.

“Cannot Aiden prevent that from happening, or perhaps Tolemais?” Laurel asked in a soft voice, as she kissed him back.

“No, they are both very amused with the idea of Ione beating Deaglan quite soundly,” Caleb smirked back in reply.

“Oh, very well Sire. But I would like you to take note that I am agreeing to your leaving with great reluctance and for the sake of poor Deaglan,” Laurel answered with a sad small sigh, which Caleb laughed at.

“Duly noted mo stor, as I too am leaving with great reluctance. I shall be back very soon. Why do you not take a nap? You can finish the wardrobe later,” Caleb suggested as he tucked her hair behind her ear, smiling warmly at her drowsy face.

“Hmm, yes I think I shall. I do still feel a bit tired from our trip,” she answered, trying not to yawn. 

“Good. I need to go into the bath for a bit then get dressed. I will be right out,” Caleb kissed her once more, before getting out of bed.

By the time he had come back into the room to dress, he looked over and smiled, finding Laurel had fallen asleep, too tired to dress, hugging his pillow.  He dressed quickly then covered her to her chin, restoring the fire he had lit earlier. Kissing her softly on her temple he then left quietly. Before leaving the Lodge he informed Lucas to have a bath prepared for her, but not to disturb her as she was still fatigued from their trip. Lucas assured Caleb, all would be just as he instructed, leaving Caleb feeling satisfied and ready to deal with whatever mayhem was awaiting him at the Sentinel Headquarters. When he reached the stables the hands began to assist him with Lorcan, Ardal came up to him with a bright smile.

“Good afternoon Ardal. How have you been, my boy? Keeping busy?” Caleb asked him warmly, as he placed the bit easily in Lorcan’s mouth.

“Yes sir I have. I rode over on Daibhi, when Owain escorted me this morning. Would you like to see him? I just finished grooming him,” Ardal mentioned, his smile becoming more animated. 

“I would love to,” Caleb replied, taking Lorcan’s reins and leading him out of his stall.

Caleb then walked over with Ardal to a stall a few steps down, and smiled at seeing his old stallion once again. Daibhi nickered softly at seeing his former master, as Caleb gently caressed his head. 

“He looks very happy, Ardal. His coat and mane are exceptionally groomed. I can see I made the right choice in having you care for him,” Caleb said tousling the boy’s hair. “Tell you mother, Laurel and I will come to visit next week,” Caleb mentioned as he began to lead Lorcan out of the stables.

Just then Owain came up to him with a happy grin, hitting Caleb’s arm. 

“Welcome home Caleb. I trust you had a pleasant trip?” Owain asked, in a very good mood.

“I did indeed. And what of you? Enjoy your visit to Gwenlais?” Caleb asked, with a knowing smile.

“Oh yes. It was most enjoyable. I was able to meet Tulla’s grandmother this trip and she insisted I come for supper my last day. Did you know that Tulla’s grandfather was a Sentinel? They moved to Gwenlais after retiring as he was often assigned to garrison duty. He enjoyed the milder winters as he grew older,” Owain informed Caleb very enthusiastically, causing Caleb to laugh lightly at him.

“Yes I was aware. I am happy you had such an enjoyable time. What are your plans for the afternoon?” Caleb asked him, noticing Owain walk over to his waiting horse. 

“I was planning on joining you at the Headquarters. I wish to see if Deaglan can last for any length of time sparring with Ione,” Owain said with a wry grin, his comment causing Caleb to laugh heartily. “Imagin wishes to know when she can come back and be Laurel’s attendant once again,” Owain mentioned smiling.

“I have already told the spoiled little imp. Laurel and I will be having a fortnight without any attendants present. She has to wait one more week,” Caleb replied, shaking his head.

By the time Caleb and Owain had reached the Headquarters, Ione and Deaglan were just getting ready to begin sparring together. 

“So good of you to finally show up. Ione has enjoyed humiliating two of the Gwenlais guards already, the poor sops are still having their bloody lips tended to,” Aiden spoke with a wide grin, as he gestured over to an attendant caring for the guards sitting on the floor in the far corner.  

“Deaglan looks fairly confident, he is still smiling at least,” Caleb mentioned, grinning over at Deaglan and Ione just getting ready to begin.

Deaglan continued to watch Ione closely as she finished securing her hair back.

“So my friend, are you ready to have a go? I give you much credit for still smiling after having just reduced your two fellow guards to tears,” Ione remarked to Deaglan, with a dazzling smile. 

“I most certainly am your Highness. I have watched you quite closely and I feel I may keep you entertained for a time,” Deaglan replied smiling back at her quite disarmingly, though his eyes were very intense.

“Hmm, we shall see,” Ione replied with a smirk, as she placed her fisted hands up in front of her, standing with one leg placed in front of the other, assuming a defensive posture.

Deaglan stood in the same position, waiting for her to move, as she looked at him with an impatient expression.

“What are you waiting for Deaglan? Are you going to make a move, or just stare with that insipid grin all afternoon?” Ione asked, with a condescending tone.

“Ladies first your Highness. Oh, excuse me. I forget you are not accustomed to that, for you are certainly no lady,” Deaglan smiled wickedly as he watched Ione’s expression change in an instant, her eyes narrowing at him.

Caleb, Aiden and Cahir as well as the others present, snickered at Ione and Deaglan, baiting each other.

“As much as I admire my Lieutenant, I do feel Deaglan will give her a bit more of a challenge. Look at him, he is far too confident,” Cahir spoke in a low voice, smiling and enjoying the demonstration.

In an instant Ione struck out, as Deaglan blocked the incoming blow and pushed her arm aside. After several rounds of sparring and blocking each other’s blows, Ione then struck out again, grazing the side of Deaglan’s face, causing him to move slightly off balance. Ione then turned swiftly kicking out, and hitting Deaglan in the chest causing him to fall on the floor. The hoots and whistles were short lived as Deaglan swept Ione’s legs out from under her, with his own, as she too landed on the floor. Deaglan then moved to pin her down, but expecting this, Ione grabbed Deaglan’s shirt front with both hands, and wrapping her legs around his waist and pulled him forward, sending him toppling over as she landed on top of him, moving her legs around his neck, in a vicious choke hold.  She refused to let go of her grip, in spite of Deaglan struggling and hitting her leg more than once, his face going from a bright red to a tinge of blue.

“Ione! That is enough!” Caleb yelled out sternly, as she frowned at him and then finally released a gasping and coughing Deaglan.

Ione then stood up smiling her dazzling smile once more, amid the laughing and clapping and hooting of everyone present. The Gwenlais guards chuckled and shook their heads, looking over with empathy, at their Captain still sitting on the floor catching his breath.

“And that dear Captain, is how a lady of Heathwin, deals with you annoying farmers from Gwenlais,” Ione said mockingly, as she looked down at him. 

Ione then looked away for a moment smiling over at the group, when Deaglan unexpectedly swept Ione’s legs out under her with his arm, finally pinning her to the floor, holding down her wrists as she struggled to get up.

“Thank you my Lady for a most invigorating training session. Next time I shall not go so easy on you. I promised your delightful sister, I would try not to hurt you too badly,” Deaglan smiled at her, with sardonic charm.

“What?! What are you talking about? I could have snapped your neck, at the least rendered you unconscious if Caleb had not yelled to let you go,” Ione spoke with frustration and anger as she still struggled to get out of Deaglan’s grasp.

“Yes, that was quite an interesting position you had me in. Under different circumstances, I would have found it quite pleasing,” Deaglan smiled at her mockingly, amid much laughter, as Ione sputtered angrily trying to get up. “I will see you later at dinner my dear. Your mother and sister, have most graciously invited me to join you all, at the family home to dine with you. So until this evening then,” Deaglan remarked, kissing her lightly on the cheek as he got up quickly and turned to leave the room, the two guards still laughing following him.

Ione remained lying on the floor, her face flush with her temper, as she glared over at everyone still laughing. Cahir walked up to Ione, chuckling extending his hand out to assist her up. They all later went their own way, heading home to dinners that would soon be waiting for them. When Ione arrived home, her maid informed her she had already laid out a dress for Ione to wear for the dinner with her family. She began to grumble about not wishing to dine with the farmer from Gwenlais. Rian smiled and came up from behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her neck and shoulders.

“What is troubling you this evening mo banphrionsa milis?” Rian asked, in a warm voice.

“I do not feel like your sweet princess this evening. I was at the Headquarters as you know, and helping to train some of the guards from Gwenlais. The first two were easy enough to deal with, then I have my turn with Deaglan. He was easy enough to handle in the beginning. Then the bastard sweeps my leg when I am not expecting it, and pins me down. He then further insults me by saying he was careful not to hurt me as he promised my sister he would not. I promised Kerrie I would not hurt him! Then he continues to insult me by saying Mother and Kerrie have invited him to dinner tonight. So I do not wish to go,” Ione grumbled as Rian laughed quietly, kissing her neck again. 

Rian turned her around to face him, his soft grey blue eyes warm and loving, as he lifted her chin to have her look at him. Ione smiled back at her husband, his boyishly handsome face always too hard for her to resist.

“Mo ghra. He did not mean to insult you. You know Deaglan is a man of honor or Caleb never would have had him come here to train. I have known him for some time myself. I feel your problem lies with the fact our little Kerrie has grown up and is showing her interest in a potential suitor for the first time. I saw your face when they danced at the wedding together several times,” Rian mentioned, trying to help her see past her concern and jealousy.  

“I just do not wish to see my dear sister have her heart broken. If so I will break Deaglan’s nose,” Ione said, becoming cross again.

“Now, now mo stor. I am sure Deaglan has no intension of breaking Kerrie’s heart. Come now, let us ready for dinner. And when we return home I shall make you feel like the sweet princess you are,” Rian spoke in an enticing voice, kissing her face softly.

“Will you rub my neck and shoulders, I am feeling a bit achy and tense tonight,” Ione requested in a quiet soft tone, that very few heard, closing her eyes as Rian continued his tender affections.

“Of course my love. Do I not always take care of my Princess?” Rian asked, Ione’s warm sigh and her hands at his waist giving him the answer.

 

Caleb, Aiden and Owain, along with Cahir, rode back to the Lodge together. Caleb, Aiden and Owain smiling at Cahir in amusement, as he complained about having to visit his-in-laws for dinner that evening. 

“I tried to convince my dear Eavan, it would be more enjoyable to join you all for dinner and hear you talk about your honeymoon trip, but she told me she could not cancel on her mother again without her having an episode. So I had no choice but to concede,” Cahir complained rolling his eyes.

“I find you being led around by your Bride on a short leash, hilarious,” Aiden laughed, as he hit Cahir on the arm.

“I look forward to you being led around Aiden. Caleb and I shall enjoy harassing you for some time. In all fairness to my dear Eavan, she is always most appreciative when I give in to her little request. She is still my sweet little mouse, she has simply become more confident and assertive. I just find her family completely irritating,” Cahir explained shaking his head.

“Laurel and I shall be visiting with you soon. Mo chailin milis is looking forward to seeing Eavan again. She has a few gifts for her,” Caleb mentioned with a grin.

“We shall look forward to it. Now I just have to get in the right mind frame for dealing with the in-laws,” Cahir grumbled, as Caleb, Owain and Aiden laughed at him again. 

After returning home, Caleb went to his room to find Laurel sitting in the middle of the bed cross legged, brushing her hair and looking at her mother’s Ollam diary. Laurel looked up smiling as Caleb entered the room, walking over to the bed.

“Where you able to save poor Deaglan from receiving a split lip?” Laurel asked, as Caleb leaning down with his arms on the bed, kissed her forehead.

“Deaglan did quite well for himself. In the end he had the upper hand and walked away with his dignity intact. Ione however was left pouting and lying on the floor,” Caleb replied with a wry grin.

“Oh! Is she alright?” Laurel asked quite surprised and concerned.

“She is fine. The only thing hurt is her pride. To make it worse Deaglan was invited to dinner with her family this evening,” Caleb explained laughing lightly, as he sat next to Laurel.

“I hope this does not make it harder between them,” Laurel said, smiling at Caleb sadly.

“No, I think if anything, it will eventually help Ione to respect Deaglan a bit more. She very often has the upper hand, and she was more intense than she needed to be with him. I feel he took it all in stride, Ione was just not prepared for him to gain the upper hand he before he left. I am sure when she gets to know Deaglan better, she will have a much better opinion of him. Her biggest issue is Kerrie being so enamored with him,” Caleb smiled knowingly.

 

Ione and Rian had just entered the large and comfortable family home, which was a very short walk from her own. Her mother had still chosen to live in the lovely old home that was King Niall’s before the completion of the Great Lodge. Myra and her first husband had lived there after Ione was born. The foyer was spacious and warm looking with the ornately carved heavy beams above, it then led directly into the large open front room, where a huge dining table stood. Everyone was already seated, as the table was set, with beautiful dishes and glassware, and Myra’s favourite candelabras. Deaglan was of course seated next to Kerrie, as he sat relating an amusing story of how a flock of twenty or so gorks had escaped from a farmer’s field and were running amuck in the city itself on the busiest day of the markets and venders. Kerrie looked at him, her eyes dancing, as she laughed in delight at Deaglan’s story. 

“Do you often find yourself herding farm animals, Captain?” Ione asked mockingly, as she sat down, her sister giving her a frown.

“Yes, I am afraid on occasion the Guards and I are called into service to capture runaway livestock,” Deaglan laughed back, unfazed by her tone or question.

Myra looked over at both her daughters, seeing their tempers rising at each other, decided to change the subject.

“I must say Deaglan, you are young to have the position as Captain of the Guards,” she mentioned, looking over meaningfully at Ione.

“Yes…well it is a position I reluctantly inherited from my father, who was the Captain before me,” Deaglan replied with a melancholy smile. “We were called upon to assist one of our more prosperous famers. He owns the largest cattle herd in Gwenlais. We were alerted that his cattle were being attacked and herded off by raiders, as the hands were not able to fend them off. We arrived fairly quickly, the Sentinels at the Lodge were on their way. They however did not arrive in time to save my father, who was shot by one of the raiders with a cross bow,” Deaglan paused for a moment at remembering, as Kerrie reached over and placed her hand on his arm. “He died in my arms, there in the field. We were indeed successful in saving the cattle, and the Sentinels were able to capture most of the fleeing raiders. A fortnight later, King Garron requested I take my father’s place as Captain of the Guards. With my Grandfather’s and the other guards’ backing I accepted the position. It has sometimes been quite challenging, but not as challenging at times, as helping my mother raise my young sister Edeen. She is twelve seasons younger than myself, quite charming but a bit of a handful. She was most heartbroken at our father’s passing and took her pain out by refusing to do as I told her. I understood why she was acting this way, but when she began to become disrespectful to our mother, I no longer put up with it. She stopped her nonsense after a time when she realized I was not going to let her get away with it. I simply told her when she accused me of being mean and overbearing, that Father would never allow her behavior, and I would not allow it as well, after punishing her for one particularly infuriating incident.  I mentioned, I had promised him I would look after her and Mother, and I was not about to go back on that promise. She understood, and with our dear Laurel’s encouragement, she became an attendant to the House of Healing. I am most proud of Edeen, as she has just recently become an apprentice,” Deaglan said looking over at Kerrie then Ione, as he smiled proudly, at mentioning his sister’s accomplishments. 

“You sound like a most devoted brother and son Captain Deaglan,” Ione told him, with a kind smile.

“Thank you Ione. I try to be. I am sure being the eldest, you understand fully our siblings do not always at first appreciate our love and concern for their welfare, often looking at us as bossy and unkind,” Deaglan replied, with a knowing grin.

“Your father was a good man Deaglan. I had the honor of working with him several times in pursuing raiders,” Tolemais expressed, with a kind smile.

“Thank you Tolemais. He spoke of you often with very high regard,” Deaglan replied, smiling back in acknowledgment.  

“Ione. Why do we not show Deaglan the garden? I am sure the sprite dragons and glow moths are still about, and perhaps even the dress spiders,” Kerrie suggested, with a bright smile, much to the delight of her two younger stepbrothers.

“Dress spiders?” Deaglan asked, looking at Kerrie in amusement.

“Yes, Laurel told me you do not have them in Gwenlais. They are lovely small gold and silver colored spiders. They will weave these amazing glistening webs that will stand alone and look almost like tiny dresses standing in the middle of the garden. We pick the webs up and place them in the stream and watch them flow away almost as if dancing,” Kerrie explained, her eyes soft and luminous.

“It sounds completely enchanting,” Deaglan replied smiling charmingly at her.

“Let us go now before it becomes too dark,” Rory mentioned excitedly, his brother smiling brightly as well.

 

Caleb and Laurel walked into the dining room hand in hand, the King, Queen and Aiden already seated and enjoying the first course of warm bread and potato and cheese soup. 

“Well hello my darlings. It is so nice to see you this evening,” Queen Alana said, with a warm smile as they walked in the room.

Laurel sat down and leaning over gave Queen Alana a kiss on the cheek.

“So my dear. How did you enjoy your trip to Ardara? Aiden informed us that Caleb took you there,” King Fergus asked Laurel, with a happy grin.

“It was wonderful Father. I told Caleb, I completely understand why Mother loves the house so much. I also had a lovely time meeting the rest of Gavin’s family. I adore Maimeo and Daideo, and Brody is very sweet. I cannot wait to return,” Laurel replied gleefully, as everyone smiled at her genuine enthusiasm.

“Yes Daideo was quite impressed with our little Oonam as he referred to Laurel, having made him an ointment for his aching muscles. We went to visit Liam and Clodagh’s farm for the midday meal, and when we return find that Daideo has brought half the village back with him. They all wished to see the Oonam for themselves,” Caleb related with a wry smirk, as the rest laughed gleefully. “Laurel then gives them all a demonstration as to how to make the ointment. Then before you know it Brody brings his friend Finbar into the house, to inform us that Finbar’s wife is in labor and the village midwife is unavailable. So guess who delivered a baby on our honeymoon?” Caleb asked sarcastically, taking a bite of the succulent beef and vegetable pie that had just been served.

“By the Maker. My dear Laurel, you mean to tell me you had to help in delivering a child on your holiday?” Queen Alana asked incredulously, Laurel answered with a nod and a giggle as she took a bite of her pie as well. “Caleb how could you let the poor girl work on your honeymoon?” she asked Caleb, with a chiding tone.

Caleb looked at her with a disbelieving frown which caused Aiden and King Fergus to laugh at his expression.

“Well it was not my idea. The poor pathetic sop, stood there in the doorway, practically begging us both. My sweet girl was more than willing to help,” Caleb answered defensively. “Besides afterward, I made Daideo send everyone home, and I made sure she relaxed until we returned home,” he said, reassuringly to his mother.

“I really did not mind Mother. It gave everyone in the village and opportunity to see what it is I actually do,” Laurel explained with a benevolent smile, returned to eating her pie.

Laurel then began to enjoy her meal with relish as she ate more quickly than usual, having a large roll also. Everyone noticed this smiling at amusement, as they were all aware she often did not finish what was on her plate, as was not the case this evening. Caleb offered her another piece of the rich pie with an enchanted smile, which Laurel readily accepted, as they all smiled at each other in surprise.

“Mmm. This is so delicious. I cannot believe how hungry I am. In fact for this past week I have felt quite hungry by supper time,” Laurel said as she took a soft roll which Caleb offered, smiling at her in amusement.

“That is because your husband is an insatiable dog, love,” Aiden smirked over at Caleb, who just frowned at him, while King Fergus chuckled and Queen Alana frowned at Aiden as well.

“What do you mean?” Laurel asked guilelessly, as she took another bite of roll.

“Nothing dear. Aiden is just teasing you. You have just been busy of late, it is perfectly natural to have an appetite as a result,” Queen Alana, replied patting Laurel’s shoulder and giving both her sons disapproving glares at their snickering.

“So what have you two been up to all day? Did the training sessions go well?” King Fergus asked Caleb and Laurel, attempting to change the subject.

“They went quite well. Deaglan did better than I expected, even besting Ione in the end. Laurel was happily arranging our room, moving things about in the wardrobe and my cabinet. I even had the opportunity to introduce her to Aiden’s old friend,” Caleb smirked at Laurel, her eyes growing wide and cheeks blushing, as she reached over and hit Caleb’s arm, causing him to laugh.

Everyone just looked at each other with bemused smiles, then back at Caleb and Laurel who was still blushing furiously, looking down at her plate and nibbling at her buttered roll, as Caleb smiled at her wickedly.

“What old friend?” Aiden asked smiling back, with a curious expression.

“Never mind,” Caleb answered, as Laurel looked up at him pouting with a very annoyed expression. 

Soon they all moved to the sitting room, with Aiden and King Fergus playing Tablut, and Queen Alana in her favourite chair resuming her embroidering, asking Laurel about her visit to Welstone, concerning the Inn, and shopping. Laurel and Caleb sat on the couch together as Laurel happily related all they had done in the large town, and all the purchases they had made, and the lovely room at the Inn.

After Laurel finished speaking, Aiden looked over at Caleb, with a questioning face.

“What old friend were you talking about Caleb? I did not see anyone here today, that would be considered an old friend,” Aiden asked, in a bemused tone.

Before Caleb could reply, Laurel hit his arm again, at the face he was making, she then suddenly stood up. 

“I think I shall go to our room now, I have a bit of a headache. Goodnight everyone,” Laurel announced rather abruptly, as she kissed Queen Alana goodnight, and quickly left the room.

“You are teasing the poor girl about something again are you not?” Queen Alana asked Caleb, in an irritated voice. 

“He most certainly is mo ghra. Old friend indeed,” King Fergus replied, laughing lightly and shaking his head, as he moved a piece on the Tablut board. 

 

“I cannot believe you said that during dinner this evening,” Laurel said, pouting, as she sat curled up in Caleb's large chair, as he entered the room. 

“Said what?” he asked, grinning at her sarcastically.

“You know what. When you said you introduced me to Aiden’s old friend. I was very embarrassed Caleb. It will not take him any time to guess what you meant, if he has not already,” Laurel replied still pouting.

“Is that why you did not stay in the sitting room after dinner? I thought you mentioned you had a headache,” Caleb said with obvious amusement, as he knelt down in front of her. “I did not mean to embarrass you mo stor. I was only teasing you. Besides he did not guess anything, he is not that bright,” Caleb said with a wide grin, as he leaned in and kissed her neck.

“Yes he is, and you know it. You were being a bit mean,” Laurel continued with a slight whine.

“I was being mean? I would like to ask, who started the game with the paddle in the first place? I was simply making my way out of the room and the next thing I know, you are grinning quite happily with yourself, holding the paddle in your little mitts, instead of putting it back where you found it,” Caleb said, chiding her with a charming smile, as he reached over to play with her hair.

“I was not being mean. Just a bit...um...impulsive,” Laurel answered, with a giggle.

“Is that what you call it? I would say a bit more naughty than usual. What would your reason be for that?” Caleb asked, in an ardent low voice, while still smiling.

“I was just in a cheerful mood arranging our room. Then when I found the paddle I remembered the story everyone told me, and I just felt like teasing you about it,” Laurel replied, with a coy smile.

“Well after teasing me I feel you need to make up for it by showing me that gown the girls had made for you, as a gift. It has been a week and you still have not worn it,” he said with a sly grin, tugging at her hair.

“I will under one condition,” she mentioned as she bit her bottom lip, and traced his face with her finger.

“Oh, so now there are conditions, before you will put it on?” Caleb asked, in a sardonic tone.

“Well yes, under the circumstances. You must promise me you will not introduce me to Aiden’s old friend again,” Laurel giggled.

“I think you are asking too much of me. I found it very amusing. Your high pitched little shrieks were hilarious,” Caleb said, with a wicked grin.

“If you want me to wear the gown then that is what you must promise,” Laurel answered back with a pout.

Caleb looked back at her with a wry grin.

“Very well. I promise I will not introduce you to the old friend,” Caleb replied as he rolled his eyes.

“Thank you,” Laurel answered, with a smug smile.

“Unless I find it necessary or amusing,” he added quickly, with a laugh.

“No! You cannot add stipulations to the promise,” Laurel chided him, laughing as well. 

“Well you are not making this fair to me at all. You are the one who took it out. You had your little moment with it, I had my bit of fun with it, and now you are taking that away from me. I did not hurt you, as you were laughing and shrieking the whole time. Maybe the gown will not be worth making that promise,” he smiled at her with a gleam in his eyes.

“How sad for you. Now you shall never know if it was or not,” Laurel smiled back at him coyly once again, as she traced her fingers lightly across the skin on his chest exposed under his tunic.

Caleb leaned over and kissed her passionately, as she glided her hands softly at the back of his head and neck.

“Very well mo ghra, I promise, the paddle will stay safely tucked away. Now stop teasing me and go and put on the gown,” he told her in a low ardent voice, as he took her hands and helped her to stand, giving her backside a light swat, as she walked to the wardrobe.

She turned and smiled at him demurely and opened the wardrobe, taking a moment, as she looked for the gown. After locating it, Laurel then walked towards the bath, while Caleb smiled at her the whole time.

“Not as if I need a paddle anyway,” he said in a low voice, as she began to close the door.

“What was that?” Laurel asked as she turned to look at him, with a suspicious expression.

“Nothing. Talking to myself,” he answered smiling drolly.

After a few moments, Laurel walked out of the bath, Caleb’s back was to her leaning against his desk. He was wearing his loose black britches, without a tunic, as he looked over the next training schedule, for Deaglan and the other guards from Gwenlais. Laurel walked up in back of him wrapping her arms around his waist and kissing his back, then leaning her face against him. Caleb smiled before he turned around, placing his hand on hers. He then stood up straight and turned slowly around as Laurel stepped back slightly.

Caleb’s smile grew broader as he drank in the sight of her in the lovely gown of deep blue, which draped sensuously off her shoulders, the sleeves coming to her elbows. Cutting low in the front, and softly hugging her hips, as it fell down to her ankles. 

“Is it worth the promise you made, Caleb?” Laurel asked in a soft voice smiling, at him demurely. 

“It most certainly is. You are utterly beautiful mo ghra,” Caleb said in a deep soft voice as he leaned down to kiss her shoulder.

Putting his hands to her waist he then gliding them up and down her sides, letting his hands slide easily over the soft and silky material of the gown, as he kissed her neck and then her face, before finally kissing her lips tenderly and slowly. Laurel put her hands on his shoulders, then softly caressed his neck and upper back. 

“Come mo stor. Come and lie down with me,” Caleb whispered softly, as he took Laurel in his arms and carried her to the bed.

Laying her down gently, Caleb lay next to her on his side, smiling down at her adoringly as he moved her hair away from her face. Laurel smiled back sweetly, reaching up and lightly gliding her fingers up and down his arm and shoulder.

“So mo ghra, have you enjoyed being a married woman this past week?” Caleb asked her in a soft deep voice. 

“Yes, very much my dear Caleb. I have enjoyed all the time we have spent together,” Laurel answered in a soft voice as she still smiled, softly gliding her fingers against his chest.

“I am very happy to hear that my love. We have over a fortnight to spend together before I must go on Patrol. I wish to take you to the Gallery, as I did not have a chance to before the wedding. I am blaming your pet Scribe for that,” Caleb said as he smirked at Laurel, while she giggled at his remark.

“I am looking forward to having all of our things delivered from Welstone tomorrow. I shall enjoy arranging our room once again,” Laurel remarked cheerfully, her eyes bright and dancing with anticipation.

“So you have liked all the presents and surprises I have given you then?” Caleb asked her with a broad smile, as he placed his hand at her waist, moving it slowly across the silky material once again.

“Oh yes Caleb. They have all been so very lovely and thoughtful. I still feel badly that I have only given you the one gift. I wish you would have allowed to get you something at Welstone,” Laurel mentioned, with a sad little pout as she reached up to touch his face.

“There is something I wish to share with you concerning your gift to me mo stor. I have not told you how very special it is,” Caleb mentioned, as he gently caressed her cheek.

“In what way Caleb?” Laurel asked softly, with a bemused expression.

“Do you recall the story I told you at the family home, concerning my grandfather, and my touching his dagger?” Caleb asked, as he played with her hair.

“Well yes. I thought he was very cruel to…” Laurel stopped short, her eyes widening as Caleb smiled at her knowingly. “Caleb…how could my gift be your grandfather’s dagger?” Laurel asked him incredulously. 

“It was half a season after my uncles’ deaths, that while out hunting with my grandfather, we were attacked by a group of at least a dozen Rabkin warriors. They killed all of the guards and my grandfather, in retaliation for the brutal slaughter of a Rabkin homestead, but they spared my life. It was just before my sharing experience with the young dying Rabkin. I was told later by the Cydros Elder 

Dyfri, I was spared because they realized my father never took part in those raids. As I was saying, I built a sling from tree branches and after securing it to my horse, placed my grandfather upon it and brought his body back to the Lodge. The dagger was apparently lost, as I brought him home. When Father returned to the sight with a group of Sentinels, they recovered the fallen guards, but could not find the dagger. Father feared it was lost forever. You see mo stor, it is also the dagger of Caleb the First. He had given it to his son, before he perished from the Great Battle, at the hands of the strange foreigners. Caleb the First’s body was never recovered, neither was his sword, needless to say the dagger became a priceless treasure. My grandfather was the only King to be so arrogant as to carry it around on his person and not keep it in the treasury. When I first saw the dagger when you gave it to me I could scarcely believe my eyes. I showed it to Father that afternoon, and he confirmed it by a small mark, on the handle, that it was indeed the missing dagger. You have given us back the Dagger of Kings mo stor. So my question to you my love, is how did your Kedesh friend come into possession of it?” Caleb asked with a curious smile, and a raised eyebrow.

“He said he came across it from a Kindred of Rabkins, he did not mention which one.  They wanted to trade it for some clay pots,” Laurel’s eyes still wide from the realization of what Caleb had just revealed to her.

“That is truly remarkable. So you see my love, when I told you, that you have given me much more than you know, I was not exaggerating,” Caleb said as he held her closer, and kissed her lovingly. “Not to mention, you becoming my wife, has been more that I could have ever hoped for mo stor,” Caleb spoke, in a warm and ardent voice. 

“I am so happy you have the dagger back in your family Caleb,” Laurel said softly, as she glided her hand through his hair.

“As am I. And all because I married mo stor beag de Gwenlais,” he replied as he kissed her forehead.

“I am not so little anymore Sire. You have said so yourself,” Laurel giggled smiling at him mischievously.

“Yes this is true. How very fortunate for me you are not,” Caleb smiled back slyly, moving his hand under her nightgown and kissing her passionately. 

 

Two days later Laurel awoke early, going to the wardrobe and getting out her Ollam tunic. Her hands trembled in nervous anticipation at the thought of finally being able to wear it, at the Infirmary that morning. Master Elphin would be giving her an official tour and introducing her to all of the staff, which included all the Physicians and the attendants. Caleb sat at his desk watching her in amusement as she took out her chemise and long bloomers she wore under her tunics for her Ollam duties. 

“Oh, I had forgotten what you wore under your doe med or now your Ollam attire. I truly loathe those ridiculous bloomers. Why do you not wear those adorable short ruffled ones? I did just purchase you a few new pairs,” Caleb asked coming up in back of her, as she began to put them on after slipping on her chemise.

He placed his arms around her waist preventing her from putting the bloomers on, on she rolled her eyes and smiled at him.

“Caleb, this is what I wear under my Ollam tunic as it makes it easier to move about, and then I do not need an underskirt. Now really you are being silly, and you are going to make me late,” she chided with a giggle, as he began to nuzzle her ear affectionately.

“I recall someone making me late the other day, and having no issue in doing so,” Caleb replied in a teasing condescending voice, nibbling her ear.

“Yes, well….this is different. This will be my first official duty as an Ollam and in Heathwin no less. So, please let me finish getting ready, as I am feeling a bit nervous about all of this,” Laurel said, beginning to sound impatient.

“Very well your Highness. There is no reason for you to feel nervous, as they are all looking forward to your being there,” Caleb mentioned as he kissed the top of her head then returning to his desk, fixing her tea, that he had sent up to the room earlier. “Finish getting dressed mo stor, so you can come and sit down and have your tea and sweet roll,” Caleb instructed, as he added cream to her cup.

“Oh, that is alright Caleb, I could not possibly eat anything this morning,” Laurel answered, as she slipped the tunic over her head.

“You most certainly will have something to eat. No, no, do not argue with me. Come over here and sit down. Wipe that look off your face dearest, I am taking care of you, as I told you I would,” Caleb scolded gently, smiling at her pout, as she approached the desk and sat down.

“I am not hungry mo chroi. I am feeling too anxious to eat,” she explained in a small voice, as she began to pick at the roll.

“There is no reason to be anxious. I do not blame you for being excited, but you are not going to last all day with only a few sips of tea and you know it. You would have breakfast every morning before you went to your duties at Gwenlais that is not going to change while you are here. Now indulge me please and eat your roll. This will be me my first day without you since the wedding, and I do not wish to worry about you,” Caleb expressed in a loving warm voice, as he gently kissed her lips.

“As you wish Sire,” Laurel smiled back at him taking a bite of the roll.

 

They were soon on their way to the Infirmary, when they arrived Caleb helped Laurel off her horse and walked her into the main entryway. Master Elphin was happily waiting for her, as he walked up and took her hand.

“Good morning Prince Caleb, and Princess Laurel. Are you ready for your tour my dear?” Master Elphin asked warmly, his pale blue eyes twinkling as he spoke.

“Yes I am. I am most eager to begin,” Laurel answered with a nervous light laugh.

“Wonderful. Will you be joining us Prince Caleb?” Master Elphin asked, looking over at him expectantly.  

“No, I shall be leaving my Bride in your capable hands Master Elphin. Send word my love when you are ready to leave,” Caleb said, as he lightly kissed he cheek, then watched her walk away with Master Elphin who was then joined by two other Physicians.

Laurel turned and smiled at him once more, Caleb raised his hand in a wave, smiling back at her lovingly.  Laurel was led away down a long corridor and soon out of sight. Caleb turned to leave the Infirmary, smiling and shaking his head.

 

Several hours later, Caleb looked up from the desk in the study as he had been working on the Guards training schedule. He felt her undeniable presence, and heard her soft footsteps coming closer.

“Hello my love. I did not expect you home so early. Why did you not send for me?” Caleb asked in warm voice, as Laurel walked into the study.

“I wanted to surprise you. I did have an escort, so do not concern yourself. I was only given a tour of the Infirmary and shown where my private study will be, and where they placed my cabinet. Everyone was so very kind and helpful. Master Elphin made such a fuss over me. I admit I was a bit overwhelmed by all of the attention,” Laurel giggled happily.

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, as he leaned back in his chair from behind the desk.

“I am sure you were. I have no doubt they were all very excited to have you there. I however, have not had one bit of your attention since early this morning. So, why do you not come over here and remedy that,” Caleb said, with a seductive grin.

Laurel smirked at him, but remained in the doorway, as Caleb looked at her with an expectant grin, waiting for her to walk over to him.

“I feel Sire you have become quite spoiled by all the attention I have given you this past week or so,” Laurel replied with mock haughtiness, as she placed her arms behind her back and leaned against the doorway.

“Do you now? And what exactly do you intend on doing about that?” Caleb asked her in a low ardent tone, as he pushed his chair out slightly.

Laurel noticed this, and bit her lower lip, trying to suppress a giggle. She inched her way towards the doorway leaning a bit more towards the opening into the corridor. Caleb’s eyes catching her movement, as he grinned at her slyly, pushing his chair out a little further.

“I feel you should have to work a bit harder to receive my attention, as you always expect me to come over to you as soon as you request it,” Laurel answered, trying to maintain her impertinent demeanor, though unable to help from giggling.

“Of course I expect it, and rightly so. Now are you going to come over here, or am I going to have to…persuade you to do so?” Caleb asked grinning wickedly, as he already knew her answer.

“Um…no. I feel you are the one who needs a bit of persuasion,” Laurel smiled at him impishly, and then turned suddenly and ran down the corridor laughing.

Caleb smiled broadly has he came from behind the desk, to pursue her, running just fast enough to see her run into the Library. Laurel turned and laughed shrilly as she saw Caleb making his way towards her, quickly shutting the door. Caleb was at the door a moment later, and laughed quietly to himself, as he realized she had not locked it.  He wondered if she had done so purposefully or had forgotten to, in her rush to get into the room. Caleb walked into the Library slowly and noiselessly, as he closed the door and turned the lock. He leaned against it, smiling and listening for a moment, not speaking. He then walked over to the first large oak table where two large pillar candles had been lit by the servants, as it was now in the afternoon. Caleb blew them out, and then made his way across the room stealthily, towards the floor length windows. 

Laurel pressed herself against the bookcase, placing her hand to her mouth suppressing a nervous giggle as she saw the front of the Library was a bit darker. She could smell the spicy smoke from the candles and surmised that Caleb had blown them out. There was a loud hiss of the heavy drapes being quickly drawn shut, which made her gasp softly in surprise as the entire room was suddenly much darker. Putting her hand to her mouth again to stop herself from laughing, Laurel waited a moment, allowing her eyes to adjust and listening for any approaching footsteps.  

What was I thinking, he is a trained hunter. He is only toying with me, Laurel thought to herself.

She then inched her way slowly down the row of book cases, and was just ready to turn the corner, when a sudden noise made her stop moving. She listened for a moment, her heart pounding in her chest. Though not afraid, the suspense was both intimidating and exhilarating. There it was again, the small noise just in front of her and to the right, sounding almost like a small object landing on the floor. She peered carefully around the book case, but could only barely make out the outline of the heavy tables and chairs just ahead, as the room was quite dark. Laurel listened again, but could hear nothing. She had no idea where Caleb was, but could once again feel his presence in the room. She wondered if it had anything to do with her sharing experience with the Rabkin female, Eira. Since then she had been able to tell if Caleb was nearby or in a room without even seeing him. She had still not mentioned this to him, as the experience was fairly new, and she was not yet accustomed to it. She smiled nervously as she looked around her, feeling him even more acutely, though still unable to see where he was. She made her way slowly backward away from the noise, and then suddenly felt an overwhelming presence behind her, she turned quickly, then felt her arms being gripped tightly.

“Did you really think you could hide from me silly girl?” Caleb asked in a deep low voice, barely above a whisper.

Not waiting for a reply he quickly threw her over his shoulder, making Laurel gasp softly in surprise, as he carried her over to the other side of the room.

“Caleb, what are you doing? Put me down,” Laurel said as she began to struggle a bit in his grasp, which only made him laugh softly.

Laurel was not sure where he was taking her until he lay her gently on the plush couch they had shared the day before their wedding. After placing her on the couch, he was not quite as gentle, as he began to kiss her fervently and deeply, caressing her possessively, tugging at the laces of her Ollam tunic. Laurel murmured in surprise of his ardent attentions, not quite expecting this reaction to her teasing him. She felt his hands pushing her tunic up around her waist as he began to tug and pull at her undergarments.

“Caleb what…what are you doing?” Laurel asked in a breathless whisper, as he moved his mouth to her neck.

“What do you think I am doing?” his answer being given in a question, as he laughed lightly continuing his passionate affections.

“But here? In the Library?” Laurel continued to ask in a breathless soft voice.

“Why not here mo ghra? No one is about. Aiden is out with Deaglan and Aaron, and Mother and Father are riding their horses. This is the room I first fully expressed my love for you at the Festival. And besides, did you not tell me I should have to work a bit harder for your attentions?” Caleb asked with a wry grin, before kissing her neck once again.

Before Laurel could answer, she could feel Caleb touch her ardently, causing her to whimper her pleasure at his touch. She brought her hands up to the back of his neck, her fingers grasping his hair.

“I am quite enchanted by your game. Now that I have caught you, my little mouse, I intend to fully enjoy the spoils of the hunt,” Caleb said in a soft deep voice, as he resumed kissing her face and neck.

“Caleb, what if we are discovered?” Laurel asked in a small voice, as she felt the last of her resolve melt away with Caleb’s continued attentions.

“Do not worry mo stor.  I have locked the door, and no one is here. Just relax mo chailin milis. Enjoy how much I adore you. Is your Prince not good to you?” Caleb asked her smiling, his voice husky with his passion for her.

“Oh yes mo chroi. You are indeed very good to me,” Laurel replied, as Caleb smiled at her reaction to him, then kissed her passionately.

 

Queen Alana made her way from her room to the sitting room were King Fergus waited for her. They always enjoyed a private casual supper together after their weekly ride, and then played several games of Tablut, before retiring early to spend the rest of the evening in their private quarters. She stopped for a moment in the corridor, unsure of what she heard as she looked over to her left. She then smiled knowingly and continued on her way. As she entered the sitting room, King Fergus looked up from the Tablut board he was arranging, to smile at her warmly.

“So mo stor. Have you found out where Caleb and Laurel have gotten off to? Lucas said they did not leave the Lodge,” King Fergus enquired.

“They seem to be spending an enjoyable time in the Library,” Queen Alana replied smiling back at him as she took her seat.

“Strange way for newlyweds to spend a late afternoon, reading together in the Library,” King Fergus smirked, as he moved his piece forward on the board.

“I said they were spending an enjoyable time in the Library, mo ghra. I did not say they were reading,” she said looking up from the game, smiling enticingly at him. 

King Fergus studied her expression for a moment and then chuckled shaking his head.

 

“Caleb. There is something I wish to share with you,” Laurel said softly, as she leaned against his chest in the warm water.

Caleb brought his hand up from the warm bath, to caress her cheek, leaning his head slightly kissing her temple.

“What is it my love?” Caleb asked in a calm soft voice, though slightly concerned by the seriousness of her tone.

Laurel sat up slightly to look at him, her face relaxed but serious.

“When I was hiding in the Library, and waiting for you to come in, something very….unusual happened, and it was not the first time,” Laurel began to explain, her fingers lightly tracing his chest.

“What happened dearest?” Caleb asked, sounding very concerned at this point.

“When you walked into the Library, I was actually able to feel you were in the room. I can also feel when you are close by. I can always tell, even if I do not see or hear you, I know you are near. I can still be surprised by you if you suddenly show up, but I still am able to…well sense when you are close. I have been able to do this since sharing with Eira,” Laurel replied almost shyly.

“Why did you not tell me this before Laurel?” Caleb asked her, smiling lovingly.

“I was not sure at first what I was feeling. I was not sure how you would feel about this,” Laurel explained, with a shaking sigh.

“Can you sense anyone else? Or is it only me?” Caleb asked her gently.

“Only you,” Laurel stated, watching his expressions.

“There is nothing to be concerned with my love. It is a very common trait among the Rabkins. They can sense each other when they are nearby, not communicate, simply feel when another of their Kindred or own kind are in close proximity. There is nothing mystical about it. It is purely a physical ability they have. Because you have shared with Eira, I can feel you as well, which is why I was able to find you so easily, plus I am able to see in the dark very well. I should have told you, but I was not aware of you being able to sense me as you do,” Caleb explained reassuringly, as he caressed her face again.

“How does this happen Caleb?” Laurel asked her voice sounding less concerned, and more curious.

“It is as I explained earlier. Much like a side effect when given medicine, as you had described to me before. The Rabkins have nothing themselves to do with it and were completely unaware how it would affect us. Again my dearest, we are the only two humans the Rabkins have ever shared with. Apparently when a human shares with a Rabkin, their bodies quite literally share with ours, in that we receive some heightened ability or sensitivity from them. It is not that we are suddenly able to do something our bodies could possible not do, our own natural abilities are simply improved upon. I have always had excellent hearing and vision, it was simply enhanced. You have a wonderful knowledge of the healing properties of plants and herbs, your knowledge was just enlarged. Sensing each other, is just one of their natural abilities. Does this put your mind at ease mo stor?” Caleb asked, in a soft and soothing tone.

“Yes Caleb, I feel much more at peace with this now,” Laurel answered with a deep sigh, turning and leaning against Caleb’s chest once again.

They finished bathing, and after dressing in warm night clothes, had a light supper in their room. They later played a game of Fidchell, climbed into bed taking turns reading from an amusing book of old limericks and riddles, some of which they both admitted were quite difficult.  They finished their evening as they often did with Caleb reading a favourite poet, finally falling asleep peacefully in each other’s arms.

 



  
 


 32: THE MISSIONS 
Caleb sat at his desk finishing the Patrol duty schedule, his mood becoming more discontent as he realized the time to depart was nearly upon them. The time had gone by more quickly than he thought it would. Aiden had urged him to not join them on this mission, in order for Caleb to have more time with his new Bride.  He had to admit the temptation to not go was almost too impossible to resist.  Yet he felt compelled to be the example and not use his position to take advantage.  Three other Sentinels were also recently wed and they too would be on this mission, one was about to become a new father.  They would have to endure with being separated from their brides for a fortnight, so then he would do the same.  Asking someone to fill in for him would be asking them to be away from their family for at least a month’s time.  He was happy that Laurel seemed to be adjusting rather easily to her life there in Heathwin.  She was quite close to both of his parents, his mother in particular, and adored Aiden.  His cousin Imagin was the perfect choice for Laurel’s personal attendant, she was young, sweet natured, and Laurel had already become quite fond of her. Laurel’s friendships with Ione, Kerrie, and Eavan were flourishing and very important to her. Laurel had become more comfortable in her and Caleb’s personal relationship. She was no longer timid, and her shyness around him had all but abated. Though she still remained modest, feeling comfortable walking about their private chambers without some kind of covering for only a moment.  He smiled at that thought, realizing that was something she would probably always do.  She was warm and loving every night, when he joined her in their bed. He was grateful for the fact that she enjoyed his passionate attentions.  He was completely caught unaware by his own need to be with her.  Even though he had been married before, and had other lovers, his feelings for Laurel were unlike anything he had ever experienced. He adored her like no other, and when he made love to her, he felt whole and complete, not just satisfied and placated.  She was polite and gracious to all the servants, and anyone else she would meet during her walks about the city.  The people were fascinated and enchanted by her friendly open nature, and she still received gifts of flowers, or handmade trinkets, which she accepted with charming enthusiasm. Caleb was still astonished by her asking mercy be given to Leland for attempting to take her life by the use of a Scimitar cat. That act of graciousness had won her the hearts of the people and the Clann Chiefs as well.  He chuckled to himself as he remembered how her fiery temper had been what had truly endeared her to the four Chieftains, as she cursed at them in perfect Kedesh, in defense of her beloved counselor.  Her turning on him however, as she saw him laugh at her temper, was something that he still did not find amusing.  She was indeed a presence to be reckoned with, no matter how delightful he found her.  He heard the door to their room open, followed by light footsteps, once again feeling her undeniable presence.

“There you are!  I have been looking for you,” Laurel said cheerfully, as she approached him. 

He smiled at her bright mood, but did not look up from his work, dipping his quill in the ink well, continuing his task.  She walked up in back of him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing the side of his face.

“You have not been looking in the right place mo ghra, I have been here for well over an hour,” he said, as he continued to work.

“Well there are quite a few places you could be, I just chose to look here last,” she paused for a moment, puzzled by his sullen mood.  “What are you working on so diligently?” she asked her arms still around him.

“I am finishing the Patrol schedule,” Caleb answered dryly.

“What is that exactly?” Laurel asked, smirking at his ill mood.

“The Patrol schedule is used to divide the Patrol up into three different groups.  We split up, Patrol our designated areas, and then meet back up again before we return home. This way we all know where we are going, and about how long it should take, barring no unexpected occurrences or mishaps,” Caleb answered.

“Oh, well that is interesting.  I was under the assumption that you all just stayed together and roamed about that way,” Laurel stated unpretentiously.

Caleb chuckled at her statement and looked over at her as she still hugged his neck.

“If we did that mo stor we would be gone for months not weeks. The territories are quite large and we would never get them covered.  Also when you are in smaller groups you tend to be a bit less intimidating, and people are more inclined to speak with you and report anything unusual,” he said in a more relaxed voice, turning to smile at her warmly.

Laurel enjoyed listening to him talk about his duties and what they entailed, he became more animated in his speech, as he could not hide the pride in his voice.  Not in a boastful way, but pride in what the Sentinels did and what they represented.  He also seemed to enjoy it when she asked him questions about his duties and responsibilities, never finding any of her questions trivial or silly.

“There, I am finally done,” Caleb said with a sigh of satisfaction. “Now why were you looking for me, and what can I do for you?” Caleb asked Laurel as he took her hand and guided her in front of him.  

He pushed out his chair and pulled her to him sitting her on his lap.

“I wanted to tell you about a lovely idea Master Elphin had, concerning his new students that involved me,” she said with her usual enthusiasm, her arms wrapped about his neck.

“I am all yours, tell me what he has planned for you,” Caleb replied, his mood becoming lighter as he spoke with her.

“He has several new students starting next week and he has asked me if I would mind showing them some fundamentals about herbal medicine.  He has also planned an herbal collection trip and has asked me to lead it,” Laurel spoke not able to hide her excitement.

Caleb’s expression however was not one of shared enthusiasm.  His face was stern and his voice was low but edgy. 

“When and where is this trip supposed to take place?” he asked her.

She did not answer immediately, being surprised by his demeanor, her face showing her surprise and frustration. 

“It was to take place just beyond the forest border, towards Larne, two days after you leave,” she answered quietly, watching his face intently.

“Why was I not told of this arrangement?” he asked her, his voice still low and severe.

“I am telling you now Caleb,” Laurel said, as her eyes became stormy with emotion.

“No one is to make plans concerning you, especially if any kind of travel is involved, no matter how short the distance, without consulting with me first,” Caleb said his voice raised a bit, as he began to lose his temper.

“I am not a child Caleb! I am your wife! I do not require your permission for every detail of my life,” Laurel said, her voice raised in anger, as she pushed herself off his lap and began to storm out of the room.  
Caleb stood up and quickly caught up to her, taking her arm and turning her around to face him. Her face registering surprise and anger. 

“You most certainly do need my permission!  I need to know where you will be in order to be sure you are safe!  And what kind of foolishness is this to plan this sort of thing knowing I will be gone for a fortnight, perhaps longer if need be?  How do you expect me to do my mission, when all I will be thinking about is what has she done with herself now?  You are not going, and that is the end of it.  I will have a talk with our Physician myself,” Caleb retorted angrily, his intense blue eyes on fire with his temper. 

He released her arm and Laurel turned quickly towards the door speaking in a low voice as she began to leave the room.

“What did you just call me?  Do not dare leave this room!” he yelled sharply to her, as her hand touched the handle of the door.

Laurel stood before the door in stunned silence. Her eyes brimming with angry tears.  She was completely aghast at his reaction to her news.  She thought he would be happy that she was doing her best to adjust to her new life, by being useful and purposeful.  She slowly released the door handle and just stood still, tears flowing freely down her face, as she looked at him in heartbroken disbelief. Caleb looking at her heart wrenching expression, closed his eyes and hung his head for a moment, taking a deep breath.  

The reality of what he had said and done, hit him like a sharp blow to his stomach.  She did not deserve that reaction, or to be punished for her excitement over a new venture in her life.  She stood for a moment longer, trembling with anger and frustration, before lying on the bed, burying her face into the pillows.  He could hear her muffled sobs and it tore his heart to know he was the cause of her grief.  He approached the bed slowly, carefully getting in and touching her shoulder gently.  She immediately shrugged him off, her sobbing intensifying.  Part of him knew this would be her reaction, but he was still devastated by her rejection.

“Laurel,” he said in a low whisper. “Laurel, please mo ghra. Ta bron orm.  I do not know what came over me. Please mo stoirin oa, please turn to me,” Caleb pleaded gently to her.

“N...no,” Laurel said, in a choking sob. 

“I know that I do not deserve your forgiveness right now, but I am begging you to please let me at least try to explain my stupidity,” Caleb spoke in a voice, filled with utter remorse.

Laurel turned over quickly, taking Caleb by complete surprise.

“Yes, you were stupid!” Laurel spoke through her sobs bitterly.

“Yes, I was a complete ass,” he said softly. 

He gently moved her hair out of her face, as her long braid was unraveling.

“I will be leaving next week, and for the first time in my life, I do not wish to go.  All I have been thinking about, rather consumed with, is that I will not be here with you. I find myself watching you sleep because I still cannot believe you are truly here. You have been like this beautiful dream I am afraid to wake up from. Then when you told me about your plans, all I could think about, is what if something happened, and I was not here. I have been here for you each time something horrible was about to happen. And now I find myself afraid to leave you. I had no right to yell at you, and I am truly sorry for that. Please forgive me. I could not live with myself knowing you were still angry with me after I leave,” Caleb spoke softly, his piercing blue eyes misty and filled with anguish.

Laurel eyes softened as she felt his pain and frustration, her body relaxing as she stopped crying. She slowly reached over and touched his face. He smiled at her gratefully and took her hand and kissed it several times.

“Of course I forgive you, but you made me so angry, especially when you told me it was foolish and I needed your permission,” Laurel said, her voice still shaking from crying.

“You do not need my permission mo ghra.  I just need to know ahead of time, so that I can make any necessary arrangements to make sure you will be safe, while you are not home. I do not feel it is foolish. I think you have much to offer, which is why Master Elphin asked for your help. I am only asking you to please wait for me, to come back from my mission, before you do this. No excursions when I am gone. That is the only thing I will not concede to,” Caleb said, with quiet conviction.

Laurel sniffed in tears and releasing a small shudder as she exhaled, nodded her head in agreement.  Caleb smiled at her and taking her in his arms, gently kissed her face, several times, before tenderly kissing her mouth.

He held her close, slowly rubbing her back, every now and then softly kissing her.

“Ta ghra agam ort,” he whispered.

“I love you too,” Laurel said, to his happiness she did so without hesitation.

After a few quiet moments had passed, Caleb smiled as he remembered something.

“So what was it that you called me, when you were about to leave the room?” Caleb asked her smiling.

Laurel giggled and then replied, “I do not recall.”

“Yes you do. You can tell me, I actually deserved it this time. I know it was in Kedesh, your accent is too perfect, so do not say you were mumbling,” he said, smiling at her.

Laurel giggled again and repeated the phrase, in a precise accent.

“Really? That was quite the offense. I see I am still a bastard, but at least I am not enjoying intimacies with gorks,” Caleb said laughing lightly.

He then spoke several phrases to her in Kedesh, she looked at him smiling but her eyes showing puzzlement.

“You did not understand a word I said did you?” he asked smirking.

Laurel blushed at his question, knowing at some point he would realize her secret.

“No, I am afraid my knowledge of the language is rather limited,” she said with an embarrassed giggle.

“I find it a shame to waste your perfect accent. When I come home I will arrange lessons for you.  We will still speak old speak together at night.  Would you like that?” Caleb asked her expectantly. 

“Yes I would. I have always enjoyed listening to you and Aiden speak it whenever you were trying to keep something from Phineas,” Laurel answered him, with an amused tone.

“We really were not keeping anything from him. As I said before, he speaks old speak very well. He does not speak Kedesh. We would do it just to irritate him,” Caleb said, smiling wickedly.  

Laurel laughed out loud at his comment, remembering how annoyed Phineas would become whenever they did this. He smiled at her laughter and began to kiss her again.  He stopped for a moment, caressing her face, and looking at her, his piercing blue eyes burning, but not with anger. He began to kiss her slowly, and tenderly at first. Gently exploring her mouth, his tongue lightly touching her lips.

“My dearest,” he whispered seductively. “I wish to make up to you for my foolishness,” Caleb continued to speak to her with a soft low voice.  

He slowly moved his hand pushing at her dress. He continued to move leisurely upward, and then began to gently touch her through her clothing, her breath catching for a moment at his touch. She closed her eyes and began to sigh deeply at his amorous attentions. He smiled adoringly at her, happy that he was causing her to feel relaxed and gratified by him, at the same time.

“I could do so much more for you if you wish, all you have to say is yes,” Caleb whispered to her, as he continued to touch her lovingly.  

Laurel, opened her eyes and smiled at him desirously for a few moments, enjoying the quiet passion his seductive affection was arousing in her.  

“Yes Caleb,” she whispered back to him, her eyes soft and warm.

Caleb smiled at her answer, and began to kiss her passionately once again.

“But not yet,” Laurel whispered, as she put her fingers up to his lips. “I am still a bit overwhelmed by all of this. I would like to have a bath and just relax for a short time, as I have been quite busy today,” Laurel said smiling calmly, no hint of anger in her eyes and voice.

“Of course dearest. Rest for a while mo ghra,” he whispered back to her. “I will only be with Aiden for an hour or so, I promise to be back soon. I will arrange for us to dine in our quarters this evening,” he said, as he gently kissed her lips.  

He continued to lay down with her, stroking her hair, waiting for her to drift off before he left her side. When he saw that she had fallen asleep, Caleb walked over to his desk and picked up the schedule he had been working on. He quietly walked back over to the bed, and bending down kissed Laurel softly once more, and left the room to meet his brother.  Aiden sat waiting in the sitting room looking at papers and maps he had placed on the low wide table, enjoying a glass of wine. As Caleb entered the room Aiden looked up briefly.

“Laurel was looking for you, I assume she found you, which would explain why you have left me waiting,” he said, with a wry smile. 

“Yes she found me,” Caleb replied wearily, handing Aiden the schedule.

“You look utterly pathetic Caleb. Just stay home and sit this mission out.

None of us want you there at this time anyway.  All the men have said you will just be an irritating, foul mood, bastard.  And I blame Laurel for this completely. She has been far too good to you,” Aiden smiled at him knowingly.

“Really all the men have said this?” Caleb asked, with slightly annoyed tone.

“Yes, I added the part about you being a bastard.” Aiden said, continuing to make fun of him.

Caleb smirked at his brother’s comment.

“It will not be the first time I have been called that. It was not the first time today,” he added wryly.

Aiden looked up at him with mild surprise and laughed quietly.

“Laurel called you a bastard?” he asked, thoroughly amused.

“Yes she did,” Caleb answered regrettably. 

“Did she say it in Kedesh?” Aiden asked, with a glint in his eye.

Caleb looked over and smiled at him. 

“She most certainly did, and with perfect inflection,” he said, with a twinge of pride.

Aiden laughed out loud at that remark.

“What did you do to your sweet little wife, who I might add, has the mildest temper I have ever seen, to make her call you that in Kedesh?” Aiden asked, as he continued laughing.

Caleb had no choice but to laugh at Aiden’s reference to Laurel’s temper.

“I yelled at her, and told her she could not do something she and Master Elphin made plans for,” Caleb said, all traces of laughter gone from his voice.  

Aidan noticing his brother’s sudden melancholy, eased from laughing, seeing Caleb looked quite remorseful.

“Why did you yell at her?” Aiden asked quietly.

“Oh, I just lost my temper when I found out that Master Elphin wanted her to lead this herb gathering trip for some new students. I was not told about it ahead of time and all I could think about was, wonderful, what is going to happen to her while I am away? What will try and kill her this time? So I told her she was not going, and she cursed at me, which just made me angrier, and then when she went to leave, I yelled at her to not dare leave the room. I think I scared her for a moment, because she just stopped and stared at me, as if she was thinking, who is this madman?  Then she walked over and collapsed on the bed, sobbing her heart out.  I have never felt so horrible since I became angry when I saw her without an escort in Gwenlais,” Caleb spoke his eyes looking tired and sad.

“How is she now?” Aiden asked with quiet concern.

Caleb smiled at his caring for her, happy his brother loved her.

“She is fine now, she is resting. She had the graciousness to forgive me,” Caleb said with a sad smile.

“Well good for her. So did you beg?” Aiden asked, hitting Caleb’s arm, grinning broadly.

“Yes I did. Like a dog,” Caleb admitted.

Aidan laughed out loud, hitting his brother’s arm playfully again.

“Are you going to let her go on her little trip?” Aiden asked, watching Caleb intently.

“I asked her for the sake of my sanity to wait until I got back, and not to plan these things unless I am home. That way I will not worry so much when I am gone and not end up killing someone. She agreed,” Caleb said, reaching over to take a drink of Aiden’s wine.

“I will admit, I do not blame you for not wanting her to go on an excursion while you are away, but you were a bastard for yelling at her. You deserved her cursing at you this time,” Aiden said seriously for a moment. “I will however never forget that day with the meeting with the Chieftains when she called you a gork loving son of a toothless whore. I really do not know what was funnier, what she said, or the look on your face after she said it.”

They both laughed out loud, remembering her anger at the Chieftains, and how she refused to be intimidated by them.

“I would like to point out, that she also said that in perfect Kedesh. Which is why I am arranging lessons for her when we return,” Caleb said, still laughing lightly.

“Lessons?” Aiden enquired, “You said it yourself her Kedesh is perfect. Why does she need lessons?” asking in a confused tone.

“Because she can only curse, she does not know how to speak it for everyday use. I only just discovered this about an hour ago,” Caleb smiled at this admission.

“Well that does make sense. She never speaks it otherwise. I was wondering when you and I would be speaking it, she never joined in,” Aiden began to laugh again, at her use of the language. 

“So should we tend to the business at hand?” Caleb asked looking over the map.  “We shall be taking our groups over to the far borders of Gwenlais. The last report mentioned something about an increase in slavers coming out of Achzib. I wish to see if that is the case and why,” Caleb said in a low concerned voice.

“I hate that city. It is filthy and crowded, and the women, well quite frankly I find them terrifying. They would just as soon stab you in the back and rob you then look at you. You remember what happened to Jonas do you not?” Aiden asked with distaste.

“Yes, and Jonas knew better than to employ the services of a tavern wench in Achzib, especially while on duty. That is why I had him discharged after he recovered,” Caleb said without sympathy.

“What about these sightings of the strange foreigners”?  I find that very interesting. They are described as coming from across the sea from this far off place. Why would they show up here and there, and in very few number? 

Some sightings there are two or maybe five. It is said they have skin the color of a stormy sky, hairless almost resembling reptiles, with dark cold eyes, and very tall like a Rabkin” Aiden enquired, his face becoming serious.

“It sounds like the people Grandfather told us stories about when we were children. Stories that everyone’s grandfather told them. I do not know what to think. It is as if the people hear of them and just hysterically believe that is what they are seeing. I shall need a more reliable source before taking it too seriously,” Caleb said thoughtfully. 

“Why also is most of the problems coming from the East? We can really only go so far ourselves. I think we should employ the use of some of the Kedesh merchants, have them take a look at things across the border. They will notice us far too easily and things could even get hostile. I personally have no issues making our presence known there, but I think it should be done with a much larger presence. Even our combined numbers as a whole Patrol may not do that,” Aiden said his voice becoming sober and thoughtful.

“I have always felt we should have some kind of garrison on the border. I will need to convince Father and the Chieftains still, but depending on what we find this mission, maybe that will finally happen. I do intend on visiting Buadhach’s brother at his shop at some point, but not at this time. Perhaps we will get a bit more insight,” Caleb said, as he intently looked at the map.

“We need to go into Achzib with a whole battalion and persuade them to have us put a garrison there. That would change the attitude of the place a bit,” Aiden said smiling sardonically, as he took a sip of his wine.

Caleb looked over at him grinning. 

“I do not think it would take the city too long to be persuaded by that. Unfortunately it would postpone some of the Patrol missions for a while. Again the task of convincing Father and the Chieftains that it is necessary, it will not be easy,” Caleb replied dryly.

“We will just have to wait and see what this trip shows to us,” Aiden said seriously.

King Fergus suddenly walked into the sitting room and sat down next Aiden, as he looked over the papers and maps on the table.

“Well my boys, going to the far borders, this trip are you?” King Fergus asked thoughtfully.

“Yes we are. I hope we will be able to find out the reason for the increase in slaver activity, as well as the unusual sightings of these so called strange foreigners,” Caleb replied, sounding serious and tired.

“Do the best you can in gathering information, but I wish you not to go into Achzib at this time. We will need a much larger presence to go there. The far borders are dangerous enough, you are only going to gather information. No more than four days, less if you can. Consider that an order. We do not have the presence necessary to stay there longer than that safely. If there is that much unrest going on, then the city will be even more dangerous,” King Fergus spoke with quiet, but firm resolve.

“Very well Father,” Caleb answered respectfully. “I hope to visit my Kedesh informant’s brother when we do make it into Achzib at some point. He has a small shop across from a tavern called the Black Gull. Hopefully he will be able to give us a bit more insight into the newcomers of Achzib,” he informed his father.

 “Very good, but again keep your stay short. Now on to a much lighter subject. Though I feel Caleb might not necessarily agree,” King Fergus said smiling wryly, as Aiden grinned at Caleb as well.

“And why would that be?” Caleb asked grinning sardonically, at both of them.

“Let me start by saying Caleb that I am most happy, well we all are for that matter. That Laurel has indeed shown to be a most loving and affectionate wife to you. The entire family, as you know, loves her,” King Fergus stated, in a warm voice.

“I appreciate your sentiment Father. What exactly are you trying to convey?” Caleb asked with growing concern, but still grinning wryly.

“It seems that, well it has been noticed several times that...I am not sure how to put this delicately,” King Fergus trailed off thoughtfully.

“You cannot make love to Laurel all over the house, and other places as well Caleb. I mean really. Do you have so little control over your impulses? Have you actually considered making love in your room? Now that might be an interesting place,” Aiden asked, in a brusque manner, rolling his eyes and taking a sip of his wine.

“Or it could just be brought out into the open,” King Fergus stated chuckling.

“What are you both talking about?” Caleb asked, in frustration.

“You know very well what we are talking about. Do not feign ignorance. The other night in the study. Twice in the sitting room,” Aiden smirked, as Caleb scowled at him.

“Also let us not forget, the back terrace, as well as the garden,” King Fergus stated with a wide grin, at which Caleb only rolled his eyes.

“And a few weeks ago in the Library, as well as the Headquarters,” Aiden said smugly with a wide grin.

“Now how would you know about the Library? I know for a fact you were not home,” Caleb stated, with growing annoyance.

“No, I was not, but Mother was,” Aiden answered, even more self-assuredly than before.

“Well as far as the Headquarters is concerned, that is completely not true,” Caleb added defensively. 

“Do not tell me that. I heard you and your Bride giggling and carrying on, and then it became louder and more annoying by the minute. Rian and Aaron and I were going over the duty roster, and ended up having to leave. Just admit up to it, there is no reason to be embarrassed. You are certainly not the first to have a romp with his wife or current acquaintance in there,” Aiden smirked at him mordantly.

“I am not embarrassed at all. You should know that. I did not however make love to my wife at the Headquarters. I fully admit it was not from lack of trying, she just did not want to there,” Caleb answered back, grinning slightly.

“Ah...that was more than likely your mother and I. Do not tell her I told you. I honestly fear what her reaction would be,” King Fergus said, with a sheepish grin.

Both his sons were speechless as they looked at their father in surprise. Caleb then burst out laughing. Aiden smirked and shook his head.

“You old dog. Really Father? You honestly could not wait until you brought the Queen home?” Aiden asked, in mock distaste, which only made Caleb laugh louder.

“Well you know how your mother and I enjoy our ride together once a week. We had not ridden that far in some time. She was looking particularly ravishing that evening...” King Fergus was then interrupted. 

“Alright, alright. I do not wish to hear anymore. I am sorry I brought it up,” Aiden said, with a distasteful expression. 

“Really Aiden, you are certainly one to talk. Shall I mention to Father all the places you have ah...entertained?” Caleb asked him, with a wry grin.

“No, as it is a useless point. I have not entertained in some time as my interests are elsewhere, and you know it. If all goes according to plan, I still intend on being a bit more discreet than you. You flaunt poor Laurel around as your favourite little plaything,” Aiden answered him, as he took another sip of wine.

“She is my favourite little plaything,” Caleb answered, with a self-satisfied grin.

King Fergus laughed heartily at his remark, while Aiden smirked and shook his head once again.

“There is no use in even trying to talk you. You are worse than your damned horse,” Aiden replied with obvious annoyance. “With that point being made, I am still very happy for you. Laurel is a lovely and warm young woman. I have nothing but the highest regard for her, as she has to put up with you, and your constant demand for her attention. I do however, completely enjoy watching her turn you into a pathetic sop,” Aiden said, with a laugh.

“She does not turn me into a pathetic sop,” Caleb answered, with a small smile.

“Oh really? I wish you could have seen your expression when she walked into the Headquarters the other day. You remember that look on his face, do you not?” Aiden asked his father.

Caleb said nothing, only glanced mordantly in his father’s direction.

“You did give us all something to joke about after you left,” King Fergus replied, with a broad smile.

“I cannot help it. She looks adorable in her Ollam tunic. The way it softly flows behind her when she walks. Do you not notice she can walk without making a sound? She looks like a little white bird, just flittering about,” Caleb said, smiling as he pictured her. 

“By the Maker! Did you just say flittering? Thank you for making my point!” Aiden said laughing heartily, with his father joining him.

 

The day before Caleb was to depart for his Patrol mission he and Aiden as well as Cahir, who would accompany them on this Patrol, went to see the Master armor-smith. Since he had spoken with the slaver they had interrogated and dealt with the assassin first hand, Caleb was concerned about the weapons these assassins used. It was hoped they would be able to come into contact with the smuggler, Clust, the slaver had told them about. They would be going deeper into the eastern borders of Gwenlais than was normally done. The Master armor-smith’s dwelling was fairly close to the Sentinel Headquarters, for the obvious reason of always finding himself there to deliver new weapons or repairing them, or the armor that was sometimes worn. Sentinel armor mainly consisted of gambeson, a heavy quilted wool vest or jacket, which was studded with wide brass studs and had heavy leather bracings, with copper bracings on their wrist. Caleb had informed Maoilios, the armor-smith of the types of weapons that the assassin used and gave them to him to study. He had informed Caleb he would devise enhancements to the armor that the Sentinels used, to help in defense against such weapons. The three of them walked into Maoilius’ workshop, seeing he was busily hammering out a long broad sword he had just removed from the forge, still glowing red, sparks flying in all directions, as he barked out for his apprentices to be careful and step back.

“You will catch your fool selves on fire if you keep peering over my shoulder like that,” Maoilios grumbled loudly.

“Master, the Princes and Captain Cahir are here,” one of the young apprentices spoke loudly near Maoilios ear, so as to he heard over the hammering. 

Maoilios looked up suddenly, then smiled widely, as he turned and placed the sword in a barrel of water to cool it. A loud hiss and steam rose up, as it was cooled. 

“Good day Sires. Come with me Prince Caleb I have something to show you,” Maoilios directed as he walked over to rack that held a long broad sword still in its beautifully crafted leather scabbard.

He handed to Caleb, who carefully pulled the sword out, admiring the meticulous detail and craftsmanship of the blade. 

“Now what do ya think of this Sire? Is she not a beauty?” Maoilios asked his smile even wider, as he watched Caleb with anticipation.

Caleb took it, weighing it carefully in his grasp, and then twirled it fluidly and smoothly with his wrist, then stopping looked at it closely to admire its beauty and ornate but not overly extravagant details. Maoilios deep blue eyes were intense and always looked as if he were eager about something.   

“It is a work of art Maoilios. The weight and balance is perfect and the grip is superb. My hand fits perfectly around it. It is most definitely a weapon to be reckoned with,” Caleb replied with a smile, as he twirled it once again.

“Ah, well good. Glad you like it. That be your wedding present. I named her for your Bride. You notice I etched in a laurel flower on the guard. I was hoping to have her finished by your next Patrol,” Maoilios smiled, his white teeth gleaming against his blacked and dirty face. 

“Thank you Maoilios I shall proudly carry it with me on each Patrol. Now how did the enhancements to the armor turn out?” Caleb asked, with a warm smile.

“It is all done. My crew and I, and even the youngsters here, were working on them without let up. Here they be,” Maoilios said as he led them over to a wide table at the other side of his shop.  “Now you be noticing, I increased the number of studs on each gambeson, so that they all be much closer together. I also added extra leather at the waist and across the chest. My wife and my two oldest girls added more material to the collar, so that your neck and throats will be protected. Still lightweight so not to slow ya down, but I would not be recommending you wear your long black riding coats on this Patrol. You would be better off wearing your heavy hooded cloaks at this time,” Maoilios said as he watched them examining the newly improved gambesons. 

“They are brilliant Maoilios. It does not hinder my movement at all,” Aiden replied having put one on and flexing and moving his arms. 

“Thank you Sire, but I find this one will be more to your liking,” Maoilios said with a shrewd smile, handing Aiden another gambeson to try on.

After Aiden had placed the new gambeson on, he grinned perceptively at the Master armor smith.  

“You be noticing I have a wide leather bracing studded with copper at the lower arms. I did it for all those in your company who be archers,” Maoilios said with a wide grin.

“And this my brothers, is why Maoilios is called the Master armor-smith,” Cahir spoke up, holding his gambeson in front of him to admire it. 

Maoilios laughed heartily before replying in a more serious tone.

“I studied the weapons you brought over to me, Prince Caleb. They were all poisoned. The metal was something, the likes I have never seen. No matter what I did, I could not make a dent in the barbs and arrow tips. It took a ridiculous amount of time to melt them down in the forge. This assassin that had these weapons, he took his job most seriously. I advise you all to wear your heavy gloves as well. After melting the metal down a made a few arrow tips, and had them shot at the new gambesons. They stuck of course but did not penetrate to hit the skin. So you should be well protected should you have a run in with the accursed buggers,” Maoilios said, with a stern expression.

“You have my gratitude Maoilios. I shall have the new gambesons brought over to the Headquarters by afternoon. And again thank you for this magnificent sword,” Caleb replied giving him a grateful pat on the back.

“You are most welcome Sire. I wish you all safe journey on your mission,” Maoilios spoke, with a proud smile as they turned and left his workshop.

 

When Caleb arrived back at the Lodge in the early afternoon, he was pleasantly surprised to see Laurel waiting for him. She was wearing the lovely dark blue nightgown she had received as a gift from her Bridal attendants, and lighting candles she had placed throughout their room.

“Good afternoon, mo fhear ceile,” Laurel said brightly as Caleb closed the door. “I know that you missed the midday meal so I arranged for an early supper to be brought to our room, and water has been heated in the bath. I informed Mother that we would not be joining the family for supper this evening, as you will be leaving for Patrol at dawn,” Laurel added, as she blew out the long thin stick used to light the candles.

Caleb walked up to her smiling warmly as he took her in his arms and kissed her passionately.

“Is there anything under the covered dishes on the desk that would be ruined if we did not eat them right away?” Caleb asked in a deep ardent voice, caressing her back as he held her.

“No, everything should stay warm for a time under the copper covers,” Laurel answered with a demure smile, guessing the reason for his question.

“Very good then. Come with me mo stor,” Caleb replied taking Laurel in his arms, and carrying her to their bed.

Kissing her passionately about her face and neck for a moment he stopped to smile at her.

“As much as I love your gown mo ghra, I shall have to remove it in order to do what I have been thinking of all day,” he said with a roguish smile.

“And what would that be Caleb,” Laurel asked with a giggle, gliding her fingers through his hair.

“I shall show you,” he whispered in reply, as he slid his hands under her gown.

They made love with an intensity Caleb had not expressed since the night they had slept under the stars in Ardara. Laurel lay trembling and breathless in his arms, smiling drowsily, as he gently outlined her face with his finger. 

“How are you feeling mo ghra? Was I too overwhelming at this time?” Caleb asked with a bit of concern, in a warm soft voice.

“No Caleb. It was just very passionate. You will be leaving in the morning after all,” Laurel answered in a tired small voice. “I shall miss you very much my Prince,” she said, tracing her fingers lightly against Caleb’s chest, her eyes becoming stormy and sad. 

“I shall be home as soon as I can be, I have no intension on staying any longer than necessary. There are several others in my Patrol that are newly married as well, so they will not be too enthused to stay longer than need be. One will be a father any time now,” Caleb mentioned, as he leaned over and kissed Laurel’s shoulder.

“You excused that man from the mission surely?” Laurel asked, as Caleb continued his affectionate attentions.

“Why would I mo stor?” Caleb asked, continuing to kiss her. 

“Caleb. How do you expect the poor man to concentrate on his duties when all he will be thinking of is his poor wife, perhaps giving birth without him being here?’’ Laurel asked in a surprised voice, with a slight pout, pulling away to look at him.

Caleb smiled at her in amusement, until he noticed she was very serious.

“It is the way it has always been Laurel,” Caleb explained, suddenly not so convinced himself.

“Caleb, would you want to be that far away from me if my time were that close? And why must things always remain the same? Do you not as the Commander of the Sentinels, and the Prince of Heathwin, have the authority and the right to make changes? Especially if these changes improve the lives who serve you?” Laurel asked with a coy smile. 

Caleb raised his eyebrows in surprise, then laughed and kissed her intently for a moment.

“Quite the bold little thing you are your Highness. Would it make you happy if I gave Neacal, the expectant father, a reprieve from this mission?” Caleb asked smiling lovingly at Laurel, as he stroked her hair.

“It does not matter if I am happy Sire, but yes it would. I have no doubt it will make Neacal and his wife happy as well,” Laurel answered, as she leaned over and kissed Caleb warmly on his lips.

“Very well then my love. I shall inform Neacal in the morning that he may return to his very pregnant wife. I shall see if that can be arranged for the other Sentinels whose wives are close to their time as well, should they be assigned to Patrol at that time,” Caleb smiled running a strand of Laurel’s hair through his fingers sighing. “I am afraid Aiden is right,” he said in a slightly grumpy tone, but still smiling.

“Right about what?” Laurel asked smiling at him brightly.

“You are turning me into a pathetic sop,” Caleb answered with a wry grin.

“No, of course not. You are just being the loving and kind man I always thought you to be,” Laurel replied laughing lightly, as she snuggled closer into his side.

“Well, thank you for that my love, but no Aiden is right,” Caleb said resignedly, as Laurel laughed at him.

 

The next morning arrived with a heavy cold mist shrouding all of Heathwin. The Sentinels arrived looking with approval and appreciation at their newly improved gambesons. The young Sentinel Neacal, grasped Caleb’s hand in both of his, in heartfelt thanks at being able to stay with his new and very pregnant wife.

“Do not give me all the credit Neacal. Our new Princess was most instrumental in having me make this decision. Do not be surprised should she be present while your wife gives birth, that the Princess makes you stay and hold your wife’s hand,” Caleb said smirking, with a warning tone.

“Yes, I was told by Lieutenant Quinlan as well as Leod that her Highness feels most strongly about this. I have no intensions of arguing otherwise Sire, I will do what is expected,” Neacal replied with a grateful smile, as he turned to leave for home.  

After all present had placed on their gambesons and equipped themselves from the armory, Caleb had Marcus the Scribe offer a prayer for strength and protection, as this was always done before leaving for a Patrol mission. Wendell had been invited by Caleb as well to attend the departure, as this was not something the Scribes in Gwenlais were familiar with. Wendell then walked up to Caleb wishing him well. 

“I will look after her Highness as well Sire. I know that you have assigned Owain of course, as her personal guard and escort, but I am aware that this will most likely be a time of concern for her. I will do my best to set her mind at ease,” Wendell spoke with a reassuring soft voice.

“Thank you Wendell. I feel better knowing Laurel will have you here with her to keep her from becoming too concerned,” Caleb patted his shoulder as he walked past him.

Soon the company of one hundred and fifty Sentinels, including three Keepers with their Scimitars, made their way out of Heathwin. Their mission was clear, once crossing the river Caldune into Gwenlais, they would divide into three groups. They would look for the slavers rumored to be in the outlying areas, as Caleb’s Kedesh informant had told him only one week ago. They had also hoped to come in contact with the smuggler Clust, and also his dangerous guards, perhaps learning more about them. They reached the river camp by late afternoon, stopping only to have a quick meal of strew and bread that had been prepared by a group that was sent out the day before, to ready the camp for their arrival. Caleb was just beginning to relax by the fire, when he looked up towards the forest, staring intently for a moment. Aiden and Cahir followed his gaze, then looked at each other knowingly.

“Friends of yours Caleb?” Aiden asked with a slight grin.

“Yes. I will be back in a moment,’ Caleb replied quietly as he stood up and walked to the forest edge.

Within moments three Rabkin warriors stepped out and approached him, one with his long arm outstretched in greeting.

“Greetings Elfyn son of Bleddyn. What be the privilege of our eyes beholding each once again?” Caleb asked, as he grasped arms with the Rabkin warrior.

“Greetings man Prince Caleb. We be here to give you warning. Evil ones make their way to eastern borders of Gwenlais, towards the great salt marsh. They be seen traveling off the roadways, through the forest. Humans chained together, they have with them. They move slowly, it be easy for you to overtake them,” Elfyn informed him, in a serious tone.

The Rabkins always referred to slavers and raiders as “evil ones”. 

“Much thanks to you Elfyn. We will find the evil ones. We will rid the forest of them,” Caleb replied solemnly, once again briefly grasping arms then turning and walking away from each other. 

Caleb returned to the group who were all at this time standing and waiting for him to return, looking at him anxiously.

“It was Elfyn. Slavers have been spotted in the forest heading in the direction of the Great Salt Marsh, just as the slaver we interrogated said they would be going. They are moving on foot and moving slowly, so we will mount up and go directly to the Lodge, then we will send for Phineas when we arrive. At dawn we will spilt up to surround them,” Caleb directed, as he made his way over to Lorcan.

The company was soon on its way riding at a canter so as not to exhaust the horses, resting them every few miles. They made it to the Lodge by evening, Phineas arriving shortly after. Caleb informed him of what the Rabkins had seen, Phineas sat back for a moment thoughtfully in one of the large leather chairs, before speaking.

“I shall have a group of fifty guards, to watch the main roadways. If the slavers should realize they are being pursued, they may head for the main ways, to hasten their escape. I shall inform King Garron as soon as I return to the castle,” Phineas replied in a concerned voice, as stood up and made his way out of the Lodge. 

 

At dawn the company of Sentinels headed out into the forest, splitting up into three groups, after the trackers and Scimitars found the nearly two day old trail of the slavers. Caleb and his group advanced forward, as Cahir’s group went to the west side of the trail and Aiden’s to the east, hoping to surround the unsuspecting slavers. Caleb’s group had traveled well into the afternoon, when a Scimitar alerted them to a new scent. The Keeper, Broc, allowed his Hunter to lead him forward, and to everyone’s surprise found a young man lying unconscious in the undergrowth. Two Sentinels came forward to help him sit up, giving him a sip of water from a skin bottle. His wrist still held the metal shackles, his wounds raw and still bleeding, noticing the chains on the shackles were broken. He slowly regained consciousness, beginning to drink from the skin bottle with more urgency.  Caleb walked up to young man then kneeled in front of him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“What is your name my friend?” Caleb asked in warm voice, smiling at him kindly.

“My name is Swaney Sire,” the young man answered in a weak hoarse voice.

“Where do you come from Swaney?” Caleb continued to enquire of him, in a patient relaxed manner.

“The northern border of Gwenlais Sire. A small village….called Bannfoot. It is a two day ride to Gwenlais from there. We just be farmers Sire. Growing potatoes and cabbages, which we grow for the harvest masters,” Swaney explained, his eyes looking confused and exhausted.

Caleb then reached in his cape fold and pulled out a wrapped piece of venison jerky, and gave it to Swaney, who accepted it hungrily. Caleb gave him time to eat it before questioning him further.

“I am I to understand your village was attacked by slavers only a short time ago?” Caleb asked, giving Swaney another drink of water.

“Yes Sire. Twas only about two days ago. I managed to escape with rubbing the chain of my shackles against a rock all through the night. I promised the others I would get help. I must have passed out. The slavers did not give us any food or water, and forced us to walk over a day. They were bringing us to the salt marsh. They were supposed to hand us over to some smuggler. At least that is what I overheard,” Swaney explained, as he laid down on the ground in exhaustion. 

“Gawain, you and Seamus take Swaney back to Gwenlais and bring him to the House of Healing. Then inform King Garron and Phineas. Let the others at the Lodge know what has happened, and have them go to the village with food and medical supplies,” Caleb directed, while Gawain and Seamus helped the young man to his feet. “How many slavers are there Swaney?” Caleb asked while the young man was being helped upon Gawain’s horse.

“There was about thirty, perhaps forty or so, heavily armed Sire. We are just a small village of farmers. They took nearly all of the men, well only those of us who were younger than are Daideos. My brother Sire, he is only fifteen seasons and my father was wounded,” Swaney said with concern, his eyes filling with tears. 

“We will bring back your brother and father Swaney. We have a total of one hundred and fifty in our company, it will not be long before we catch up to them. Tell Master Phineas and King Garron all you have told me,” Caleb said to the young man reassuringly, then gave the command to mount up and continue with their pursuit.

They moved steadily on for several more hours, and then suddenly, the sound of yelling and fighting were heard just ahead of them. They charged forward, and found in a glen where the trees were becoming thinner, Aiden and Cahir’s group fighting and quickly dispatching of the slavers. The small number of slavers who were still fighting saw Caleb’s group rush upon them, and tried desperately to flee into the forest, but all for naught, as they did not live long enough to flee very far. Caleb then had searches conducted among the dead slavers for weapons, finding they were indeed well armed. This particular group of slavers seemed more organized and ruthless. Not particularly caring if their victims were injured or unwell, only concerned with getting them to their destination. After freeing the men from their shackles, they were given as much water and food that could be given to them at that time. All of the villagers wished to be taken back to their homes instead of the city, as they were worried about their families that had been traumatized by the early morning attack. It was done in the same manner as the other villages recently, attacking just before dawn, by causing confusion and panic with fires started in the village. Overcome by smoke and confusion, it was easy to attack and subdue the shaken villagers. A squad was sent to accompany the villagers back, the weakest rode on horseback, using the dead slavers’ horses. It would take over a day to return, but the Sentinels from the Lodge at Gwenlais would be there to meet them with needed supplies and support.

Caleb had the remaining party make camp, readying their plans for the next morning, sitting by the fire, quiet and serious, as he stared into the flames. Aiden and Cahir soon joined him, with Aiden handing him a mug of tea and some of the rations they normally brought with them on Patrols. It consisted of venison jerky, dried toast, a handful of nuts, and dried apples unless in season. Caleb began eating, clearly not doing so out of hunger, but mainly necessity, to keep his strength. 

“Care to share what is going on in that annoyingly complicated mind of yours?” Aiden asked with a wry grin, as Cahir and Tolemais, who had just joined them, laughed lightly.

Caleb looked up at his brother, and smiled slightly, trying to gather his thoughts from his racing mind.

“The slavers seem to know which villages to attack, which would be the easiest to subdue, and who has the most of what they are looking for. I am incline to wonder how they are able to know this. Are they spying on them? Is information being given them somehow?” Caleb asked his voice serious and thoughtful.

“Perhaps in the morning Sire, a bit more light will be shed,” Tolemais offered encouragingly with a warm smile.

“I certainly hope so my friend,” Caleb replied with a cheerless grin, taking a drink from his mug.

 

Clust paced nervously back and forth, his escorts watching him with irritation, they had no respect for the smuggler and only guarded him as it was requested by the Master to do so. They found Clust to be cowardly, pathetic, pompous, but having very little confidence. His brown curly hair always appeared wild and unkempt, he took no pride in his appearance, his clothes often dirty and stained, from whatever he had eaten last.  He complained incessantly, especially before each new group of slaves was brought to them. His small stature made him look quite insignificant, his only assets being, he knew a wide array of slavers and raiders, and hidden roadways and trails.

“I hate this infernal marsh. Why must we always meet the despicable slavers here? It is well past dawn, they should have been here already. Why are they not here?” Clust asked, raising his arms in exasperation.

He stopped his pacing just long enough to look at the stoic faces of his guards, their large golden eyes showing nothing but contempt, as they remained speechless.

“Why do I ask you abominations anything? Aside from being able to kill anyone in an instant, you are worthless. Do not hiss at me, you freakish thing. Just my luck, I abhor felines and I am forced to work with beings that resemble them. Oh…wait, what is that?” Clust asked nervously as he turned around looking at the tree line just in front of them. “Good, you are here. It is about damned time!” Clust shouted angrily, as the hooded figures approaching slowly on horseback.

The group slowly emerged from the forest, a large group of riders, and a very large and strong group of slaves, their hands bound in front of them, with heavy twine, heads bowed slightly not making eye contact. Clust gave an evil grin, impressed with how healthy and vital these slaves appeared. He began to look about, and when not finding what he was seeking, looked up at the three hooded riders in front of him, with a bemused expression.

“Where is Gibby?” Clust asked nervous annoyance. 

“Gibby had an unfortunate mishap on the trail,” the hooded rider answered in a low deep voice.

“Unfortunate mishap? What kind of mishap?” Clust asked again, with an indignant tone, as his escorts began to glance about nervously.

“It seems his head was removed from his shoulders,” the rider replied, too casually for Clust liking.

“Well how did that happen?” Clust demanded in a frantic voice, his eyes wide with his growing panic.

The rider lowered his hood, smiling down at Clust mockingly, and his intense blue eyes flashing with contempt.

“Quite simply. I cut it off,” Caleb replied, with the same smile.

Suddenly without warning the ‘slaves’, suddenly sprang into action, pulling out swords strapped in back of them, revealing their hands were not bound after all. 

Sentinels appeared out of nowhere all around them, bursting out of the forest on horseback, surrounding and overwhelming Clust’s guards in moments. Though the group of a dozen guards fought ferociously, they were only able to get off a few shots, of no consequence. They were cut down brutally and quickly, all three Hunters also being released, breaking the necks of three of the guards attempting to flee into the marsh. It was over it seemed, in a matter of moments, as Clust lay whimpering on the ground pitifully clutching on to the arrow in his shoulder shot by Aiden’s crossbow. Caleb walked up to him, getting down on one knee then reached over and pulled the arrow from Clust’s shoulder in one swift movement. The smuggler’s scream echoed throughout the marsh, as he looked up at Caleb with shock and fear.

“Now perhaps you and I could have a chat, with you telling me what I wish to hear,” Caleb stated in a calm and unfeeling voice.

“Anything! I will tell you anything!” Clust yelled out in frantic desperation, still clutching his bleeding shoulder.

“Very good. The first thing I wish to know is, where do you take the slaves?” Caleb asked him in the same low indifferent tone. 

“We…we bring them to Achzib. They are tuned over to someone else. I do not know where they go from there,” Clust replied in a shaking voice.

“Clust, truly you must understand I find that very hard to believe,” Caleb answered back, shoving him hard in his side.

“No! No I swear I do not know! I am only told to bring them to Achzib. I hand them over to this tall gruesome looking fellow. He does not give his name, and he is dressed in long flowing robes and cloaks, and never fully shows his face.  All I know of him is that he has many guards, comes off of a strange looking ship. He walks about as if he is someone of great importance, and those guards of his treat him as such, so do the harbor masters,” Clust continued his voice becoming weaker from the loss of blood, as he began to close his eyes.

“Hey now Clust! Open your eyes, I am not done with our chat yet,” Caleb said raising his voice slightly, smacking the side of Clust’s face twice, to wake him up.

Clust opened his eyes wide looking disoriented, and confused.

“I have another question for you. What are the slaves used for?” Caleb asked watching the smuggler’s expressions carefully.

“I…I am not sure. It is something that requires much work and it is dangerous. Many die each month, that is why there is such a need for them,” Clust stated with a ragged breath. 

“Who is it that demands these slaves? Is it someone called the Master?” Caleb’s question causing Clust’s eyes to widen in surprise.

“Yes…that is what he is called. He is obsessed with obtaining more slaves and all who speak of him, are terrified of him,” Clust replied his voice becoming weaker.

“He sent Rabkins from another realm here. They spoke of the Master, wishing to destroy us all, wishing to kill the child Ollam. Why?” Caleb asked this simple question with such passion and anger, it caused all in hearing range to glance at each other.

“I…I do not know,” Clust answered his eyes filling with fear as he saw Caleb becoming angrier.

“You expect me to believe this?! You filthy insect, you do business with him, do you not? How can you not know something of this, of his plans?” Caleb demanded, grabbing him by the front of his tunic and shaking him roughly.

“No! I only know he is mad with power, and obsessed with killing this Ollam. I do not know why. Who would kill an Ollam?” Clust asked in desperation.

Then without warning, Clust began to convulse and foam at his mouth, his eyes rolling to the back of his head, then suddenly he went lip, his last breath coming out in a long hiss. Caleb and the others looked at him in shock, then saw a small dart sticking into his neck, Caleb looked over into the forest and could see a dark figure running off into the marsh. He stood up quickly, running forward to try and see better who it was, two Sentinels began to pursue the attacker, only to be called back by Caleb.

“Do not bother. They know the marsh well by now, it is too dangerous, they could fire the dart from anywhere and there may be more than one. Let them return, let them tell what they have seen. Perhaps it will slow things down a bit,” Caleb said, walking back over to Clust body, examining it closer.

He found what he was looking for, two heavy pouches filled with silver coins, and tossed them to Cahir.

“Be sure that it is given to the village that was just attacked. A small consolation for the pain that they have suffered. Let us mount up, and head back to our camp, then we will return to the Lodge. I will speak to Garron the next morning, then we will return to Heathwin,” Caleb directed in an angry and impatient tone.

“Caleb, to head back that quickly is not in anyone’s best interest. We have been moving non-stop for nearly four days now. The men and horses are beginning to feel the strain,” Aiden mentioned in a quiet tone, putting his hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

“Did you not hear what that mac olc de soith said about these atrocious creatures wanting to kill the Ollam? Just who do you think that Ollam is Aiden?” Caleb asked him in an angry impassioned voice, Aiden only looking at him with sad frustration.

“Caleb. We all understand your concern. But please understand, Laurel could not be in a safer place.” Cahir began in a reasonable calm voice, watching Caleb take a deep breath. “We need to repair what was done here Caleb. We will start at the village. Question as many as we can, teach them how to basically defend themselves. Help them to arrange for watches and night sentries,” Cahir suggested, calmly and respectfully. 

“This will take a bit of time Caleb. We will need to talk to Phineas and Garron about this. I feel the King will be reasonable about this, as he has had a much more reasonable attitude since the wedding. So, let us head back to the camp, leave at dawn for Gwenlais, rest for a day. Then we will help the village and speak with Garron. When we are certain we have achieved some sense of calm and stability we will return to Heathwin,” Aiden suggested, with a slight grin.

“Yes, very well. I have just allowed my emotions to get the better of me. At least I have the peace of knowing she will be safe, as she will be at the Lodge every night with Mother and Father,” Caleb said with a sigh of reluctance. 

 

Laurel woke up in the morning with eager anticipation, as this would be the day that all of her requested herbs and flowers for her apothecary would arrive from Adare. She had spent the first week of Caleb’s absence in the company of Eavan, Ione, as well as Queen Alana. The Queen had enjoyed this time of Laurel’s undivided attention, telling Laurel stories of Caleb and Aiden’s childhood. She also told her of the early years of she and King Fergus’s marriage. The changes and difficulties she had to endure, in trying to get along with King Fergus’s family. As Caleb had related to Laurel, on their honeymoon, Queen Alana did not get along with her brother-in-laws, or her father-in-law, finding them brutish and unnecessarily gruff and even cruel at times. She found her mother-in-law indifferent to her husband and sons’ behavior. Though she did admit King Fergus was her favourite for he tried to be fair and did not enjoying fighting and arguing with his brothers, which King Niall encouraged, finding it amusing. Laurel was quite surprised to hear this, but not surprised by the Queen’s candor, as Laurel found her always eager to speak her mind.  A soft knock on the door told Laurel that Imagin had arrived.

“Come in,” Laurel said with a smile, walking over to her wardrobe, as Imagin entered the room, with her usual enthusiasm.

“Good morning Laurel. I have brought up tea and porridge from the kitchen. Caleb was quite insistent that you were to have breakfast every morning before leaving for the Infirmary,” Imagin said brightly, placing a tray holding warm porridge with a baked apple and a mug of chicory root tea.

“Thank you Imagin. My dear Caleb, will he ever stop worrying for me?” Laurel asked with a light laugh, as she placed her Ollam tunic on the bed.

“More than likely not,” Imagin replied with a roll of her eyes. 

Walking over to examine Laurel’s Ollam tunic dress, Imagin picked it up examining the embroidered silver trim. Laurel sat down at the desk, and began to eat her breakfast, smiling over at Imagin.

“The seamstress did a wonderful job in making you another Ollam tunic Laurel. It looks identical to your original,” Imagin mentioned as she looked admiringly at the seamstress’s precision. 

“Yes she and her assistants are quite gifted. They are almost finished making me another one,” Laurel replied sipping her tea.

“Did you know I spoke with Wendell before coming to your room, he wishes to join you at the Infirmary this morning, something about wishing to make Caleb a few more sketches of you at work,” Imagin said with a giggled as she began to braid Laurel’s hair.

“I am sure Caleb will be most pleased with them,” smiling at Imagin as she finished braiding Laurel’s hair. “Well I should get dressed now, I do not wish Owain and Wendell to wait too long for me,” Laurel said happily as she walked over to the bed to begin getting dressed.  

“Is there anything you desire for me to do for you today, while you are busy at the Infirmary?” Imagin asked bring over Laurel’s undergarments.

“Actually, there is Imagin. Queen Alana told me a lovely story about Caleb when he was a boy and his Maimeo in Ardara, made him a lovely gift basket when he was ill one winter, filled with all his favourite treats. I would like to do the same for him, well actually, have the cooks arrange it for me. Would you mind making a list for me of those treats by speaking with Queen Alana? Then I can present it to the kitchen at the week’s end,” Laurel requested, tying the front laces of her new Ollam tunic.

“I would be happy to Laurel. I shall go start the list after I put away your clean clothes for you,” Imagin replied with a warm smile walking over and going through Laurel’s clean laundry. 

“Thank you dear Imagin, I shall see you this afternoon,” Laurel said happily as she made her way out of her room.

She saw Wendell and Owain talking together by the Hall entrance, both looking over at her with warm smiles. After they had both greeted her they then made their way to the stables, Wendell now being given his own horse. Her name was Cinealtas, a retired brood mare. Her name well suited her, as she was the epitome of kindness. She was very patient, even with Wendell’s sometimes awkward directions given by his still uncertainty of handling the reins. When arriving at the Infirmary, Owain informed Laurel he would be staying on a bit longer, as he knew Neacal would be with his wife and new infant son, and hoped to congratulate him. Neacal had been in the class just one season ahead of Owain, and they had gotten to know each other during sword practice. Laurel then brought Wendell into her private study, proudly showing him her beautifully built apothecary cabinet. She was very excited when she found all that she had requested was placed in small muslin bags, or baskets. She began to happily look through the contents of the bags and baskets, with eager enthusiasm.

Wendell smiled at her warmly, taking a seat and then beginning to sketch as she organized her cabinet. She was half through when Master Elphin suddenly appeared, looking very anxious, and worried.

“Good day your Highness. I am very sorry to interrupt you, but I have received some most troubling news,” Master Elphin explained in a very concerned tone.

“What is it Master Elphin? Can I be of help?” Laurel asked as she placed a small bag of dried mint on the table.  

“I truly feel you can my dear, hence my reason for being here. We have just been informed that a terrible accident has occurred in the village of Larne, a two hour ride from here. It seems that in the early morning hours, tree cutters were felling trees on a hill and when one moved in the wrong direction it caused others to roll down the hill, destroying several dwellings and causing injuries. One of the injured in the village elder’s daughter, and I was told she is with child. We will be ready to depart within the hour,” Master Elphin explained in a grave voice looking at Laurel thoughtfully, as she seemed hesitant at first.

Laurel looked away for a moment then looked at Wendell, smiled at her sadly, seeing the conflict and flurry of emotions in her eyes, well knowing what she had promised Caleb.

“Yes, Master Elphin, allow me to prepare my things that I feel will be necessary. Please inform Roisin I wish her to accompany me, and also tell Owain of my decision to go with you to Larne, he still should be with Neacal, or in the lounge,” Laurel said in a determined voice as she began to ready her supplies. 

A few moments later Owain entered Laurel’s study, his face full of worry.

“Laurel. Is it true that you wish to accompany Master Elphin to Larne?” Owain asked in voice filled with apprehension.  

“Yes Owain. There has been a terrible accident there and I must go to see what aid I can provide,” Laurel glanced at him quickly as she and Wendell placed items in her Ollam bag.

Owain walked up to her taking both her hands causing her to stop and look at him.

“My dear Laurel. You know what you have promised to Caleb, and how he will react when he finds you did not keep your word. I am asking you to please reconsider,” Owain entreated her with a soft but worried voice.

Laurel looked up into Owain’s kind soft blue eyes, and smiled warmly at him.

“I cannot Owain. I am an Ollam, I must go where I am needed. I will explain it all to Caleb, if he becomes upset…I shall simply have to deal with that. However now is not the time for me to concern myself with Caleb being angry. If you wish, inform Ione and Deaglan and have them join us, that will at least give extra security. Now I must finish getting my supplies ready,” Laurel stated with such resolve, that Owain merely nodded his head then turned to inform Ione and Deaglan of her decision.

Within the hour Laurel and Master Elphin, along with Redmond, and three other Physician’s attendants including Roisin, left the Infirmary where they were met by

Owain, Deaglan, Ione and six extra Sentinels, along with the normal escort, ready to join them on the long ride to Larne. 

“Laurel are you sure you wish to do this? I feel it is a risk to your safety, as the ride is through a heavily wooded area,” Ione explained trying her best to change Laurel’s mind.

“But is not the ruins located in the forest of Fermanagh? Caleb wishes to bring me there,” Laurel countered back smiling kindly.

“Yes, Laurel, but as you just stated it is Caleb who wishes to bring you, he too will have a security detail with him. He will not approve Laurel,” Ione stated again earnestly.

“I understand and appreciate your concern, but this is my decision and I must insist we now make our way to Larne,” Laurel replied getting upon her mare.

Ione then looked over at Deaglan who smiled at her knowingly.

“Very well your Highness,” Ione said as she too mounted upon her horse. 

They were soon on their way, traveling as much as they could at a brisk canter, and then just as Master Elphin had said, two hours later they arrived at the village. The sight that met them was one of devastation and tragedy.  Several homes laid in rubble as the enormous trees crushed and rolled over and through them. Several people were sitting with gashes and bruises to their arms and faces. The most severely injured had been placed to one side. They had obvious broken bones and bleeding wounds. The attendants were told to care for the less severely injured, as Laurel, Master Elphin, and Redmond made their way to the more badly wounded. Laurel walked over to a young man who had a gaping open wound to his stomach, and to Laurel’s shock found that his intestines were protruding. The Sentinels stayed close by with Owain and Ione at her side, as Deaglan calmly kept the overwrought family members away. Laurel noticed he was still conscious looking at her with fear and pain. She placed her hand on his head, smiling at him gently.

“It is alright, I am here to help you,” she spoke in a soft calm voice.

“Are you….are you the Princess?” the young man asked in a rasping voice, yet still smiling. 

“Yes, I am Laurel. What is your name?” Laurel asked as she pulled out a vial of dwale, hoping to ease his pain, while she tended to his injury. 

“I am Ewart. My last wish has been granted, for I so wanted to meet our new Princess,” Ewart spoke in a small weak voice, a tear running down his bruised and bloodied cheek.

“There now Ewart, you will have many more wishes to come. Here now breathe this in and it will ease your pain,” Laurel instructed softly as she gently placed a cloth containing the dwale against his mouth and nose. 

Laurel watched him close his eyes, his face no longer tense, he gave a shuddering sigh and then took his last breath. Laurel’s eyes went wide as she removed the cloth, and placed two fingers against his neck and then placed her head to his chest. She sat up, her eyes filling with tears as she placed her hand against her lips, to stop them from quivering. She looked over at Owain and Ione who were looking at her with sad sympathetic faces. 

“There was nothing more you could do Laurel. The poor soul was badly damaged,” Ione offered reassuringly. 

“I…I have never lost anyone,” Laurel replied tearfully.

“You gave him peace dear Laurel, you still served him in the end,” Owain said, taking her hand. 

Redmond then ran over hurriedly to Laurel, his face full of anxiety. 

“My Lady. I am in need of your assistance. The daughter of the village elder is still trapped in the wreckage of her home. None of us are small enough to reach her. The rubble is being removed but it is painstaking work. My Lady, she has just gone into labor,” Redmond spoke with dread. 

“Take me to her,” Laurel said with quiet conviction.

They all followed Redmond to where the house lay in ruin. The village elder a tall and stately looking man approached with a younger man both panicked and frantic.

“My Lady my name is Ultan and this is my son-in-law Feidhelm. Please, we cannot reach my daughter. We can hear her cries, please help her,” Ultan pleaded tearfully, as Feidhelm could only weep pitifully, looking over each time the young woman cried out.

“What is her name?” Laurel asked, as Roisin who just joined her, helped Laurel to wash her hands.

“Her name is Brona. I… must go to her,” Feidhelm sobbed as he ran over to the house talking back to his wife. 

“Roisin prepare a tea of birth root, yarrow and wild geranium. I will need this I have no doubt once the child is born. I will also need clean linens, and bandages. Hurry, time is sadly not with us,” Laurel turned to go to the ruined house as Roisin left to do her bidding taking what was needed from Laurel’s Ollam bag first.

Laurel began to carefully crawl through the rubble, seeing the young woman just in front of her. It was very close quarters and Laurel could easily see why no one else could get to Brona. Laurel placed her bag against her chest, to prevent its content from spilling out as she had to climb precariously over things. Hearing the young woman cry out again in fear and pain, filled Laurel’s heart with grief, but it soon turned to resolve, as she was resolute she would help Brona.  

“Brona. Brona I am here. I am here to help you. My name is Laurel, and I am an Ollam. I have helped quite a few babies make their way into the world, and now I shall help yours,” Laurel spoke in a soft and tranquil voice, holding the young woman’s hand as she reached her. 

“I am so afraid Laurel. My child is not due for more than a fortnight. It is too soon,” Brona spoke tearfully, crying out again in pain. 

“I have seen babies born this early and they all did quite well, they are just a bit small, but they catch up. Now listen to me, and please try to calm down. I have a liquid called dwale on this clean cloth, and I have only put a very small amount on it. I am going to hold it over your mouth and nose, for just a moment, it will help ease your pain. Then you will be able to concentrate on helping to bring your child out into the world, Brona. Yes, that is it, breath in just a bit more,” Laurel instructed softly, watching the young woman begin to relax. 

Laurel then carefully examined her and was surprised to see the infant’s head was already crowning.

 

Outside Deaglan, Owain, as well as the Sentinels, and the men of the village were all working slowly and carefully to remove the rubble from on top of Brona and Laurel. Several times, Laurel would shield Brona’s body with her own, as dust and debris would fall from above. 

Laurel! Laurel we are almost there!” Deaglan shouted to her. 

“Yes! I can see the outside a bit now! Laurel shouted back. “Alright now Brona, your baby is here. You must help us both. Push Brona, push with all your strength,” Laurel instructed with a strong but gentle voice. 

The young woman then bared down, crying out again in her pain, but not giving up. 

“Yes my dear brave Brona. You are almost there. One more push and your child shall take the breath of life. Push again Brona, you can do this,” Laurel entreated now crying herself.

Brona was now sobbing pitifully, then baring down once more, pushed with all the strength she had, again crying out in her agony. Her cries suddenly ceased as she opened her eyes in joy and wonderment at hearing the strong crying of her infant.

“Yes, Brona. Just once more and your child will be born,” Laurel said laughing and crying at the same time.

Brona’s expression changed from that of a frightened woman to that of one fiercely determined. Baring down once more, she gave a cry not of pain and fear, but triumph as she finally gave birth to her child. 

“You have a son! You did it Brona! Your son has been born,” Laurel spoke in a joyous voice, loud enough for everyone outside to hear.

“I....I have a son,” Feidhelm smiled, with tears streaming down his face.

Everyone looked at each other, with tearful smiles as well.

“Come now my fellows, we are not finished yet. We are almost there, let us be done with this, so Feidhelm can finally hold his wife and son,” Deaglan rallied the others, causing them to work with a renewed sense of strength and purpose.

It was only a short time later when the last of the rubble was removed from where Laurel and Brona were trapped. The rest of the rubble was removed so that Roisin and Redmond were able to assist Laurel with giving Brona the special herbal tea, and covering the young woman with a warm blanket. Laurel handed the infant to Roisin who quickly moved away to bathe and examine the tiny newborn, his father at her side.  Feidhelm than quickly returned to kiss and hold his wife gently as Laurel helped her to drink the tea, which she hoped would aid in stopping the excessive bleeding Brona was encountering. After she finished drinking the tea Laurel allowed Brona to be carefully moved and placed on a warm sleeping mat, next to a warm fire. Laurel instructed Feidhelm to gently wash Brona’s face as he softly spoke words of love and endearment to her. Another mother who was still nursing her child volunteered to be the fragile infant’s wet nurse, offering to go to the Infirmary as well. Laurel began to make more of the tea for Brona, looking over as Rosin began the delicate job of applying heavy muslin to try and control the young woman’s bleeding. Master Elphin then approached Laurel, with a sad smile, embracing her for a moment. Then pulled away to look at her face.

“My dear Laurel. I have examined the young woman and I do not hold out much hope for her. I think it would be merciful to allow us to bring her to the Infirmary by cart, so we can make her comfortable, and let her go in peace,” Master Elphin said quiet sad resolve.

“No disrespect Master Elphin, but I do not share in your fatalistic opinion. I am not willing to give up as easily as that. I watched that brave soul give birth, under the most grievous conditions. No I will not give up on her. She is not to be moved, doing that would surely kill her. I will continue to stay with her and care for her all night. Now if you will excuse me Master Elphin I must see to my patient,” Laurel said sternly, as she walked back over to Brona, leaving a very surprised Master Elphin to stare after her. 

Redmond walked up to him placing a hand on the old Physician’s shoulder. 

“She is an Ollam Master Elphin, and a stubborn one at that,” he laughed lightly.

Redmond then suggested to Master Elphin to return to the Infirmary with the rest of the patients, and he and Roisin would remain with Laurel. Master Elphin was satisfied with the suggestion, happy that Laurel had convinced the infant’s parents to let the newborn also return to the Infirmary, with the newly acquired wet nurse. After kissing their son good bye, the rest of the injured were then on their way back to the city. Ione was not pleased with Laurel’s decision to stay the night in the village, but Laurel would not be convinced to do otherwise. Owain then spoke up, tiring of Ione arguing her point.

“Let us remember. Laurel is not just our friend, she is our Princess. And our Princess has mandated that we will be staying the night in Larne,” Owain spoke with a wry grin, Deaglan smiling and hitting his arm.

Ione then looked over at Laurel with a look of new found respect.

“As you wish your Highness. Is there anything we can do for you to make your efforts less burdensome?” Ione asked with a warm smile.

“Thank you Ione, actually there is. As I told Master Elphin, moving Brona even just over to another cottage, could kill her. We need to have some sort of canopy placed over her to protect her from the night air. We need the fire to continue all night as well,” Laurel explained with a weary sigh.

“It shall be done, I will instruct the villagers of what is needed. The Sentinels shall remain on guard all night, I shall take the first watch myself. I must tell you though my dear Laurel, as much as I admire what you are doing, I am concerned that Caleb will be upset and worried if he does not find you at the Lodge should he return. So, I will be sending one of the Sentinels back to explain to the King what has occurred, so that he can explain should Caleb return before we do,” Ione said with a worried smile. 

“Again thank you Ione, but we shall leave by morning,” Laurel said in a small voice, looking over at a now pale and unconscious Brona, as Feidhelm gently caressed her face.

“What if she is no better come morning?” Ione asked with concern, following Laurel’s gaze.

“Then it will not matter,” Laurel said with sad realization.  

 

As evening began to approach and Brona had not improved, but had grown weaker, Laurel took a walk by the forest edge to clear her mind, as Owain walked with her.

Owain did not speak, simply allowing Laurel to remain in her thoughts, only being with her as her guard and to offer his support. Just as Laurel was beginning to feel the despair of not being able to help Brona, something caught her eye. She walked closer to the forest’s edge, there it was, the blue fern, just barely touched by frost. Laurel’s mind suddenly flashed with memories and images, at seeing the mysterious lush blue fern. 

“Owain! I know what to do for Brona. It is the fern! I must bring it to her quickly,” Laurel said with happiness and renewed eagerness. 

Owain pulled out his dagger and gently helped Laurel to uproot it and bring it back to where Brona was lying. Laurel then took three of the large fronds and began to tear them in small pieces placing them in a kettle of water. Soon a restful odor enveloped the make shift camp, and Laurel knew the tea was now ready. Having

Feidhelm hold Brona up, Laurel very slowly and gently began to pour the tea into Brona’s mouth. She sputtered for a moment, then began to swallow the tea slowly on her own. After a few moments, she opened her eyes weakly and Laurel coaxed her to drink more. This went on several times throughout the night, each time Brona becoming more aware of her surroundings. By dawn she was able, with help to hold the mug and drink the tea at one time. After examining her once again, Laurel smiled and informed Feidhelm and Ione, it was now safe to bring Brona to the Infirmary. They were all on their way within an hour, after making her comfortable in a small cart. The ride back to Heathwin was uneventful and quiet, but Ione could not help but feel they were being watched and it made her anxious as she would often look into the forest, causing Deaglan, Owain and the other Sentinels to feel uneasy as well. Laurel also felt a presence, but she was not troubled as the others, as it felt strangely familiar. Laurel felt much too exhausted to let it worry her, though she did feel badly it caused the others distress. She was most happy Brona survived, but decided she would no longer make these trips so far away from the security of the city. 

The eyes that watched them leave were not angry or hostile, but surprised and pleased, that the child Ollam had indeed learned something from the Kindred people.

 

When they finally arrived at the Infirmary and Laurel was satisfied with Brona’s care she was quickly ushered back to the Lodge. Queen Alana was warm in welcoming her back, having a warm bath and a hot meal prepare and sent to her room. Imagin stayed at the Lodge waiting for Laurel’s return, helping her with bringing her clean linens and her favourite nightgown. After drying and dressing, grateful for the comforting warmth of her gown, Laurel wearily walked over to the desk were her meal awaited her. It was warm and light, just a simple bowl of barley vegetable soup with a warm roll, as the Queen knew she would be too exhausted to eat anything too rich. Imagin softly brushed out Laurel’s hair, as she ate her soup. Imagin talked only intermittently, as Laurel looked as if she would fall asleep in her bowl. Eating as much as she was able Laurel then walked over to the bed, climbing in and immediately fell asleep. Imagin smiled at her warmly, covering her up, then quietly shut the door, leaving the exhausted young Ollam to peacefully slumber.

 



  
 


 33: THE HOMECOMING 
The scouts returned to Heathwin bringing happy news.  The Sentinels were coming home.  It not only meant the return of the Princes, but also the sons, daughters, husbands, and wives, would all be returning home after over a fortnight away.  Families would be reunited and lovers reacquainted. Laurel was busy arranging her own private homecoming celebration for her new husband.  She received word, as requested, that Caleb would be arriving within the hour.  She had the servants heating water for the large copper tub.  She was busily putting the finishing touches in their chamber herself.  She had fresh flowers brought in and the bed linens were scented with dried lavender. She also had sprigs of fresh rosemary hanging in the bath to give it a relaxing scent. When she finished checking with the servants, they had told her they were nearly done filling and heating water as well as bringing in freshly washed bath linens.  Satisfied with their progress she left them to finish with their work and closed the door leading back into her room.  Laurel then went to look over the special touches she had for Caleb’s return.  She had arranged a basket with some of his favourite foods.  There was smoked venison sausage, a creamy aged goat milk cheese, apples, various pickled vegetables, and a round loaf of dark brown bread, along with many other delicacies.  As well as a bottle of Caleb’s favourite port. Laurel felt a flutter of excitement knowing he would walk through their door now at any time, as she had just felt his presence as he entered the Lodge. Queen Alana had told her that Caleb would often return home in a foul mood from these missions, the result of he and Morene’s constant fighting. This time it would be different, Laurel thought to herself, he would now be coming home to a house filled with love and the joy of his returning.

 

She went to the mirror next to the wardrobe to look over her appearance.  Laurel had decided on the soft grey colored dress she wore her first visit to Heathwin.  Caleb had remarked more than once it was one of his favourites, “it brings out your eyes,” he would tell her.  She also chose to wear her long hair down and unadorned, as was also Caleb’s preference.  Laurel chose not tell Caleb of her mission of mercy with Master Elphin, until after the Return banquet. She wanted him to enjoy all that she had planned for his homecoming, and not to be upset or distressed so soon after returning from his long mission. Just as she had given a final self-satisfied glance in the mirror, she heard the main door of their chamber open. 

“You are home!” she said with obvious delight as she made her way to him.

“Wait! Do not touch me,” Caleb said suddenly, putting a hand up to stop her.  

With a look of complete surprise on her face, she stopped abruptly several feet in front of him.  

“I am completely filthy. I cannot even stand myself. Once I have a bath then we can say our hellos,” Caleb said grumpily. 

As he slowly sat down in a wooden chair he placed backward so that he could rest his arms across the top of it.

Laurel gave him a smirk, slightly annoyed with his brusque demeanor.

“May I at least give you a kiss?” she asked coyly.

“You most certainly may,” Caleb smiled at her, but was watching her suspiciously.  

He missed her very much and was delighted she felt the same, but the mischievous glint in her eyes told him his Bride was up to something.  She walked over to him slowly, smiling the entire time. She was twisting a long strand of hair in her fingers as she made her way towards him. Putting both her hands behind her back she bent forward to kiss him, keeping her body just out of reach.  Laurel kissed him slowly and with deliberation, taking a small nibble of his bottom lip as she finished.  This was all too much for Caleb as he reached for her to grab her quickly. Laurel already anticipating his reaction lightly skipped out of his reach just in time.

“Excuse me Sire, but you specifically told me not to touch you until you had bathed. That is exactly what I intend to do,” she said, in a haughty tone feigning insult.  

She now only called him Sire as a term of endearment or when she was teasing him, and knowing this he watched her, his eyes growing more intense wondering what this little game was about.  She walked over to the wardrobe and began unlacing the bodice of her dress.

“What are you doing?” he asked her ardently, a sardonic smile on his lips.

“I am taking off my dress,” Laurel answered pretending not to notice the effect it was having on him.

“Why would you be doing that?” Caleb asked, clearly enjoying her coy behavior.  

As he watched her slip the dress over her head standing in her fitted chemise and flowy underskirt.  He recalled that not too very long ago, to have him see her like this, would have completely mortified her. He smiled remembering her shyness at her father’s Lodge, too timid to remove her soaked tunic in his presence. 

“I wish to help you with your bath Sire. I cannot do so in this dress, it will just get in the way,” she answered still not looking at him.

 After placing the dress back into the wardrobe she then placed her leg up on a nearby chair and hiking up her underskirt slowly began to remove her long stocking.

“And now what are you up to?” Caleb asked her, his voice indicating he was completely enchanted by her behavior.

“I am removing my stockings silly, they will get in the way as well,” Laurel answered, fluttering her eyes at him.  

Caleb put his head down on his arms groaning slightly.

“Whatever is the matter Sire?” Laurel asked him with a mischievous smile.

“You know very well what the matter is,” Caleb answered her putting his head back up to look at her.  “If you do not stop this little game of yours I will come over there and not be responsible for my actions,” his voice sounding low and dangerously close to losing what bit of self-control he had left.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” she answered airily, bringing up the other leg to remove the second stocking in the same slow manner.

“You are about to find out you wicked little wench,” he said slightly laughing.  

Laurel looked at him with pretend offence, her mouth slightly gaped.

“Here I am trying to do exactly as you said, and all you can do is insult me by calling me wicked.  Quite the homecoming this has been,” she answered in an injured tone, pouting her lips at him. 

That was all it took to destroy the last of his reserve, as he got up from his chair suddenly and made his way over to her, surprising her how quickly he was there.  Laurel’s eyes widened as she let out a high pitched peal of laughter, trying once again to skip quickly out of his reach.  With nothing hindering his movements he was able to catch her quite easily holding her tightly against him.

“You have been tormenting me with your naughty little game since I walked into the room. So what do you have say for yourself?” he asked her still holding on to her waist tightly, his eyes now blazing with passion for her.

Laurel was unable to answer him immediately as she was overcome with laughter and surprise at his reaction.

“I do not know what you expect of me when you walk into our room, after a fortnight, with your high and mighty airs, ‘Do not touch me,’ she said trying her best to make her voice sound deep. 

Caleb narrowed his eyes and brought his face closer to hers as he spoke in a low daring tone.

“I shall have to teach you a lesson for that,” he said with a roughish grin.

Laurel stopped laughing and her eyes widened at his words as she looked over at the door leading into the bath, fearing the servants were still in the room.

“Caleb, we should stop playing now,” she said in a hushed tone. “The servants may still be in the bath finishing things. I do not want them to hear us,” she placed her hands on his chest, looking at him imploringly.

“Well you should have thought of that before you began to bait me with your saucy behavior. Now, you will just have to suffer the consequences,” he replied with a wicked grin.  

Kissing her passionately, he then threw her over his shoulder walking over to the bed, as Laurel began protesting and letting out peals of shocked and high pitched laughter all at once. He tossed her on the bed, and she immediately tried squirming out of his reach, still laughing frantically. He laughed at her efforts as he grabbed her easily, she continued to protest, and telling him to stop repeatedly. 

“Caleb! Caleb! Stop! They will hear us,” Laurel laughed continuing to try to escape from him, pushing his hands away, as she tried to get off the bed. 

“You are not going to get away from me that easily my little wench, I said I was going to teach you a lesson and that is exactly what I intend to do,” borrowing her phrase, as he pulled her over to him, laughing at her struggling. 

This only made Laurel shriek with laughter and struggle even more.  

 

The three servants, Lucas and two maids, were just finishing their task of readying the bath, Lucas was pouring the last of the heated water into the bright copper tub. The two maids, a young girl and a slightly older woman, were arranging scented candles and the fresh linens.  Suddenly they heard a high pitched feminine laugh followed by a male voice. The Prince was home. They all looked at each other and smiled. Laughter was not often heard in the Prince’s room before. At least not until he brought home his new bride.  The servants were delighted with the fact that the Princess actually laughed quite often, and that it had a positive effect on Prince Caleb’s overall mood as well. She was always polite and thanked them whenever they had completed a request or just when going about their general duties. Once again came the sound of feminine laughter, but soon followed by the sounds of a more personal nature, coming from the next room.  This was something the servants had still not grown accustomed to. They had shortly discovered after the wedding that Caleb and Laurel were a very passionate couple, and they were never quite sure when they would find themselves overhearing an intimate moment. The two maids looked at each other with embarrassed expressions, as Lucas just shook his head and smiled, they all realized it was time to take their leave, as they quickly and quietly departed out the door which led to the main hallway.

 

“So, have you learned your lesson?” Caleb asked Laurel, as they lay on the bed, his arms on either side of her supporting his weight as he hovered above her.  

Laurel looked at him her face flush, her lips parted from being a bit out of breath.

“And what lesson would that be?” she asked her eyes wide and bright as she smiled at him slightly, still a bit breathless.  

He laughed at her quietly, she was still trying her best to challenge him.  

“That I am not one to be trifled with, and doing so will only lead you to trouble,” Caleb answered her his voice soft and low, as he slowly began to kiss her face.

“Really?  And am I in trouble?” she asked, with a nervous giggle.

Caleb stopped kissing her and began to laugh again as he shifted his weight and lay down next to her, pulling her with him so that she could face him.

“I do believe I just demonstrated that you were. Do I need to do so again?” he asked her with an edge to his voice as he began to nuzzle her ear.

“Um, no I think that was sufficient. I realize now, you do not like to be teased,” Laurel giggled again.  

“Yes, but you will not be able to help yourself, and I will find it necessary to remind you once again,” Caleb answered, returning to nibbling her ear.  

She began to squirm and push him away as his affectionate attentions were beginning to tickle her.

“What is this?  Are you pushing me away?” he asked, in mock indignation.

“You are tickling me. Besides I thought you wanted to take a bath," Laurel said trying to distract him. 

 As he looked at her, his eyes intense and roving over her face.  Then he began to kiss her with urgency and longing.  He stopped for a moment to answer her.

“I was going to, but then after your little game I feel more inclined to show you exactly how much I have missed you,” he began to kiss her again slowly moving his hands to push up at her underskirt.  

“Did you miss me very much Caleb?” Laurel asked him in a soft voice.

He smiled at her lovingly as he began to touch her tenderly, moving her underskirt aside.  He continued to gently touch and caress her, as she became more responsive to his touch. She moved her hands to run through his hair, as she began to feel warm from within by his passionate attentions.

“Let me show you just how much mo ghra,” he looked at her intensely and began to kiss her again with all of the passion he had to keep at bay the long fortnight  without her. He continued to touch her gently and lovingly, as she pushed her head back against the pillows, closing her eyes and sighing deeply.

“And what of you my sweet Laurel? Did you miss me as well?” Caleb asked her, in an ardent whisper.

“Oh yes Sire, very much,” Laurel answered softly, her body beginning to tremble as a result of his sensual affections.

Caleb smiled warmly at her response to him.

“Finish undressing mo ghra, I will be with you in a moment,” he whispered to her as he got out of the bed.

He walked over to the chamber door and locked it. Taking off his boots he then undressed and walked back over to the bed smiling at Laurel as she lay waiting for him under the covers. He joined her in the bed and gently took her in his embrace. Caleb began to kiss Laurel again fervently, allowing her passion to rise with his, as he did not wish his desires to sacrifice her need for tenderness, and affection.  After they had both succumbed to the exhaustion of their love, they lay blissfully in each other’s arms.

“Have I fully answered your question mo stor?” Caleb asked Laurel, kissing the top of her head.

“Yes, I do believe you have,” Laurel giggled at him.

“You have the most adorable laugh, I believe I missed that most of all,” Caleb said to her, as he began to play with her hair.

“I find myself laughing more because of you. I am very happy to be with you mo chroi,” Laurel said as she pulled herself up leaning on her arm.

“I am so very glad to hear you say that dearest.  You truly have no idea. I love to hear you use expressions of endearment in old speak,” Caleb said to her his eyes filled with love, tracing the outline of her face with his finger.  “Tell me what I can do for you today. I am completely at your disposal,” he expressed in a loving deep voice.

“Well there is something, that would be nice,” she began, giving him a coy smile.

“Anything, just tell me,” he answered waiting to hear her request.

“I think now would be a good time to take that bath,” Laurel said with another giggle.  

Caleb looked at her and began to laugh at loud. 

“I do believe you are right about that,” he said as he began to get out of bed.  He noticed her putting on her robe she had on the bed.

“Now why would you spoil my view by putting on that silly robe?” Caleb said to her playfully.  

Laurel looked at him with a face of mild annoyance rolling her eyes at him.

“Will you at least allow me some semblance of modesty until we are in the bath?” she said smirking.

“Very well.  At least until we get into the other room,” he said leading her by the hand grinning at her broadly. 

 As they walked into the bath, the room smelled of rosemary and soap.  It was warm and a bit steamy from the closed doors as well as the warm water filling the copper tub. Caleb slowly stepped into the water letting out a loud hiss between his teeth as he slowly sunk into the tub.  Leaning back against the tub sighing, hanging both arms out on either side. He noticed Laurel smiling at him as he relaxed.  He smiled back at her as he watched her light the scented candles.

“I recall someone saying she was going to help me with my bath,” he said to her, completely relaxed.

“I am about to. I just need to get the soap,” Laurel replied smiling carrying a large round cake of soap with her, as she turned making her way towards the tub.

“No. The robe, you said you would remove it when we were here in the   bath.  As you said earlier, it will only get in your way,” he reminded her, giving her a wicked grin.  

She rolled her eyes again and turning her back to him disrobed and hung it on a hook on the wall.  As she turned around she saw him smiling and staring at her with a very intense expression.

“What are looking at with that silly face?” she asked him, with narrowed eyes.

“I have just realized how much I have missed watching you like this. And how adorably bashful you are at times,” Caleb mentioned, with a wicked grin.

“I cannot help it when you look at me that way. It is as if you are devouring me with your eyes,” Laurel replied, blushing furiously.

Caleb laughed at her remark, until noticing her embarrassed expression.

 “As I said you are so adorable when become bashful. Come, will you not join me my love? The water is very relaxing and there is more than enough room,” he said, in a very seductive tone, holding out his hand to her and smiling warmly.  

Laurel smiled and approached the tub slowly. 

“Alright, but I really should sit behind you, that way I can wash your hair and your back as well,” Laurel said, as she stood next to the tub.

Caleb moved forward allowing her to sit behind him.  She sat down in the warm water putting the soap in the water allowing it to soften and become more pliable.  She could feel the tenseness leave his body as she lovingly rubbed his back and began to run her fingers in his hair.

“Was the Patrol mission successful?  Did you find what you were looking for?” she inquired.

“Well not quite everything.  We still were left with more questions than answers.  I sent out another Patrol when I returned, to have them check the main ways.  Just to make sure everything is as it should be,” Caleb let out a long slow breath. “If you do not mind my darling I would rather not talk about the mission at this time.  I would much rather just enjoy being with you. We can talk about it tomorrow,” he offered, his voice sounding tired.

“Of course Sire.  I have no problem with just relaxing and enjoying your homecoming,” she said softly kissing the back of his neck.  “Now I need to rinse all this soap off,” she said as she stood up to find a pitcher of water to rinse off Caleb’s head and back.  

She walked over to the two pitchers placed by the fireplace.  Picking up one of the pitchers she dipped her finger in and then smiling mischievously, slowly walked back over to the tub. 

“Close your eyes,” she spoke sweetly.  

Caleb smiled up at her and closing his eyes waited for the water to rinse away the lavender scented suds from his hair.  Without warning she dumped the entire pitcher of water on his head. He yelled in shock and began cursing loudly as the water hit his body, as Laurel shrieked with laughter.  Caleb swept his hair out of his eyes looking around wildly for her, as she continued to laugh.

“You little beast!” he shouted at her as he reached to grab her. 

She dodged to move out of his reach, but afraid of dropping the pitcher caused her to not move fast enough.  He caught her by the wrist with one hand taking the pitcher out her hand with the other.

“Oh you will pay for that!” he told her threateningly. “That water was freezing!” grabbing her struggling form, pulling her back into the tub with him. 

She continued to laugh at him. Caleb tried his sternest expression but she was far too lost in her laughter to notice, which only caused him to laugh also.

“What am I going to do with you?” he asked her, after they both had stopped laughing.  

She smiled at him, her eyes shining with mirth and affection.

“I think you should just kiss me mo chroi,” she said with a voice so filled with love, his heart melted as he gazed back adoringly at her. 

He took her face in his hands and began to kiss her slowly until they both began to feel their passion for each other renewed.

 

As the three servants began to make their way down the hallway, prepared to clean the bath, they stopped in front of the door.  Again the sounds of intimacy coming from behind a closed door.  The older woman rolling her eyes walking away, the young girl blushing and beginning to giggle.

Lucas was smiling and shaking his head leaving the couple to have their privacy, chuckling as he left. “Welcome home Prince Caleb,” he said.

 

After drying off, Caleb donned a long wine colored robe that Laurel had laid out for him.  As he made his way back into their room, he saw Laurel pinning her still damp hair up on her head, she had placed her robe on once again. Caleb walked up in back of her putting his arms around her waist and nuzzling her neck.  She smiled at him raising her hand to touch his face.

“Are you feeling better now that you no longer wear the dust from your mission?” Laurel asked lovingly.  

He turned her around to face him and putting his arms around her waist holding her close.

“I am feeling wonderful, because I have someone passionate and beautiful to come home to,” Caleb said smiling at her warmly.  

“You flatter me Sire. I shall have to make sure your homecomings are always to your liking,” she said with a demure voice.

“I have no doubt that they will be,” Caleb’s deep voice like a caress, as he began kissing her neck.  

Laurel closed her eyes, taking in her breath, when suddenly she remembered the basket.  

“Caleb are you hungry?” she asked expectantly.  

He paused from kissing her neck for a moment and laughed softly. 

“I am starved,” he answered her huskily and then began kissing and nibbling on her neck with greater enthusiasm.

“No!  That is not what I meant!” Laurel chided him with a laugh. “I arranged a basket for you as a surprise.  It has all of your favourite things in it,” trying her best to have him look at her.

Caleb put his arms around her waist tighter still not moving his face away from her neck.

“I have all my favourite things right here,” he said teasing her, becoming more intense in his demonstrations of his intent.

Laurel began to laugh putting her hands on his chest to push him away.

He looked at her his eyes smoldering, a wry smile on his lips.

“You would be so cruel as to deny a starving man sustenance?” Caleb said in mock offence.

“That is what I am trying to do, actually give you sustenance. Caleb really, you are just being silly. I prepared it for you myself,” she said pouting.

Laurel was becoming impatient as he was not taking her seriously. 

“Am I hearing a bit of a tantrum coming on?  Am I going to have to do something about that?” Caleb asked, with a devious grin.

Laurel looked up at him, her face showing no signs of humor, as her eyes began to get stormy whenever she was about to lose her temper.

“Oh no, there is that look. You are not going to be happy until you show it to me are you?” he questioned her with an insolent smile.

“I made it for you and I put quite a bit of thought into it,” Laurel’s voice sounding miffed.  

Caleb kissed her forehead still wearing that same smile on his face.

“I am sorry mo stor.  I think it was very sweet of you to do that for me. You know that I sometimes find your little snits too tempting to not tease you,” he said, smiling at her wickedly.  

“I am not having a snit, I was just hoping to surprise you with something special,” Laurel said more subdued, putting her arms around his neck and looking at him with playful allurement.

“You have given me many wonderful surprises for the last three weeks or so.  But if you feel the need to continue to do so, I am more than happy to let you,” Caleb replied in a soft voice, then giving her a warm but gentle kiss.  

“Good, I will go and bring it to you,” she said with childlike enthusiasm.

She walked over to the wardrobe and reaching in brought out the rather large basket.  It was fairly bulging with the delicacies Laurel had selected.

Caleb laughed with surprise at how enormous the basket was and wondering how she ever got it in the wardrobe.  Laurel then walked over to the heavy ornate table in the center of the room, that Caleb used it usually as a desk.  Usually used for reading over crop and food list from the seasonal orders, or Patrol duty schedules.  Today Laurel put away all those things and had fresh flowers and dinner plates placed on it instead.  Putting the basket down with a heavy thud, she smiled at Caleb her eyes bright with anticipation.  Caleb’s eyes were wide with surprise and he began to laugh at the enormity of it.

“What do you think?” Laurel asked excitedly.

“I think it will take at least a month to eat half of what is in here,” Caleb said incredulously.  

He began to sift through the contents shaking his head looking up and smiling at her.

“Do you like it, Sire?” Laurel asked with a glowing expression.

“How could I not?  You have obviously put a great amount of love into this. 

There are things in here I have not had since I was a boy,” Caleb answered her, his voice warm and filled with affection.  

He looked at her, in wonderment, still not believing he could feel so much love for one person, and how much she had changed his life.  Caleb reached over and taking her face in his hands kissed her very tenderly and slowly. 

“Do you have any idea how much I love you?” he inquired of her.

Laurel opened her eyes, and smiling at him answered, “You show me quite often Sire. It would be impossible for me not to know.”  She had to look away from his intense gaze for a moment so as to gain control of her emotions. “I will arrange the plates so you can eat.  Just sit down now and relax, and I will fix everything,” Laurel said, as she began to busily remove things from the basket and begin to fill the plates. 

Caleb did as she instructed, enjoying her obvious delight at making this special for him.  She finished filling the plates and after pouring a glass of port, went to sit in the chair opposite of him. Caleb noticed this and before she could sit down took her hand, and pulled her over to him, sitting her on his lap.  She smiled at his attentions, as he told her, she would be too far away.  They began to enjoy their meal, sometimes feeding each other morsels. At one point Caleb attempted to give Laurel a bite of the smoked venison, only to have her wrinkle up her nose at it. 

“Laurel if you do not like the sausage, then why have it in the basket?” Caleb enquired.

“Because I know this to be one of your favourites, and I knew you would enjoy it.  It taste a bit too gamey for me,” Laurel said, wrinkling her nose again.  

Caleb chuckled softly at her reply.

“I do believe mo ghra that is why they call venison, game,” Caleb answered, smirking at her, not attempting to hide his sarcasm.

She looked over at him with a mildly vexed expression, lightly hitting his chest with the back of her hand.  He started to laugh at her annoyed manner as he enjoyed teasing her in this way.

“Do not look at me like that. You deserve it after all the naughty things you did today,” Caleb said, looking at her with a roguish grin.

“That was your fault. You came home grumpy, and I was completely taken aback by it. So I simply had to improvise and find ways to get you out of your belligerent mood,” Laurel spoke defensively pouting slightly.

“Oh really?” Caleb replied his voice taking on a slight edge, though his eyes showed his amusement at her remark. “I do not recall being belligerent in the bath. Well not until you threw ice cold water over my head,” as he put his hands on her hips shifting her around to face him.

“Oh yes that,” Laurel suddenly giggled.  “That was just an impulse I was unable to ignore.  It did rinse you off though,” she said with an impish grin beginning to giggle again, which she often did when she was teasing him.

“An impulse was it?  Well I am starting to have a few of my own right now, that I too am finding impossible to ignore,” Caleb spoke, in an enticing voice.

Lifting her quickly in his arms he brought her over to their bed and after laying down, took her in his arms began to kiss her ardently and possessively.  Laurel felt herself being overcome with emotion as she made soft breathless sighs as a result of his passionate attentions. 

“Laurel, my love. I thought I would go mad from wanting you, the last two days of Patrol.  And now I am here, I find I cannot resist you. Please, tell me if I am being too demanding of you.  I do not wish to cause you pain, and have you resent my love and tire of me,” Caleb spoke with concern as he looked at her, his blues eyes burning through her. 

Laurel placed her hand on his face and looking at him with eyes luminous with emotion, smiling sweetly at him, as she gently kissed his lips.

“I could never resent your love or grow tired of you mo fhear ceile,” Laurel spoke in a whisper, as she caressed his face.  

He smiled with relief, then taking her in his arms once more, made love to her with great tenderness and affection, allowing her passion to rise slowly and at her own pace. Desiring her to feel how much he loved and had missed her.  As she lay sleeping, he softly stroked her hair, being comforted by the sound of her breathing. He gently kissed her face before falling asleep himself.

 

Laurel woke up to the room being dark and chilled. They had not lit the fire and the coolness of the late Harvest air could be felt through the entire room.

She shivered, as she began to sit up to get out of bed.  Just then she felt herself being pulled back under the covers, as Caleb wrapped his arm around her waist, turning her over to face him.

“Where are you going?” Caleb asked her sleepily, murmuring into her hair.

“I am cold. I was going to light a candle and then put on a nightgown,” Laurel answered softly.

“You are not warm enough here with me?” he teased her, as he held her closer.

“No.  I am afraid not. We forgot to light the fire so the room is very chilly,” Laurel replied smiling, but her voice shaking as she was unable to stop shivering.  

Caleb feeling her body tremble, realized her arms and legs were actually cool to the touch. He begin to gently move his hands up and down her back and arm, kissing her forehead.

“I am sorry mo ghra. You truly are cold. Stay in bed and I will light a fire and bring you a nightgown,” Caleb said lovingly, as he got up from the warmth of their bed.

As he stood up, he shivered as the cool air touched his skin. He lit a candle, then walking over to the wardrobe pulled out a warm cotton tunic and britches, pulling them on quickly. He looked about through Laurel’s things and found one of her nightgowns. He walked back over to the bed, as Laurel lay buried under the blankets. He began to laugh softly at her unwillingness to move from underneath the bedding as he tried to uncover her.

“Mo stor, if you want the gown I am afraid you will have to come out of your cocoon for a moment to put it on,” Caleb said smiling down at her.

“I thought you were going to light a fire,” Laurel said a bit grumpily, her voice muffled as she lay tightly wound up in the bedding.

“I intend to your Highness. I thought you might like your gown first, seeing a fire cannot not be lit instantly,” Caleb said with a hint of impatience in his voice. “Someone is being a bit grumpy this evening.”

“I am not grumpy,” Laurel said sitting up, her teeth slightly clenched as she shivered in the cool air.  “I am just cold,” she retorted reaching for her nightgown. 

Caleb considered for just a moment, teasing her by keeping the gown just out of reach, but thought the better of it seeing her discomfort. 

“You are not going to be able to put it on unless you actually get out of the bed Laurel. Did I mention you were being grumpy?” Caleb asked her, with a grin. 

Laurel looked up at him with a pout and reluctantly got out from under blankets to stand in front of him. Letting out a small gasp, from the shock of the cold air hitting her skin. She stood shaking as she reached for her gown that Caleb handed to her.  She began shivering so violently Caleb found himself helping her to put the nightgown over her head.

“Come here you pathetic creature,” Caleb said with an amused tone.

He held her in his arms and began to rub her back and arms to warm her and stop her from shaking.

“I forget that you farmers from the other side of the river are not accustomed to the chill during the late Harvest season,” Caleb said teasing her, about her inexperience with the cold Harvest air.

“Well, we cannot all be like you thick skinned barbarians of the West,” Laurel said, with chattering teeth.

Caleb began to laugh at her growing impatience. 
“My Princess certainly has a temper. I am not sure what to do about that,” Caleb responded, his voice warm and deep, as he continued to gently rub her back and arms.

“You knew about my temper long ago, so you will just have to put up with it,” Laurel said curtly, but no longer with her teeth painfully chattering.

Laurel could feel his body shake slightly as he laughed quietly at her remark, and in spite of herself began to smile. He pushed her away from him enough to look at her face, catching her smile in the dim candlelight.

“I suppose I could learn to live with your little tantrums you have every now and then. I do find them amusing sometimes,” Caleb looked down at her, with a sly grin. 

“Are you going to light a fire for me or just continue to be irritating?” Laurel asked with an impudent tone.

Caleb looked at her with surprised amusement. Leaning down closer to her face.

“You mo stor, are very fortunate I am finding you completely adorable right now.  I make no promises for how I might react in the future,” Caleb said in a deep ardent voice. 

He placed his hands on either side of her face and kissed her at first softly, then became more demanding of her, willing her to give her mouth to him as he moved his hands to her waist pulling her closer.  He continued his passionate expression until he felt her tremble and melt into him, hearing her moan softly. Releasing her from his kiss he looked into her eyes and smiled gently at her, brushing her hair back from her face.  She smiled back at him, her eyes soft and looking a bit sleepy.

“You really need to get back to bed, or I will never get the fire lit,” he said with a light laugh. “Not to mention you look so very tired right now, I will not be surprised to find you sleeping when I return to bed myself,” as he continued to smooth back her hair.

“You will not be offended then, should I drift off? I am finding it difficult to keep my eyes open,” Laurel replied, her voice soft and drowsy.

After kissing her forehead, he took her gently in his arms and placed her back in the bed, pulling the covers up over her until she was completely enveloped in them. She started to giggle as he caressed her face.

“Why are you laughing?” Caleb asked her softly, as he smiled at her.

“I just find it funny, that you often tuck me in like a child,” she replied her voice slow and dozy.

“I cannot help myself.  It is my way of taking care of you,” he spoke softly still lightly touching her face. “I love to watch you fall asleep, I will not always be able to do so.  So you will simply have to indulge me when I can,” Caleb whispered to her, as he watched her eyes grow heavier. 

She smiled at him once more before finally succumbing to her tiredness.

He looked lovingly at her, listening to her soft breathing as he sat a moment longer enjoying her peacefulness.  He could still not believe sometimes how much he loved her, at times to the point that the intenseness of emotions would be akin to pain.  Not something unpleasant or unbearable, just overwhelming. He walked over and began to light the fire in the wide fireplace on the other side of the room.  As he watched the flames burn more intensely, he began to think about the disturbing finds during the Patrol mission.  The increase in the amount of people taken by the slavers.  The frequent sightings of ‘the strange foreigners’.  Caleb looked over at the bed, watching Laurel peacefully sleeping.  At that moment he realized his purpose.  It had always been to do everything for the good of Heathwin, for his family, his people.  Now it was so abundantly clear, it would all be for her.  To give her peace and protection, to love her and their future children without limits.  He was determined to not let anything that was beginning to emerge from all the uneasiness to take their love and happiness from them.  Even if the future was unsure, it would not destroy what they had, and would continue to build together.  When he was satisfied with the size and intensity of the fire, he made his way back to bed.  He reached over pulling Laurel to him, she turned over in her sleep and nestled her head into the crook of his arm. Caleb kissed her gently on the top of her head.  His mind no longer racing, as he listened to her breathe, feeling her body, now warm and soft against him. Smiling at the assurance of knowing as long as they remained together, they would ride out whatever storm was beginning to brew.  Letting out a long sigh he was finally able to succumb to sleep. 

 

The next morning the bright sun poured in through the floor length windows. Caleb woke up to Laurel gently tracing the outline of his face with her finger. He smiled warmly at her, as he pulled her closer.

“Maidin mhaith, my sweet girl,” Caleb said smiling, his voice still heavy with sleep. 

“Good morning my Prince. I am happy you slept well,” Laurel answered brightly.

“I did indeed. I did have a pleasant companion to share my bed with after all,” Caleb said as he kissed her tenderly. “So mo stor. What shall we do this morning? I am supposed to meet with Father and Aiden to discuss the mission, but I suppose I could be a bit late,” Caleb grinned at her wryly, as he began to kiss her neck.

“No, you will not have to this morning,” Laurel announced happily.

“Oh really? Why not?” Caleb asked her warmly, smiling at her curiously.

“Mother said since this was to be our first Patrol as a married couple that she was going to have a late breakfast prepared for everyone. Then you and Father and Aiden could meet in the sitting room after to discuss the mission,” Laurel said smiling impishly. 

Caleb looked at her questioningly as he was wondering what she was up to, by her expression. To his surprise, she suddenly moved quickly on top of him, pulling his arms back and holding them down over his head, the whole time smirking at him. Her actions both surprised and amused him as he laughed out loud at her.

“So you Sire, are now my captive this morning, as I intend to keep you all to myself,” Laurel said, as she giggled mischievously. 

“So as your captive my Lady, am I expected to beg for mercy?” Caleb asked her playfully, smiling at her enticingly.

“Oh...well no Sire. I shall be most compassionate with you,” Laurel smiled, as she leaned down and kissed him passionately. 

After they had finished their kiss, Caleb smiled at her wickedly and then flipped her underneath him quickly, as she let out a surprised little shriek.

“I seem to have turned the tables on you my darling. You are now my captive for the morning,” he smiled at her slyly, as he looked down at her.

“Very well Sire,” Laurel said giggling. “At least I will not have to beg for your mercy,” Laurel said, smiling coyly at him.

“I did not say that,” Caleb replied, with a roguish grin.

“What do you mean? I was willing to show you compassion,” Laurel said, her eyes wide with surprise, as she feigned insult.

“Of course you were mo chailn milis. You are far nicer than I am, you know this,” Caleb replied, as he held her arms down. “So I am most definitely going to ask you to beg for mercy,” Caleb said, his grin becoming broader as he spoke.

“I will not be that easily succumbed Sire. I will not beg for mercy. There is nothing you could you do, to make me do so,” Laurel said smirking, with a haughty tone.

“Oh, we shall see about that,” Caleb said with smile, as he moved his hand down to her waist.

As King Fergus and Queen Alana began to walk down the corridor from their room, Aiden opened his door, smiling as he joined them. As they came closer to Caleb and Laurel’s room, they were stopped as they heard Laurel screaming loudly and yelling.

“No! No! No!” she screamed out. “Stop! Stop!” Laurel continued to yell.

Aiden looked over at the shocked expressions on his parents’ faces, which mirrored his own. He rushed over to the door, then suddenly heard Laurel scream again, but this time she also let out a high pitched laugh, while still yelling no. He stopped just as he reached for the door handle, then turned and smirked at his parents as he heard her continue to laugh and then Caleb’s voice.

“No mo stor. Say it. Say it,” Caleb said, lightly laughing.

“Mercy! Mercy, mercy, mercy!” Laurel screamed out, laughing again.

“Dog,” Aiden muttered, grumpily as he walked away, as his parents followed him, laughing heartily.

They walked into the dining room just as the servers were beginning to bring in the morning tea and biscuits. They talked about the chill in the morning air, how bright the sun was, anything other than what they had heard in the corridor. A few moments later, Caleb walked in, wearing a heavy robe over the clothes he had slept in, smiling at everyone as he sat down and took a cup of tea. The family all just looked at him expectantly, each one with a different expression. 

“What?” Caleb asked curtly, as he looked at everyone curiously.

“I am just going to ask you, since our parents are too polite to do so. What were you doing to poor Laurel this morning? I was about to burst through the door, with all her screaming. Then we heard her laughing, so we figured it was just you tormenting her again. Honestly, I do not know how she puts up with you,” Aiden remarked, smirking at Caleb mordantly. 

“I appreciate your concern for my wife’s welfare, but the door was locked, so you would not have burst in too quickly. I was just tickling her,” Caleb answered smiling broadly, as he took a bite of a biscuit.

“Really?  The wretched Tickle Torture was it? You actually made the poor girl beg for mercy did you?” Aiden asked, as he shook his head laughing.

“Do not criticize me Aiden until you have done it yourself. Laurel and I were actually having an amusing time. I was far more amused then she was however,” Caleb said grinning wickedly.

“Well, I shall have to remember that,” Aiden said thoughtfully, as he smiled back at Caleb.

King Fergus laughed heartily, the Queen however just gave Caleb a disapproving smirk.

“Does this mean the poor girl will not be joining us for breakfast?” Queen Alana asked Caleb, with mild annoyance. 

“No. She will be joining us in a few moments. She is making herself less..... rumpled looking,” Caleb answered smiling, as he took a sip of his tea.

“So Caleb, what did you think of the enormous basket Laurel made for you?” Queen Alana asked, with a delighted smile.

“It was wonderful. She could barely lift it, for how full it was. As I told her earlier, it will take us a month to eat everything that is in it,” Caleb answered laughing lightly.

“What basket is this?” Aiden asked, with a wry smile.

“Laurel made this tremendous welcome home basket. She put every delicacy imaginable in it. There are things we have not had since we were children in it. No doubt she was talking with you about this,” Caleb said smiling, looking over at his mother.

“Oh yes. Laurel, Ione and I had lovely long talks about your childhood and what a handful you were. You both were,” Queen Alana smirked, looking at both of her sons, as King Fergus chuckled at her remark.

“Nonsense! I was an absolute joy to be with. I am most definitely raiding that basket of yours, so keep it where I can get to it,” Aiden replied, as he looked over at Caleb.

“Be my guest. I still cannot get over how much is in it. I would hate for anything to spoil,” Caleb said, as he looked at entrance into the dining room. “Well seeing is how my Bride is taking longer than I expected, I am going to go and check on her and get dressed. We shall be back in bit,” he stated standing up, taking a last drink of tea and then left the room.

“Father would you be interested in making a small wager with me?” Aiden asked smiling drolly. 

“What are we wagering against?” King Fergus asked, with a glint in his eyes.

“I say they do not return for almost an hour,” Aiden answered, with the same smile.

“Hmm. I say he meets her in the corridor and they continue on their way here,” King Fergus countered with a wry grin. “What will I gain when I win this wager?” he asked.

“I will do the monthly report for you from your next mission. When I win, you do mine,” Aiden said confidently, taking another biscuit.

“Aiden dear, you will do anything to get out of writing your reports,” Queen Alana said laughing.

 

Caleb entered the bedroom, about to call for Laurel, when he noticed her standing in front of the mirror in her chemise and a very flowy and lacy underskirt. Her hair was partially pinned up, so that she was able to better view the fit of the lightly boned ivory colored chemise. It accentuated her small waist and defined her full bust line quite sensually. Caleb found himself unable to remove his gaze from her.

“Oh! Caleb.  I did not hear you come in,” Laurel turned and smiled at him warmly.

“What are you doing dearest?” Caleb asked as he walked up to her, placing his hands around her waist.

They both looked into the mirror at their reflection.

“The seamstress came to see me a few days ago and brought me this chemise and underskirt. She told me it would enhance the new dresses you had made for me. I had not yet had the chance to put them on. So, I put them on and lost track of time. What do you think Sire? Are they not lovely?” she asked, smiling demurely at him from the mirror.

Caleb smiled back at her seductively. He turned her around suddenly to face him, as she looked up at him, a surprised smile on her face.

“They are beautiful mo ghra. Now, take them off,” he whispered ardently, as he kissed her deeply.

 

By the time Caleb and Laurel arrived in the dining room, the full and sumptuous meal had already been served and the family was just beginning to enjoy it. 

“Nice to have you joining us,” Aiden said, as the couple walked in hand and hand, sitting down at the table.

Aiden gave his father a smug smile, which King Fergus returned with a wry grin, shaking his head. After they had all enjoyed their meal, they walked to the sitting room. They delighted in spending the rest of the morning together with pleasant conversation. Aiden and his father enjoyed a game of Tablut, as the Queen resumed her embroidery while Laurel and Caleb sat together on the plush couch, conversing with everyone and cuddling together.  After a short time Ione entered the room, everyone welcomed her warmly. Caleb then stood up and told Laurel he would return in a moment as he wished to retrieve his notes for his father he had written while on Patrol. Caleb made his way back to the sitting room, when he noticed Master Elphin, walking up the staircase. Caleb stopped in front of the stairs waiting for him. Master Elphin smiled when he looked up and noticed Caleb standing there smiling at him. 

“Oh, good afternoon Prince Caleb,” the Physician said cheerfully.

“Good afternoon Master Elphin. What brings you to the Lodge?” Caleb asked curiously.

“I was actually coming to see Princess Laurel, to thank her for her assistance on the mission of mercy. It went quite well and I am happy to report, all the patients are doing fine,” Master Elphin replied, smiling as he reached the top of the stairs.

“Mission of mercy?” Caleb asked, his voice becoming tense. 

“Yes, we were asked by the town of Larne, to assist with a terrible accident that occurred there. Several woodcutters were badly injured, as well as some of the residents. It appears some trees that were felled, turned in the wrong direction and caused a large pile of trees to collapse and roll down a hill all at once. It took us quite some time to get there, but fortunately we were not too late,” Master Elphin explained, looking puzzled by Caleb’s expression.

“Did you have any security with you, while there?” Caleb asked sternly. 

“Oh yes there were at least half dozen or so Sentinels with us, as well as Owain, Captain Deaglan, and Ione herself,” Master Elphin answered.  “I assure you Caleb, Laurel was quite safe,” the Physician said reassuringly.

“Master Elphin, did it not occur to you that I did not want Laurel going on your herb finding expedition for other reasons besides just the fact I could say no?” Caleb asked pointedly, his eyes piercing and intense.

The older man’s eyes widened suddenly at remembering.

“Prince Caleb, please forgive an old fool. I completely forgot about your concerns with the first outing. I was so preoccupied with the incident in Larne, I did not remember,” he paused for a moment, looking away. “It is no wonder she hesitated when I asked her. I thought she was simply having a bout with lack of confidence,” Master Elphin said his voice sad and regretful. “I understand now, why Ione was so cross with me,” Master Elphin said, with a sad eyes.

“Well, let us go into the sitting room then you can thank my wife for her thoughtful compassion,” Caleb spoke, with undisguised, anger and frustration.

“Caleb, please do not be angry with Laurel. I completely blame myself for this,” Master Elphin said pleadingly.

“Oh, I blame you as well. I have no doubt you were quite convincing. You could have simply told her to wait at the Infirmary, but then you would not have been able to show off your own personal Ollam. The point is Laurel still made the decision to go, well knowing how I felt. So she will have to answer for herself.  I am just grateful nothing happened, as I know you were more than likely there all day. Am I right?” Caleb asked his voice tense, and barely holding his temper.

“Oh ah well.....” Master Elphin hesitated.

“Oh well what?” Caleb asked, sounding more agitated.

“We were there for a day and a half actually. Oh dear,” the physician stated nervously, when he saw Caleb’s livid expression, and watched him walk with purposeful strides towards the sitting room. 

Upon entering the sitting room, the conversation and laughter ceased when Caleb walked back into the room, as everyone was surprised and concerned by his expression. 

“What is it Caleb?” Laurel asked, in an anxious voice.

Ione and Queen Alana looked nervously at each other, as King Fergus looked over at Caleb, with sad but calm eyes. Aiden was looking at everyone genuinely confused. Just then Master Elphin walked in behind Caleb, looking miserable and frail. 

“I am so sorry my dear. I had forgotten, and did not realize Prince Caleb was not yet aware,” Master Elphin said, his voice cracked with emotion, as he looked over at Laurel.

Laurel glanced back over at Caleb her eyes filled with tears.

“I need to speak with you Laurel. Come with me please,” Caleb spoke quietly, but his voice was edgy and grating.

“I can explain Caleb,” Laurel replied, her voice sounding small and apprehensive. 

“I am sure you can. But you will not do so here. We will talk in our room,” Caleb answered her, in the same low and intense tone. 

Laurel stood up and slowly and walked over to Caleb, looking at her, his eyes piercing and angry. 

“Caleb, wait a moment please,” Queen Alana spoke up, with concern.

“This has nothing to do with you Mother,” Caleb spoke brusquely, looking over at her, his eyes conveying for her to not interfere.

Caleb then took Laurel’s hand and walked quickly out of the room. There was a long and awkward silence, and then Aiden finally spoke up.

“Will someone please tell me what just happened?” Aiden asked, in an irritated tone.

Ione then preceded to tell Aiden, of the accident in Larne, how Master Elphin had convinced Laurel to go with him, much to Ione’s dismay. 

“By the Maker! What was she thinking? None of you have any idea what he was like. He was nervous, and erratic in his thinking. All he was consumed with, was finding answers, and when he could not find what he was looking for he was impossible to deal with. Caleb, literally almost killed a smuggler, we were trying to get information from, and then one of his own men killed him before we could get any more out of him. We had to assist a village in returning to some state of normalcy. He had a squadron stay at the village to train them with some basic defensive maneuvers and to help them set up night sentries. He was livid that they had no idea how to reasonably defend themselves, then told Garron he had better step up in protecting his people.  Then all he wanted to do was come home. I am never angry at Laurel, but this time I cannot take her side. She did not keep her promise. All that kept him sane, those miserable sixteen days, was knowing she would keep her word and would be safe.  Caleb is understandably, going to be very upset, so I feel everyone needs to leave them alone and let them sort this out,” Aiden spoke, with uncharacteristic seriousness.

“Master Elphin, I am not going to forgive you anytime soon,” Ione said angrily, as she looked over at him.

“I do not blame you, as I will not be able to forgive myself as well,” Master Elphin replied forlornly.

 

They did not speak, as Caleb looked ahead, not glancing once at Laurel, as they walked quickly into their room. Caleb shut the door, letting go of Laurel’s hand, walked over to his desk still not speaking. Laurel stood over by the wardrobe, holding her hands in front of her body, looking over at Caleb with a sad a pitiful expression. Caleb stood with his back to her, leaning against his desk. 

“Caleb. Please say something,” Laurel spoke in vulnerable and quiet voice.

“What is it that you want me to say Laurel? That it is alright, and do not worry yourself over it any longer? I cannot say that to you at this time. I am still finding it hard to believe, that you would have done this,” Caleb replied, in a calm but stern voice.

“I felt I was needed Caleb, that is the only reason I went,” Laurel answered, her voice breaking with emotion.

Caleb turned around and looked at her, his eyes still stern and intense.

“You are needed Laurel. I need you. What if something had happened, on the way to Larne, or on the way back? It is a long ride through the forest. I just found out you ended up spending the night as well. I was worried for you the entire time I was gone. I was comforted only with the idea that you were safe every night, here at the Lodge, where nothing would hurt you. You could have very well cared for the injured here at the Infirmary. What of Ione and Owain? Surely they could not have felt this was a good idea?” Caleb asked, his voice becoming more impatient.

“They did not feel it was a good choice. That it was a risk. It is just as an Ollam....” Laurel stopped abruptly, as she was interrupted by Caleb.

“You are my wife and the Princess of Heathwin first Laurel! You are an Ollam second. Ollams move on, can be replaced. You however cannot be. The point I am trying to make is that you once again did not take your word seriously. That you did not take your role and who you are, seriously! Have I not kept my word to you?” Caleb asked her, his voice filled with his frustration and anger.

“I....I do not know what you mean Caleb. I do not understand,” Laurel replied, beginning to cry.

“Did I not tell you I would never hurt you or humiliate you, or punish you, especially in anger?” Caleb asked, as he gripped the back of the chair by his desk.

“Yes. Yes you did,” Laurel whispered, as tears ran down her cheek.

“I have kept my word, have I not? I have not treated you the way the men of our region sometimes do.  Because it was important to me to keep my word to you.  How you perceived me to be was more important than what others thought should be done. How long where you going to keep this from me?” Caleb asked, his voice soft and low once again, but still edgy.

“After the Return banquet this evening. I was going to tell you then. Please do not be angry Caleb. I did not do this to upset you. I realized on our way back to the Lodge I made the wrong choice. But that is all it was, nothing else. I did not do this to challenge you,” Laurel spoke in a broken soft voice, trying to wipe her tears with the backs of her hands. 

“Well perhaps I made the wrong choice as well. I have been told more than once, that you are far too spirited for your own good. That I should temper that spirit a bit, by whatever means I deemed appropriate. Though, that is one of things I love most about you. However, I feel this time it made you act most irresponsibly” he replied in a calm voice, as he pulled the chair out from the desk.

Caleb turned the chair around and sat down, sighing deeply, he then looked up at Laurel. His eyes were still intense, but his expression was unreadable.

“Come over here Laurel,” Caleb said in a voice that was calm, but still sounding as if barely holding back his temper.

Laurel just stood for a moment not quite understanding what he wanted. Her heart not wanting to accept he would punish her. Fearing this time she had pushed him too far, she began to tremble with trepidation. 

“Why?” she asked, choking back her word.

“Because I asked you to.  Have I done anything, for you to no longer trust me?” Caleb asked her pointedly.

Laurel could only shake her head no in reply.

“Then come over to me,” Caleb requested, once again with more urgency.

“Caleb....please,” Laurel whispered, as she began to cry bitterly. “If I had moved her, she….she would have died. I lost a young man I was treating, he died while I was trying to stop the bleeding. When Brona was discovered she was giving birth to her son, a fortnight earlier than she should have. I… I had to try Caleb. Master Elphin had given up on her surviving, and felt she should be brought to the Infirmary to die in peace. I…I could not do it Caleb. I could not let them take her without trying. I am sorry….I know it was a risk to my safety, but I need for you to understand I did not do this to defy your wishes,” Laurel explained, as she sobbed wretchedly.  

Caleb looked at her, his eyes filled with pain at her reaction to what she had gone through, and his own anger. 

“Laurel, please come over to me. I need you to trust me,” Caleb said in a low, but serious tone.

“But…you are angry,” Laurel stated, in a soft weepy voice.

“Yes, I am dearest. That does not mean you cannot trust me with what I promised you. I am asking you again, to come over to me please,” Caleb requested again, as he held his hand out.

Laurel walked over slowly trying to wipe the tears from her face, and control her crying. When she reached Caleb, he took her by her waist quickly pulling her closer to him, causing her to catch her breath. He then pulled her on to his lap, holding her tightly against him and kissed her forehead.

“When you make a promise to me dearest, I need you to keep it, or I will have difficulty in trusting you. You have expected me to keep my word to you, I expect the same in return,” Caleb spoke with compassion, but with disappointment in her, not keeping her promise. 

Laurel become overwhelmed and began to sob broken heartedly. Her body shaking uncontrollably from all the emotions running through her mind and body at the same time. Relief, sadness, and regret, all crashing through her at once, crying into Caleb’s chest, her arms around his neck. Caleb held her closer, gently caressing her back, as he lightly rubbed the front of her legs. 

“Shh, it is alright my darling, please calm down. You are going to become ill,” Caleb whispered, as he gently kissed her forehead.

“I am so sorry Caleb. I did not mean to go back on my word. I truly felt I was helping. It was not until the ride back home did I realize, how upset and worried you would be if I was not home to meet you,” Laurel explained through her tears.

“I know that my love. I am very proud of you for what you did for those in Larne, it will only endear the people of Heathwin to you more. But I am still angry at you for going there. You are mine, before you are anyone else’s Princess or Ollam. No one else will feel the pain more than I, if anything should happen to you. You will be staying home with me the rest of the week, we need to have this time together.  Tonight however, I am required as the Prince and Captain of my Patrol to go to the Return banquet. As my wife and the Princess of Heathwin you will be joining me,” Caleb said emphatically.

“Must we go Caleb? I do not wish to deal with others tonight,” Laurel asked in a shaky voice, still leaning her head into his chest.

“Neither do I, but we still have to go. Everyone worked very hard on this mission, and I was not the most pleasant person to be around.  I need to let everyone know how much I appreciate their efforts.  You need to be by my side as I do this. So, let us go and lie down for a bit, and get some rest. We will get ready in a few hours and just pretend we are having a wonderful time. Then later we will come upstairs and have a nice quiet night together, and put all this nonsense behind us,” Caleb said, his voice sounding tired.

Taking Laurel in his arms, Caleb stood up and walked over to the bed, and lay Laurel down gently. He removed his shoes and climbed in the bed next to her. Laurel was still shaking with emotion, and found herself feeling exhausted, but anxious, unable to relax. Caleb held her closer, turning her to face him as he kissed her forehead.

“Shh, relax mo stor. We will get through this. Ta ghra agam ort,” Caleb whispered to her softly.

“I love you too. Mo fhear ceile ta bron orm,” Laurel whispered back to him.

“I know you are sorry mo ghra.” Caleb replied, then laughed lightly. “I see you have been practicing old speak,” he looked at her, smiling warmly.

“Yes I have. I would speak it every day with Mother and Ione, or at least try. They would speak it and translate what they were saying,” Laurel replied her voice beginning to sound less shaky. “They laugh at my accent,” she said, with a small giggle.

“And why is that mo stor?” Caleb asked her warmly, as he tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Because they say you are able to hear, I am being taught to speak it by a man,” Laurel answered, giggling again.

Caleb laughed at her comment, then putting his hand on the side of her face, kissed her lips tenderly.

“I do appreciate my sweet Laurel, how much you have been trying to adjust to your new life here. I do not mean to make you feel as if what you worked so hard to accomplish as an Ollam, seem unimportant.  I am the one who encouraged you to do this, I do not mean to sound...hypocritical. I just do not want you to.....I am not sure how to put this,” Caleb trailed off in frustration.

“You do not want me to share the same fate as my mother,” Laurel stated frankly and honestly.

Caleb looked at her with surprise for a moment, then smiled at her affectionately and kissed her again.

“Yes, that is it exactly mo ghra,” Caleb replied softly.

“I realized this, as I said earlier, on our way back to the Lodge.  The forest was so vast and dark, and I noticed how Ione, Owain, and the other Sentinels were looking about nervously the whole time.  Owain made me ride on the same horse with him, wrapping me in his cloak. They never left me, which made caring for people difficult. I know that Master Elphin only had the best of intensions, but still, I should not have let his request blur my judgment.

I put others in danger by making myself vulnerable, and I hurt you by not keeping my promise to you,” Laurel explained, her eyes filling with tears again.

“Shh, no more tears mo chroi. I am not angry or upset any longer. I know you meant well, and I love you for your kind and compassionate heart. I am grateful nothing happened, and that you now realize how careful you must be. Do not be upset any more my sweet girl. Just rest for a bit, I shall be right back, and we can begin to ready for the banquet,” he stood up and looking at her warmly he asked, “Would you be up to wearing the burgundy dress this evening?” as he smiled at her charmingly.

“I would be happy to Sire,” Laurel replied, smiling at him demurely.

“Very good. I will be back in a moment,” he said, as he walked out of the room.

Caleb walked back into the sitting room, to find everyone was still there, talking quietly, surprised to see him. His face was calmer and he smiled at everyone’s expression. He walked over to Ione and taking her hand, gestured for her to stand up. He then hugged her close, as she slowly embraced him back, a surprised look on her face.

“Thank you my dear Ione, for taking such good care of my beloved. I truly appreciate what you do for her,” Caleb said quietly, still holding her in his embrace.

“Of course dear. You know that I adore her,” Ione replied, her eyes misting over with emotion.

He released her from his embrace and smiled at her once more before sitting down in a favourite chair.

“In fact I appreciate what all of you have done for her, even you Master Elphin,” Caleb said with a sly smile, looking over at the Physician. “I sometimes forget how young Laurel is. She has accomplished so much in such a short time.  Her judgment is still clouded by her youth,” he said smiling sadly.

“I think sometimes you also forget how young you are Caleb. As your passion and temper still often get the better of you,” King Fergus replied, smiling knowingly.

“I dare say you are right Father. Though I most certainly do not feel young today,” Caleb answered him, grinning wryly.

“How is Laurel now dear?” Queen Alana asked quietly.

“She is fine Mother. We talked and settled everything, she is resting for a bit, before the banquet,” Caleb replied, smiling warmly at her.

“I will admit I was upset with her as well,” Aiden spoke up. “For the first time I was actually tempted to give her a good scolding myself for her going to Larne. I am over it now. I can never be mad at Laurel for too long, she is far too pitiful if you are upset with her,” Aiden said, looking over at Caleb, and grinning at him. 

“Yes she is. The poor thing was completely heartbroken at my being angry. I cannot bear to see her that way. So we just talked about what priorities needed to be set. You will not be seeing my Bride for the rest of the week Master Elphin, as I intend to keep her all to myself,” Caleb said, as he stood and began to walk out of the room.

“I certainly cannot blame you for that, Prince Caleb, enjoy your evening,” Master Elphin spoke in a relieved voice, happy the Prince was no longer angry.

 

The servants were nearly finished with arranging the Grand Hall for the Return Banquet, Laurel stood on the balcony, watching the final arrangements being completed. Laurel startled slightly as she felt a hand touch her shoulder. She looked up and saw Caleb smiling warmly at her.

“Where were you just now mo ghra?” Caleb asked in a soft low voice, leaning over and kissing her forehead.

“Oh, just thinking about how much has gone on in the last fortnight. I was also thinking of the young woman I tended to. Master Elphin said she and her infant are doing well, but I have not yet had the chance to see them,” Laurel smiled at him, but her eyes were still sad and emotional.

“Perhaps tomorrow dearest, we can go to the Infirmary together. Then you can set your mind at ease,” Caleb mentioned caressing her cheek.

“Thank you Caleb. That means so much to me. She suffered greatly, I was not sure if she would survive the night. It was one of the most difficult circumstances with a patient I have had to deal with. When the young man died so suddenly, I was lost for a moment. I…I have never lost anyone before. This was the first time,” she looked at him, her eyes emotional.

“Be comforted with the knowledge dearest that your efforts were not for nothing. I see that the guests are beginning to arrive, I promise we shall talk more about this tonight when we are alone. Now however, my love, we must be the Prince and Princess of Heathwin. Come, let us go downstairs, and meet with the Sentinels and their families,” Caleb held her hand, and began to lead her down the staircase.

As they made their way to the Grand Hall, the first to greet them was Tolemais and his wife, soon followed by Rian and Ione. Laurel began to relax as Ione always made her feel at ease. Ione then began to introduce her to the other wives, as she knew many of the families being both a Sentinel and the wife of a Sentinel. The families were warm and friendly and enjoyed asking Laurel questions about her work as an Ollam. Soon after much to Laurel’s delight Cinnie and Quinlan arrived. Laurel soon was smiling and laughing with the others, and enjoying the warm conversations that ensued.

The announcement was made that dinner was served and everyone then went to the elegantly set tables. Laurel took her place next to Caleb at the head table and as she sat down, Caleb leaned over and whispered in her ear and then stood up, before everyone began their meal.

“My friends I wish to thank you all, for the tremendous effort everyone put forward on this mission. Especially for the valiant effort by all, for putting up with me and my less than agreeable disposition,” Caleb said with a wry grin, when Quinlan’s hearty “Here, here,” could be heard in the Hall. “And with that, let us all enjoy our evening,” Caleb spoke with a charming smile.  

Dinner was hearty and generous, as all the Return banquets were. They were held the end of each Patrol season, to thank the Sentinels for all their hard work. A wide variety of dishes were served, from succulent roast beef, and gork, to delicate roasted quail. Thick rich soups, roasted root vegetables, several types of fresh baked breads, various preserved and pickled vegetables and fruits, and of course cider and fresh apples, cooked in a variety of ways.  The King and Queen did not make an appearance until dinner was over, as this was not the King’s Patrol mission. They walked among the Sentinels and their families to thank them for all their hard work and to thank the wives and husbands for their support. Laurel though tired, found herself enjoying the banquet, as it seemed more a social event then a duty. She sat at the table and watched how Caleb and Aiden interacted with the other Sentinels in this relaxed atmosphere. She smiled observing them both laughing and joking, rank no longer being considered. It was more a gathering of close friends or family, all just enjoying each other’s company. Laurel began to see that is truly how the Sentinels felt about each other, they were a large extended family, relying on each other for support, and even survival, depending on what their missions would entail. She began to see Caleb in a different light. He was not just their Prince and Commander, but also their friend and brother. She smiled with new found pride as she watched him from her seat, her eyes glistening with happy tears, happy to be able to see this side of him, for the first time. He looked over at her as he felt her gaze, then excusing himself from the group he was speaking with, walked over to her.

“Are you alright mo stor? Is something wrong?” he asked her with concern as he sat down next to her.

“No my dear Caleb. Nothing is wrong. I am just a bit emotional. I was just watching you talking with the other Sentinels, I found it moving how much you all care for each other,” Laurel replied sniffing back tears, and smiling shyly.

Caleb smiled at her warmly and kissed her temple, as he stroked her hair.

“You are so very sensitive my love. Come with me, I feel the need to show off my Bride a bit, you are looking too fetching to sit here at the table,” Caleb said as he took her hand, and led her around the Hall, introducing her to those she had not met as yet. 

She was happy to meet Gawain once again and his new bride Iris from Gwenlais, who was giddy at meeting Laurel for the second time.

“I cannot thank you enough your Highness, for sending my father that lovely letter in Gawain’s behalf. I will admit I was prepared to run off and marry my dear Gawain either way, but after having my father’s blessing because of your letter, well it made it that much sweeter,” Iris gushed.

“You are most welcome Iris. I was more than happy to do it. Your husband is a brave and valiant man, as all the Sentinels are. Our people need to appreciate that, and all that they do for Gwenlais,” Laurel said, with pride and conviction.

“They do indeed your Highness. I could not agree more,” Iris answered back, entwining her arm with her husband’s as they smiled at each other warmly.

Suddenly Aiden walked up to Caleb, mentioning he needed to speak with him for a moment, as they both excused themselves and walked away to talk. Laurel watched them curiously as they both looked over at her and then to the Grand Hall entrance. Just then Queen Alana walked up to Laurel, smiling benevolently at her. 

“Mother, what is going on?” Laurel asked her, as she noticed others were also looking at the entrance and then glancing over at her.

“My dear, there seems to be a few people who wish to speak with you. As you can see, Caleb, Aiden and Fergus are speaking with them now. Do you see Chieftain Remy with them?” Queen Alana asked.

“Yes. Why would he wish to speak with me?” Laurel asked becoming concerned.

“My dear Laurel, did you forget Chieftain Remy’s Clann is from Larne? The young woman and infant whose lives you saved, are the daughter and grandchild of the village Elder. Her father and husband wish to thank you, as well as Chieftain Remy,” Queen Alana informed, her eyes warm and filled with pride. “Caleb is coming over, I have no doubt to bring you over to them,” she said looking over as Caleb approached. 

“It would be mo ghra you were far busier that I thought. The village Elder and his son-in-law, as well as Remy wish to thank you personally dearest, for what you did for his daughter. Come, let them thank you,” Caleb said in a warm loving voice, as he noticed Laurel’s eyes becoming emotional.

He smiled at her adoringly as he took her hand and led her over to the small group that had gathered around the three men. As they approached, Aiden and King Fergus smiled at her warmly, seeing her face looking a bit anxious.

“Good evening your Highness. I wish to present to you Ultan, the Elder of Larne, and his son-in-law Feidhelm, who you already know.  They wished to thank you my dear lass, for the kindness you bestowed upon their beloved Brona,” Remy said with undisguised admiration, his eyes twinkling. 

As he stepped back and the tall and distinguished looking village Elder stepped forward smiling kindly, he bowed his head with respect, before speaking.

“Your Highness, I wish to thank you for what you did for my daughter and grandson. Master Elphin himself admitted he was unsure if they would survive. My family truly feels blessed that you came to us that dreadful day. 

I shamefully admit your Highness, that I did not have much confidence in your abilities, as all the Physicians here are only men. I have also only believed the Ollams based their medicine on superstitions and myth. I stand before you, humbly corrected,” Ultan, said with a warm smile. 

Laurel smiled back, covering her mouth shyly, surprised at his words. Caleb placed his arm around her and smiled down at her lovingly, as Feidhelm then stepped forward to speak.

“Your Highness. I again wish to thank you for saving my family. Brona was actually able to hold our son today, it was truly a beautiful thing to behold.  I wish to present to you a gift, that Ultan and myself worked on all night, to give it to you,” the young man said, smiling brightly as he and Ultan stepped back and picked up and placed in front of she and Caleb, a beautifully built and ornately carved cradle. “It is the very same cradle we built for my son, that I am most grateful, will be occupied, when my dear Brona can return home,” Feidhelm said, with happy tear filled eyes.

Laurel knelt down, lightly gliding her hands over the cradle, smiling as she examined it. She looked up at Caleb, who was smiling broadly at her.

“Thank you Feidhelm, and Ultan. This is truly a very thoughtful gift, and Caleb and I will treasure for many seasons to come. I look forward to the day when our child will sleep peacefully in it,” Laurel replied her eyes shining with the thought of her child sleeping in the beautiful cradle.

“You are most welcome your Highness. Know that you have the gratitude of our entire village,” Ultan answered bowing his head again in respect.

“Aye lass. You have the gratitude of the entire Clann Athdara. May the Maker bless you in your endeavors as a healer,” Remy spoke with gratitude as he took her hand.

“Thank you Chieftain Remy. Thank you all. I am quite overwhelmed by your graciousness. I can only say that I only did what was needed, and am very happy it all worked out to such a joyful conclusion,” Laurel replied, her voice shaking with emotion.

“Now my friends, let us all sit and relax and have a bit of cider as we end our evening shall we,” King Fergus suddenly spoke up, as he saw that Laurel was becoming emotional.

He then guided everyone to a nearby table for refreshments and nodded back to Caleb knowingly, as Caleb embraced Laurel for a moment as everyone began to disperse. Aiden walked up to them smiling at Laurel charmingly.

“Well they have gone and done it now love. Mother will now be pestering Caleb constantly, to have an occupant for that cradle. You will never have any peace,” Aiden said winking at her, as she laughed and blushed brightly.

“Yes, well sadly you are not far from the truth. It will be all she will talk about for days now,” Caleb said shaking his head and smirking. “Come along mo stor, let us bring this upstairs and call it a night. Make yourself useful and help me bring this upstairs,” he said addressing Aiden. 

Aiden smirked at him and as they both lifted an end they looked at each other in surprise. 

“By the Maker! This thing weighs more than a small horse,” Aiden complained as they began to carry it across the Hall to the staircase.

“Yes it does. Do not drop it!” Caleb directed emphatically, as they made their way slowly up the stairs.

“I am not going to drop it! Just mind yourself and stop telling me what to do,” Aiden grumbled back.

“Well lift your end higher. You are putting all the weight of it on me,” Caleb growled back.

“I am not! Stop your complaining and be glad I am helping, you ungrateful bastard,” Aiden scowled back at him.

Laurel just laughed at them as they continued to struggle and complain, carrying the heavy cradle up the long staircase. When they finally arrived at the room, Laurel quickly walked ahead to open the door for them.

“Now where do you want the bloody thing?” Aiden asked in an annoyed voice.

“It does not matter. Here just put it on the side of my desk there. Yes, right there. That was ridiculous. When you find the actual spot for it Laurel, then that is where it is staying. We will not be moving this too many times,” Caleb said taking a deep breath, and running his hand through his hair.  

“Well let me know when you plan to move it again so I will not be here. Goodnight. I am going back downstairs to have some cider,” Aiden said with a deep sigh, then walking over to kiss Laurel goodnight.

Laurel said goodnight and thanked Aiden as he left the room, and closed the door. Laurel then looked over at Caleb as she walked over to admire the cradle once again. Caleb walked over and knelt down beside her, putting his arm around her, as he held her closer. They both just smiled at each other at first, not speaking as they knew the other was imaging the same thing, the image of the tiny occupant of the cradle. 

“We should probably move the cradle to my side of the bed, well eventually. It will be easier for me that way to nurse the baby in the night,” Laurel spoke up first, in a soft dreamy voice.  

“So you shall not want a wet nurse then?” Caleb asked, with a wry grin.

“Of course not. My mother nursed me. I could not think of having anyone else nurse our child,” Laurel said a bit indignantly, until she noticed Caleb’s expression. “Oh, you are just teasing me,” she said hitting his arm. 

“Yes I am. I am sorry, I was too tempted to see your expression. Wet nurses are not really used by the women in Heathwin. Only if it is required,” he said smiling at her, a he gently caressed her cheek. “I am very proud of you Laurel. What you did for that family was truly wonderful. I will go with you tomorrow so that you may see the mother and child. I do hope however you realize I still do not wish for you to travel to care for others. I wish for you to remain here in the city, for your own safety,” Caleb said, his voice still sounding concerned.

“Of course Caleb. I understand. Now more than ever. I realize my life is not my own any longer. I need to think of how it will affect you, and well our future. I hope that perhaps I can teach others some of what I have learned, perhaps some of the attendants, who normally travel to aide others,” Laurel said reassuringly. 

“That is a wonderful idea mo stor. You will have to speak with Master Elphin, concerning this. I am sure he will agree to it. Come now let us get ready for bed. We have had a long day. I would like you to get some rest tomorrow. I have something planned in the next day or so, I think you will enjoy very much,” he said smiling as he helped her to her feet.

“Really? What is it?” she asked smiling happily.

“Oh you will see. You should find it very interesting as I am also inviting your pet Scribe and my cousin Addis to join us,” Caleb replied, smiling at her secretively. 

“Alright I shall just wait then. I cannot imagine if you also asked Wendell and Addis. So I shall not try and guess,” she said with a yawn.

“Come along let us go to bed before you fall asleep standing up,” he smiled at her as she yawned once again. 

They both changed quickly and got into bed laying comfortably in each other’s arms, allowing the peace they felt to begin to overtake them.

“What do you wish for first? A boy or a girl?” Laurel asked, in a drowsy voice.

“Seeing as we cannot choose it does not matter. Either one would be just fine. As long as it has all the right amount of fingers and toes, and all the other essential parts, I will be happy,” Caleb answered laughing lightly, as he kissed her temple.

“I hope we have a boy first, and that he looks just like you. That way he will be a protective older brother,” Laurel said, her voice sounding sleepier.  

“Hmm. Protective or bossy?” Caleb asked with a grin.

“I suppose you cannot have one without the other,” Laurel replied yawing once again.

“I have always thought that to be true,” Caleb remarked laughing.  

He turned and looked at Laurel when he heard her breathing heavier, seeing she had fallen asleep. He kissed her lightly and then becoming comfortable, he placed his hand gently on her stomach, and as he began to drift off, imagining what it would be like to feel a life they had created, growing inside of her. He smiled at the thought before finally succumbing to sleep. 

 



  
 
 34: SAD NEWS FROM GWENLAIS 
 
   


 
“Caleb you have still not told me where we are going,” Laurel said as she looked over at him smiling coyly, as they were having tea and rolls at the desk.

“I know and I am not going to. You will begin to realize further along into the ride there,” Caleb replied with a wry grin, standing and leaning over to kiss her. “Now finish your breakfast, I need to be sure your pet Scribe is ready. If Addis is not here we will be leaving without the twit,” Caleb said as he walked out of the room.

Laurel giggled as she finished her tea. Excited and happy to have had two full days with Caleb. He did not speak much of his Patrol mission, only telling of the slaver attack on the village, which she found very upsetting, as this was something out of the ordinary for Gwenlais. She was happy to hear however that the Sentinels had stayed to help the villagers and her father was finally taking security measures more seriously. She was also happy and delighted that Caleb had joined her yesterday in going to see Brona and Feidhelm’s new infant son at the Infirmary. Brona was recovering quickly and would finally be able to return home by week’s end. They would be staying with her father Ultan until a new cottage could be made for them in the Planting season. Laurel finished her tea, then putting on her short boots and the warm cape she had been given from the weavers of Ardara, made her way downstairs to meet Caleb.  She found Aiden, Wendell, and Addis talking with Caleb by the Hall entrance. Imagin ran up to Laurel, embracing her warmly, as Caleb had also invited Owain and Imagin to join them. 

“I cannot believe we are going to the ruins Laurel! I have never been, and I am so excited,” Imagin expressed enthusiastically, as she and Laurel walked over to the others.

“Could you not keep your mouth shut for just a short time Imagin? I told you I planned this as a surprise,” Caleb scolded her, as they approached the group.

“I…I had forgotten,” Imagin replied in a small voice pouting at him.

“It is alright Caleb. It is still a surprise. I am most happy I will finally get to see them,” Laurel said smiling demurely, as she leaned her face upward to give Caleb a kiss.

Caleb kissed Laurel warmly, smiling at her lovingly as took her hand and led her out of the Hall, glancing back and giving Imagin a stern look. Once Caleb turned around Imagin then stuck her tongue out at him, causing Wendell and Addis to snicker.  They walked to the stables to find Owain and the escort of ten Sentinels waiting for them. Laurel smiled at Caleb with raised eyebrows as they walked into the stables.

“Yes, I found it necessary to have this many escorts, so wipe that little smirk off your face,” Caleb told Laurel, with a light laugh.

 

The ride to the ruins was a pleasant and happy event, the weather was crisp but pleasant, the leaves beginning to turn brown a sudden breeze sending a shower of them falling around everyone. They stopped to rest the horses in Larne. The village, when told the group would be arriving, planned an elaborate outdoor midday meal to show their gratitude for Laurel’s care of Brona. Warm hearty stew, meat pies, boiled buttered potatoes and cabbage, freshly baked bread, rich buttery biscuits, as well as warm spiced cider was served. The meal was much appreciated and enjoyed by all. They were soon on their way once again, as Caleb wished for them to return to the Lodge by early evening. When finally reaching their destination, all were moved by the beauty of the old ruins that stood before them. The sun reflected off the stone walls that still remained, giving it a mystical and enchanted appearance. Except for the moss, the green vegetation that normally covered the ancient walls, had browned or died away, revealing a glimpse of its former splendor. Caleb helped Laurel off her mare, then took her hand and led her about the ruins, talking of its rich but sad past.  

“How heart wrenching Caleb, that your ancestor Caleb the First, was never found. He should have been laid to rest in a place of honor. All the brave souls who sacrificed so much to save their people. I have never heard of this story. I do not believe any in Gwenlais have. I will see that they do Caleb. I will assign Wendell to retell this tragic and beautiful event at the Unification ceremony in the Planting season. The people of Gwenlais will hear how the sacrifices of our brothers of Heathwin saved us all,” Laurel said with heartfelt sincerity to Caleb with glistening eyes. 

Caleb smiled at her adoringly, gently caressing her cheek, then leaned down and kissed her passionately, as he took her in his arms. After a few moments he tenderly released her from the consuming display of his love, smiling warmly at her once again.

“Truly mo stor, we were meant to be together. I have told this account to others as well, and no one has ever shown the compassion and emotion that you have. You will forever hold my heart, mo chailin milis,” his rich deep voice causing Laurel’s heart to flutter, from the intensity of how he spoke. “There is one more thing I wish to share with you before we leave. It will take a bit of time to reach it, as we must walk through the forest, so we should head there now. Let us go and tell the others,” Caleb directed with a loving smile, taking her hand and walking back to the group.

“It took over thirty seasons for the first Lodge to be completed because of all the stone work. Chieftain Tyrconnell, Caleb the First’s grandfather, was the one who began the construction,” Aiden could be heard explaining to Wendell and Addis, as he gestured toward the ruins.

Laurel smiled at Aiden’s obvious pride at his family’s history and lineage. 

“Aiden, shall we conclude this tour with showing everyone where the old bridge used to be?” Caleb asked with a knowing smile.

“Excellent idea old man,” Aiden replied, with a wide grin.

They all then proceeded to walk towards the back of the ruins headed for a barely noticeable trail that led them into the forest. They had to navigate several times past remnants of stone walls and smaller ruins of what appeared to be houses or buildings of some sort, then slowly the forest began to open in front of them, Caleb putting up his hand and turning to tell everyone to approach carefully. Before them stood the remnants of the Great Bridge, with the chasm right below them. 

“The strange foreigners came across the Great Bridge to invade Heathwin. They were finally driven back over the Bridge, then Caleb the First order it be destroyed by lighting it on fire. As you can all see, only the stone supports remain. No one knows who built it, as there is no written record of it. Many brave men and Rabkins gave their lives that day to protect our Kingdom,” Caleb said in a solemn and respectful voice. 

“Extraordinary. Is that why Sire, you have strived so hard to make peace with the Rabkins?” Wendell asked, after a moment of reflection. 

Aiden looked over at Caleb with a knowing smile.

“One of the many reasons my friend,” Caleb answered with a smile. “Well let us all head back now as the sun will be setting soon,” Caleb said, as they all made their way back to the ruins and their waiting horses.

They returned back to the Great Lodge by nightfall. Queen Alana had a late supper prepared for all of them, Addis, Owain and Imagin would be spending the night. After eating, they all retired to the sitting room discussing their trip, Wendell being the most animated as this was a part of history he had never been aware of.

“I wish to thank you very much Sire for inviting me, it was both fascinating and quite moving,” Wendell explained, with a bright smile.

“I am very happy you enjoyed it Wendell. Now if you will all excuse us, my Bride and I will be heading off to bed,” Caleb replied smiling down warmly at Laurel, taking her hand and helping her to her feet.

“Goodnight everyone,” Laurel said quietly as she walked out of the room with Caleb, to a soft chorus of “good night”.

Laurel walked out of the bath to find Caleb already in bed, waiting for her. She climbed in shivering slightly, still not accustomed to the increasing chill in the air.

Caleb took her in his arms, gently caressing her back until he felt Laurel stop trembling.

“So my love, did you enjoy your adventure today?” Caleb asked, his voice deep, warm and relaxed as he caressed her cheek.

“Yes Caleb,” Laurel explained, in a soft drowsy voice. “I am most proud to now be part of such a rich heritage,” she said smiling sweetly at him.

“I am most proud to have you part of it as well my darling. Let us get some sleep now, you look so very tired. Ta ghra agam ort, my sweet Laurel,” Caleb whispered as he kissed her forehead.

“Ta ghra agam ort, Caleb,” Laurel whispered as she closed her eyes.

 

The weeks that passed went by quickly and uneventfully, as life began to take on a normal routine. Laurel was adjusting to her new life. At Caleb’s request, she only attended duties at the Infirmary no more than three days out of the week. Queen Alana introduced her formally to all the Chieftains’ wives during a luncheon that was held once a month, to tell of any new goings on in the city of Heathwin itself and the surrounding villages. Talk of Laurel’s assistance of the injured at Larne, took center stage for most of the luncheon, until Queen Alana noticed Laurel’s growing weariness of the continual questions concerning the event, then changed the subject. Caleb was busy with his meetings with the Sentinels, arranging schedules and also his monthly meeting with the Chieftains. Life began to feel comfortable and predictable, as she began to embrace her new role as the Princess of Heathwin. The last few days however, she felt quite emotional, finding herself crying in frustration over trivial matters, such as getting her Ollam tunic’s hem muddied after arriving at the Infirmary. She insisted Owain take her back to the Lodge to change, which he gladly did smiling at her with concern. One cold and grey morning however, she awoke not feeling quite herself, achy, sore and nauseas. Laurel walked up to the wardrobe, and began to take out what she would need for the day at the Infirmary, Caleb walking up in back of her wrapped his arms around her chest hugging her affectionately as he kissed her neck.

“Oh, Caleb. Be careful, I am a bit sore today,” Laurel said in a slightly irritated voice.

Caleb released his embrace and turned her slowly to face him.

“What is it dearest? Where are you uncomfortable that is makes it painful for me to hug you?” Caleb asked with concern. 

“My breasts are a bit sore and I feel nauseous and…well not myself this morning,” Laurel replied, in a frustrated voice.

“Then I feel you should stay home today Laurel. You have been weepy and tired for a week now. You are simply putting too much on yourself. Stay home and rest today. I will work on the new Sentinel recruitments list here at the Lodge. Come now lie back down for a bit,” Caleb directed gently, beginning to steer her towards the bed. 

“No Caleb, I cannot, they are expecting me today. Master Elphin wished for me to help in teaching some new students about stypic herbs,” Laurel replied putting her hands on his chest and resisting his moving her, her voice becoming increasingly irritated.

“Yes, well I am sure he can wait another day for that. I will send word you are not feeling well and you will not be there today,” Caleb insisted, taking her arm and bringing her over to the bed.

“Caleb! No I have to go, there are over twenty students that will be expecting me,” Laurel said in a voice bordering on tears as she began to resist him further.

Caleb looked at her with an impatient frown, then quickly picked her up and brought her over to the bed, while she continued to struggle.

“Caleb stop it! You are being ridiculous! This is important,” Laurel raised her voice angrily, as tears formed in her eyes, as she began to get out of the bed. 

“Do not get out of bed Laurel. I will put you right back in it! Trust me, you will grow tired of this before I will,” Caleb said sternly, as he placed his hands onto her shoulders and pushed her against the pillows, covering her up. 

“You are being a brute! My responsibility to the Infirmary is important Caleb! How do you expect them to take me seriously if I do not show up?” she asked angrily, struggling to not cry as she began to uncover once again. 

Caleb looked at her with growing impatience and frustration, completely puzzled why she would act this way. He then pulled the covers over her once again, sitting on the side of the bed, placing his hands on her arms forcing her to lie back down.

“Stop it Laurel. Your health is more important to me than whatever plans Master Elphin made for you. You are not going anywhere today in your present state. You are going to rest and relax and there will be no one demanding anything of you until you are feeling better. I am taking care of you and you are going to just have to accept it,” Caleb answered, in a firm but quiet tone.

“You….you are being most unfair Caleb. I….I promised Master Elphin I would be there today. At least…at least allow me to go for just a brief time,” Laurel requested, through her now pathetic sobbing.

Caleb looked at her with a sad worried expression, brushing back the hair from her face. He then leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

“No mo stor. You will not stay briefly, you will stay all day and you know it. Then you will argue with me when I insist you leave. So I am saving you from that. I am going to write Master Elphin a letter, and have a page bring it to explain you are ill today. Do not look at me like that, I am not changing my mind. Now stay in this bed, and I will have tea brought up for you,” Caleb insisted as he stood up, and walked over to sit at his desk.

“I do not want any tea!” Laurel tearfully raised her voice at him.

“Fine, you are still not getting out of bed,” Caleb said in a calm voice, as he sat down and began to write the letter. 

Laurel turned over on her side, now crying pitifully, saying something in an irritated tone under her breath. 

“Cursing at me in Kedesh is not going to change my mind, you are merely proving my point,” Caleb spoke up in the same calm tone as he finished the letter, ignoring Laurel’s other colorful expression, as he smirked at her. 

When he finished the letter, he turned and walked back over to the bed, sitting down and tucking Laurel’s hair behind her ear. She looked up at him as he smiled at her warmly, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“I am sorry Caleb. I do not what came over me,” Laurel said, in a shaking whisper.

“I know mo stor. You are just putting too much on yourself. Mother has another social function she wishes for you to attend as well. I will tell her that you need to rest for a few days. The last two things I need to arrange, before Cahir’s final Patrol mission for the season, I can do here. I will have Father join Cahir and Aiden in visiting the northern villages, he enjoys this anyway. It gives him a chance to visit the family home,” Caleb explained, as he continued to stroke her hair.

“But…I was looking forward to visiting the family home again. Seeing Gavin and his family, and Maimeo and Daideo as well,” Laurel sniffed back tears. 

“And you will dearest, in the early Planting season, once the snows melt enough for us to travel. They will all understand my love. Rest for a bit now. I will bring the letter to the page and then I will bring you up some tea and a sweet roll. How will that be?” Caleb asked, in a warm loving voice.

“I do not think I could eat a roll now, I truly am nauseous, perhaps just some biscuits?” Laurel asked, in a drowsy shuddering sigh.

“Of course. I shall be back in just a few moments,” Caleb replied, as he leaned down and kissed her tenderly, before standing up and leaving the room.

He then summoned Lucas to give a page his letter to Master Elphin. Walking into the family dining room, Caleb sat down at his usual place with a heavy sigh, reaching for a cup of tea and a slice of bacon, as everyone at the table smiled at him in curious amusement. 

“Piss off your Bride again did you?” Aiden asked with a droll smile, as King Fergus chuckled.

“Yes I did,” Caleb replied with a sad smile, taking a drink of tea.

“What did you do this time dear?” Queen Alana asked with a smirk.

“She was not feeling well this morning, very emotional, she told me I was hurting her when I hugged her, and then said she was nauseous. So I told her to stay home from the Infirmary today and she said she had to go, because she promised Master Elphin she would show new students something about this herb. I told her she was obviously too ill to go, she started arguing with me and I put her back in bed. Then she begins crying once again and cursing at me. I just let her be, wrote the letter to Master Elphin telling him she would not be there until she felt better.  By the time I left she was calmer but all she wants is tea and biscuits because she is still nauseous. I feel she is just taking on too much at this time. Owain informed me just the other day, he had to bring her back to the Lodge, because she had gotten the hem of her tunic dirty, and needed to change it. She has been very weepy for a week now, and….well just not herself,” Caleb replied with a concerned tone.

“She is adjusting to her new life here in Heathwin, Caleb, she will be fine. She probably just needs a bit of rest,” King Ferus mentioned, in a warm reassuring voice.

“You said she was sore and nauseous?” Queen Alana asked thoughtfully, looking at Caleb intently.

“Yes that is what she said. Again she is not herself at all, very emotional, grumpy one moment, then tearful and apologetic the next. Normally I find this most irritating but mo chailin milis is so pitiful I can only feel sorry for her,” Caleb answered smiling sadly.

“Hmm. I shall speak to her later Caleb. I am sure she just needs a bit of reassurance. Just continue to be patient with her dear, I have no doubt this will all work out in time,” Queen Alana said smiling knowingly.

“I certainly hope so. Well I am off to get Laurel a few biscuits myself then see how she is feeling,” Caleb said standing up taking the last drink of his tea.

Caleb made his way down to the kitchen and informed the baker to make a fresh batch of biscuits for Laurel to help with her sudden bouts of nausea. He then stopped and had word sent to Eavan to have her come to visit Laurel. He knew Eavan would be home at this time, as Cahir was finishing up his final Patrol mission, before visiting the remote villages with Aiden and their father. Walking back to their room he was pleased to find Laurel now sitting at the desk reading her mother’s Ollam diary. She smiled at him when he walked up to her, placing the tea and biscuits on the desk in front of her.

“Here you are mo stor. I hope this helps with your tummy not feeling well. I have sent word to Eavan to come and visit with you today. Perhaps a nice quite day, and a bit of pleasant company, will have you feeling better in no time,” Caleb mentioned as he kissed Laurel’s lips tenderly, then sitting down at the desk with her.

“Yes my Prince, I am sure that will help considerably,” Laurel replied, in a calmer soft voice, as she began to nibble on one of the biscuits.

 

That afternoon Caleb was very pleased to find Laurel acting more like her usual animated self, walking into their room briefly to find her laughing and talking with Eavan and Imagin. They looked over at Caleb as he entered the room and a renewed chorus of giggles began.

“If I did not know better I would say you have been talking about me mo stor,” Caleb said grinning charmingly, as he walked over to a cabinet to retrieve some papers from it. 

“I have Sire. Which is why you need to leave again,” Laurel replied, as she and Eavan and Imagin laughed again.

“Very well your Highness,” Caleb answered as he walked over and kissed her forehead and then left the room, smiling when he heard them laughing as he closed the door.

Just as he had made his way to the balcony, he noticed, looking down onto the hall, that there was a sudden burst of activity by the entrance, and was surprised to see Deaglan, and his brother and father talking with someone, who appeared to be Colm, the envoy from Gwenlais. Caleb hurriedly made his way downstairs and went over to the group who all turned and looked at him with forlorn and distressed faces.

“What is it Colm?” Caleb asked the young envoy with trepidation.

“I bring the most distressing news Sire,” Colm replied, in a voice filled with despair.

 

Caleb opened the door slowly, looking over at Laurel, his face sad and filled with concern, as he watched her laughing with Eavan and Imagin. They all stopped laughing and looked at him as he quietly entered the room. 

“What is it Caleb?” Laurel asked with unease, noting his expression.

“I must speak with you alone mo stor,” Caleb answered in a quiet sad voice.

Eavan stood up and taking Imagin’s hand, walked out of the door, turning to smile at Laurel before she closed the door behind them. She and Imagin began to slowly walk down the corridor, then stopped and turned in alarm at hearing Laurel’s voice cry out in a mournful wail.

“No! No!” Laurel cried out tearfully from behind the closed door.

Imagin turned to run towards the room only to hear her name being called out from behind her.

“Imagin! Come here dearest. Let them be for a moment,” Aiden said to her warmly, opening his arms to her.

Imagin walked over to Aiden quickly, embracing him tightly.

“What has happened Aiden?” Imagin asked with tearful concern, as Eavan looked on her eyes glistening and filled with worry.

“King Garron has been killed. His body was found in the forest with two of his guards. He was hunting. That is all we know at this time,” Aiden replied, his voice choked with emotion.

 

“How…how could this have happened,” Laurel asked sobbing, as Caleb sat with her on the bed, holding her in his arms and stroking her hair and back.

“Colm said it was some kind of hunting accident, that is all we know at this time Laurel. We shall find out more when we arrive at Gwenlais,” Caleb replied in a soft deep voice.

“We must leave now Caleb! We must reach Gwenlais as quickly as we can! I shall ready my things and…” Laurel stopped abruptly as she was cut off by Caleb placing two finger on her lips, her eyes wide and bemused by his reaction.

“Shh. It is now late in the afternoon. We will not reach the camp until dark, and I will not have you travel after dark mo stor. No, no, do not argue with me mo chailin. I have made my decision. We will leave at dawn tomorrow,” Caleb replied in a calm warm voice.

“Please, please, Caleb. Let us leave today, I will be ready in no time. Please Caleb,” Laurel entreated tearfully, burying her head into his chest.

Caleb’s heart was breaking at hearing her desperate, heart-broken request, and feeling her body shake from her sobbing.

“No my love. The situation will not change by traveling in the dark, just making the trip more stressful and dangerous. We will leave at dawn Laurel, I promise you. I know mo stor your heart is in pain at this time, but you must try to calm down. It will not make journeying to Gwenlais any easier for you if you are sick and hysterical. Shh, now listen to me my sweet girl. If you do not calm down, I will not allow you to come at this time. I will have father and mother bring you in a few days. If you wish to come with me, you must promise me you will try and compose yourself, I will not have you become anymore distressed than what you already are.

Can you do that for me dearest?” Caleb asked, his voice warm and filled with tenderness.

“Yes...yes, Caleb I will try,” Laurel replied after a few moments, in a trembling sigh, leaning into his chest.

“Very good. I am going to send for Redmond to come and look in on you once Mother comes in. And then I wish for you to rest. I will return very soon, Father and Aiden are already making arrangements for our departure. Oh, here is Mother now. I will be back in just a moment my love,” Caleb told her, giving her a warm kiss then standing up and walking over to his mother, embracing her for a moment.

“My dear Laurel, I am so very sorry. We are here for you darling, we are all here for you,” Queen Alana said in a soft sad voice, sitting on the bed and embracing Laurel, as Laurel cried softly in her arms. 

“Thank you Mother. I…I cannot believe this has happened. It all seems so unreal,” Laurel replied, sitting up to look at Queen Alana.

“Of course it does my dear. The shock of this has not yet had the chance to settle in your mind. But now dear I must ask you, and it is only out of concern, after speaking with Caleb this morning he mentioned how you were feeling lately. Laurel…is there a chance that you may be with child?” Queen Alana asked gently, as she placed her hand on the side of Laurel’s face.

“I…I am not sure Mother, as I have no idea what it really feels like. At first I was assuming I was only feeling a bit overwhelmed by all the newness of everything. It is something I have wondered about, but I am not certain at this time,” Laurel answered, the realization filling her with both elation and fear. 

“Have you told Caleb of this possibility?” the Queen asked with a kind smile.

“No, not as yet. I wished to wait until I was certain,” Laurel answered, with trembling lips.

“I see. My dear, I am going to give you a bit of advice. If you wish to be able to leave with Caleb at dawn, then keep your decision to wait and tell him of the possibility, until you are sure yourself. If you tell him now, I assure you he will not let you leave Heathwin at this time, not even to attend your father’s funeral. I do not necessarily agree with his thinking, but I do understand where it comes from.

You must do everything in your power to remain as calm as you possibly can, not just for the sake of going to Gwenlais, but for the sake of the child you may be carrying. I will help you in every way I can my dear. You will not be doing this alone,” Queen Alana spoke, with a voice filled with warmth and compassion.

“Thank you Mother, I know this. Yes, I shall heed your advice. My dear Caleb will be overly concerned as he often is,” Laurel said, trying to laugh through her tears.

“He most certainly will be my dear. Here now, lie down for a bit, I am going to send for some tea for you, Eavan and Imagin will be here in a moment, as they were waiting for me to have them come in. Rest as much as you can Laurel, I have no doubt, Caleb will be back very soon, and will insist you do just that,” Queen Alana said leaning down to kiss Laurel’s cheek, then stood up and quietly left the room.

Within moments Imagin and Eavan re-entered the room, both of them offering tearful and heartfelt condolences. A moment later there was a soft knock and Deaglan entered the room, his face drawn and grief stricken. Laurel got out of bed and walked up to him hurriedly, embracing him as he drew her into his arms. Their shoulders both shaking from silent sobs as they held each other for a few moments, Deaglan softly kissing the side of Laurel’s face. 

“I am so very sorry Laurel. I loved him as well. Garron was like a second father to me. I swear to you we will find out what happened,” Deaglan whispered, as he held her tighter for a few moments more.

Just then Caleb walked back into the room, smiling tearfully at them both, as Deaglan attempted to smile back, gently releasing Laurel from his embrace.  Laurel walked up to Caleb burying her head into his chest weeping softly.

“Come mo ghra. You must lie back down,” he whispered, his rich accent soft and deep from his emotions.

Gathering her up in his arms once again, he walked over to the bed, placing her in it gently and kissing her face softly several times.

“Redmond will be here soon my sweet girl. He is well aware of what you need to help you to relax and what you wish for treatment. Please let him help you, so that you may rest for a bit. I know you do not feel well, but later on you must at least have some warm broth and bread, I have the cooks already preparing this for you. Then we will retire early and leave at first light. We will be staying the night at the camp. Deaglan and his men, as well as Aiden and two squads of Sentinels will ride ahead to Gwenlais, making them aware of our arrival,” Caleb informed her, sitting on the side of the bed gently stroking her hair and brushing the tears from her cheeks.

“Very well Caleb, I will do as you wish. I know you are concerned for me, and I will not argue. I…I know that there is nothing more that I can do. I hope I can be of some comfort to poor Ellos as well,” Laurel responded, her eyes filling with tears once again.

“Of course you will mo stor. I have no doubt you will be a great comfort to each other. And do not forget your dear Phineas, he will be waiting for you,” Caleb said with a warm smile.

“Yes…poor dear Phineas, I have no doubt he is already taking care of things,” Laurel said with a tearful smile.

“Undoubtedly. Here is Redmond. I need to speak with Father and Aiden for a few moments, then I shall return very shortly. Evan and Imagin will stay with you until my return,” Caleb told her, leaning down he kissed Laurel gently once more. 

Standing up he then embraced both Imagin and Eavan, who were waiting at the door as he was leaving. They immediately went over to Laurel, sitting upon the bed and giving her comfort and support. She spoke with Redmond, telling him that she wished for only chamomile, and a lavender tea be given her. He had no issue saying he would be sure the cooks made her a pot and would bring it up himself. A few moments later he returned, smiling charmingly, and after spending a bit of time satisfied she was calmer, returned to the Infirmary. Owain and Wendell came by soon after, offering Laurel their condolences.

“I told Prince Caleb I would return to Gwenlais with you at this time my Lady, but he felt I should remain here and simply return with the King and Queen. I shall do so, and I will also prepare a lovely drawing of the King in his honor to be shown at the ceremonies my Lady,” Wendell informed Laurel, in a voice desperately trying to hold back his emotions.

“Thank you dear Wendell, that would be most kind of you,” Laurel replied, her soft grey eyes glistening with tears.

“I will be leaving with you in the morning dear Laurel. Caleb will be here at any moment. Let us all leave now so they may get some rest,” Owain directed as he stood up, and kissed Laurel’s cheek.

Owain then took Imagin’s hand after she too kissed Laurel goodnight and led her out of the room. Eavan embraced her warmly, telling her again how sorry she was, kissing Laurel’s cheek as well, then left the room with everyone else, leaving Laurel alone with her thoughts for a few moments. Just as she felt herself becoming overwhelmed again, Caleb, Aiden and King Fergus walked into the room. King Fergus was the first to approach her, sitting on the edge of the bed holding her close as she cried softly into his chest.

“There, there my dear girl. We will take care of everything. Between us and Phineas, you and Ellos will not have to deal with any more than is necessary. Know this my dear, your father was a great King and a man I highly respected, and he loved you dearly, as do I. I shall continue to love you as my daughter and do everything in my power to help you and your family in Gwenlais recover from this dreadful tragedy,” King Fergus spoke in a soft deep rich voice. 

“Thank you Father. I love you as well. I know that you will help us all through this. My father greatly respected and admired you also,” Laurel replied tearfully, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hand.

King Fergus smiled warmly and kissed Laurel’s forehead gently, then stood up as Aiden came over and took Laurel in his arms.

“I love you, and know that I am always here for you my dear sister. We will help you through this, and take care of all that needs to be done,” Aiden said with a voice filled with sympathy and love, as he leaned back to look at her.

Placing his hand gently on the side of her face he kissed Laurel very tenderly on forehead, then smiled at her warmly.  

He stood up and walked to the door with his father, as they both embraced Caleb briefly then left, closing the door quietly behind them. Caleb walked over smiling lovingly at her, taking her in his arms once again, as Laurel was no longer unable to hold back her emotions, began to sob softly into his chest.

“It is alright mo stor. Yes my love, just release your pain, I am here for you. I will be with you all night,” Caleb whispered as he held her closer, feeling her body shake with her grief. 

After the spasms of sorrow finally subsided, Caleb helped Laurel to change into more comfortable attire, as he did the same. The servants brought in the broth and freshly baked bread, and Laurel did eat as much as she was able. Lying back in the bed under the warm covers, Caleb read some of Laurel’s favourite poetry to try and help her relax, reading until she drifted off.

 

The morning was cold and grey, filled with the threat of rain, by afternoon they arrived at the river camp. The Sentinels sent the day before, had readied the camp, securing and readying only the tents that would be needed. Deaglan and the guards with him as well as Aiden and the two squads, rested for a few hours then made their way to Gwenlais, they would arrive sometime late in the night. After a light dinner of stew and pan bread, Caleb and Laurel retired to their tent, her ill stomach returning. Caleb gently held her in his arms as they talked quietly of days past, of their courtship and wedding, of how much her family enjoyed it and how closer they had all become in that short time. Comforting Laurel once more, he watched her fall asleep, his mind restless with thoughts that left him convinced the King’s death was not an accident.

 

By late afternoon, they arrived in Gwenlais, the people lining the streets shouting out greetings and wished of condolences to Laurel. She smiled and waved until she was overcome with emotion, then simply bowed her head as Caleb reached over holding her hand. When they arrived at the castle, Phineas was the first to greet her, with Deaglan and Aiden in the courtyard as well.  Phineas embraced Laurel warmly then led her into the lobby where Lady Ellos and Marina stood waiting for her. The three women held each other weeping openly, as Caleb and the others stood by.

“I am so very sorry dear Laurel. It was such a great shock to all of us. He was only going out to hunt for the morning. Then when his only surviving guard returned saying they were attacked by Rabkins…I…I, could not believe it. Why would they do this Caleb?” Lady Ellos asked in despair, tears streaming down her face.

Caleb walked up to her and embraced her warmly.

“They would not my Lady, at least not the Rabkins here from our two Kingdoms. I promise you I will find out what happened. I will not rest until I do,” Caleb replied in a warm voice.

“Come my dear ladies and friends, let us all retire to the sitting room, I have requested that the servants prepare a light meal for all of us,” Phineas said, as he led everyone into the large and comfortable sitting room. Caleb stood back for a moment talking quietly to Deaglan.

“I wish to see Garron’s body Deaglan, and speak with the guard as well,” Caleb requested in a low voice.

“Of course. The King lies in state in the sunroom and the guard is at the House of Healing, he is expected to be released from their care by morning. I shall send for him and have him brought here as soon as that happens. I find this all very suspicious as well,” Deaglan said quietly as he and Aiden looked at each other knowingly.

“And where is the King’s counselor? Should he not have been here to greet the Princess?” Caleb asked in a mocking tone.

“Yes, I asked the same question. Supposedly he is so grief stricken he has taken to his room, no one as seen him all day,” Aiden answered, his voice filled with contempt. 

“We shall have to pay Tramaine a visit tomorrow,” Caleb replied, as they all walked into the sitting room.

He smiled as he saw Tulla and Laurel embracing each other tearfully, as Owain stood smiling sadly next to them.

My sweet girl will have much support, he thought to himself.

 

He turned and looked in the direction of a small voice calling his name, then seeing Oriel and Jamison coming up to him with unhappy little faces. He picked Jamison up and placed his arm around Oriel as she wrapped her small arms around his waist. 

“Everyone is so sad Caleb. Poor Mother has not stopped crying,” Jamison said with a trembling small voice, as he rested his head on Caleb’s shoulder.

“I know my little ones. We are here now and we will help all of you to get through this,” Caleb answered in a kind voice. 

“I am sorry what happened Caleb. King Garron was a very nice man. He bought us all new books and toys and let Mother have all new dresses made for me,” Oriel said, in sweet sad voice. 

Caleb smiled down at her, playing with her soft gold curls.

“I am very sure if you told Laurel this it would make her very happy,” Caleb said to her, crouching down as he stood Jamison on his feet.

“Then I shall tell her Caleb,” Oriel replied very decisively. 

Caleb leaned over and kissed her cheek, then watched the two children walk over to Laurel. He smiled warmly after seeing Laurel embrace both children and kiss them after Oriel had finished speaking with her. Dinner was served shortly after. When finished, everyone remained quietly relaxing in the warm sitting room, a fire just having been lit. Soon everyone began to leave for the night, Lady Ellos was the first to leave, as she was feeling ill. Tulla escorted her while Marina and Aiden brought the children up to bed as well. A few moments later, Tulla re-appeared, and she and Owain walked out to the back terrace together. Caleb suggested to Laurel they sleep at the Lodge as he felt the memories would be too stressful for her. She conceded to his request and soon they were relaxing in Caleb’s private room.

“Do you recall the first night you spent in here with me?” Caleb asked her smiling wryly at her, as she giggled at his question.

“Of course Caleb. It was when you came back to Gwenlais during the Harvest season,” Laurel replied snuggling in closer.

“Yes. I came back to claim my Bride,” Caleb said, with a charming smile.

“Caleb, you do not believe the Rabkins killed Father, do you?” Laurel asked, her voice suddenly serious and tearful.

“No, my love I do not. Think of it no longer at this time. I will find out what has happened mo stor. Try to rest now dearest, there will be much to do in the coming days,” Caleb said softly kissing her head.

“I am most happy to see how close Tulla has grown to Ellos, Marina and the children. Ellos herself told me they would be lost without her,” Laurel mentioned with a tired smile.

“I am most happy to hear that Laurel. Try and rest now my sweet girl, you look so pale and tired, close your eyes dearest, lie against me. Shh, just rest now,” Caleb’s deep rich voice soothing and comforting in the warm dark room, the only light coming from the flicker of the flames burning brightly in the wide hearth.

 

The next morning Caleb and Aiden brought Laurel back to the castle, all the family was waiting in the small private dining room. The mood was still subdued, but not as sullen as yesterday, as everyone was happy to see each other once again. 

Caleb informed Laurel there were a few things he, Aiden and Deaglan would be checking on, then would return shortly, and that Owain would remain with her. Laurel kissed him, as she and Owain walked with the other family members, out to the back terrace to enjoy the morning sun. Caleb then had Deaglan bring him into the sunroom, to look upon the body of King Garron. Phineas had also joined them, telling Caleb it was not in Laurel’s best interest to see her father, as his body had been viciously damaged in the attack. When lifting the coffin lid, Caleb and Aiden shook their heads sadly, while Deaglan had to look away for a moment to compose himself.

“These wounds were not inflicted by a Rabkin, Phineas. They are far too haggard and random. When a Rabkin warrior inflicts a death blow it is usually only two perhaps three at the most, and very precise, with the exception of the Rabkins from the eastern realm. They do not use weapons of metal or iron, only wood, stone or their own claws. We need to question the guard,” Caleb said, in a low and tense voice. 

“He is waiting in the Guard house, just in the back of the city square. I will take you to him now,” Deaglan answered as they made their way to the courtyard.

“I shall remain here with Laurel, Caleb. I shall see that she is kept as calm as possible,” Phineas said with a kind reassuring smile.

Thank you Phineas. We shall return as soon as possible,” Caleb replied hitting Phineas lightly on the arm. Then they walked quickly outside, mounted upon their horses and rode down the hill towards the city.

 

Phineas as promised, kept the day as quiet as possible for Laurel and the rest of the family. Laurel and Lady Ellos took a walk together to the back rose garden, as Lady Ellos wished to share something private with Laurel. After they had sat down on a comfortable bench Lady Ellos held Laurel’s hand and smiled at her tearfully.

“I wished to share news with you my dear Laurel that I have not yet shared with anyone, not even Marina,” Lady Ellos spoke in a voice barely above a whisper.

“What is it Ellos?” Laurel asked with concern, sensing her hesitation.

“I am with child Laurel. I am to give birth in the late Planting season. I have worn very loose tunic dresses to hide my state. I have told no one, dressing before anyone sees me. Only my dear Garron knew,” Ellos said, as she raised her hand to her mouth to stifle her tears.

Laurel looked at her, at first in shock, then in sympathy, as she leaned over and embraced her, causing Ellos to sob openly.

“Was he happy Ellos? Was Father happy?” Laurel asked smiling, with tears streaming down her face.

“Yes. Yes he was Laurel. He was most happy. And you? How do you feel concerning this?” Ellos asked, with some apprehension.

“I will look forward to sharing with my new sibling, all that I can about our Father,” Laurel replied, smiling and holding her hand.

“Oh, thank you dear Laurel. Thank you so much. I only wish our child would have known his or her Father,” Ellos mentioned becoming tearful once again.

“They shall Ellos, between us all they shall,” Laurel said warmly, holding her hand tightly for a moment.

“Well…thank you Laurel for allowing me to share this with you. I must however go and lie down for a bit, as this has all been a bit much for me of late,” she stood up looking now very pale and weary.

“Of course Ellos, I shall walk with you,” Laurel said as she entwined her arm through Ellos’ and walked with her up the stairs.

 

Embracing once more, Laurel then made her way back downstairs to find the castle suddenly in an uproar, servants running in all directions, rushing about, attempting to bar the heavy front doors of the castle. Owain came running up to her, his face looking agitated and fearful.

“Come with me Laurel, we have no time,” Owain said in a frantic voice grabbing her hand, and running with her towards the back garden, where she had just been.

Laurel found it difficult to keep up with his long strides as he hurried her along, ignoring her questions until reaching the garden.

“Owain please! Tell me what is going on,” Laurel implored in a frantic voice as she forced him to stop running.

“Mercenaries have entered the city Laurel. They have fought with, and killed many of the guards and sent the others retreating. They have closed the city gates and forced all the merchants to lock their doors. They are making their way to the castle, and they are being led by Warrick, Laurel. I need to get you to the Lodge now! Please come with me,” he begged taking her hand again.

They both stopped and turned as the sound of screaming and fighting could be heard in the lobby. Then came the sound of ruffians trying to force the back gate open. Owain placed Laurel behind him and drew his sword.

“No. No Owain, follow me,” Laurel whispered as she led him to a secret entrance just behind the chime willow. 

It was and old stone door covered in the climbing vines of the roses. Laurel quickly tore them away, and pushing a small flat round surface that opened the door. Owain grabbed her hand to lead her out, but she resisted, he looked at her in shock and confusion.

“No, my dear Owain. If I leave they will kill everyone in the castle to find me. I will not let them suffer because of me,” Laurel said in a tearful whisper.

“I will not leave you Laurel!” Owain’s eyes filling with tears of frustration.

“Yes you will. I am your Princess and you are my loyal guard. They will kill you in a heart-beat Owain. They will however, not harm me. I am too valuable at this time. They are mercenaries Owain, and Warrick lives for money and all the evil it will buy him. They will hold me ransom. You must go now and find Caleb, the Sentinels will be here soon. These scum know if they have my life to bargain with, they will keep the Sentinels at bay for a time. So I am ordering you as your Princess to go…and bring back my husband,” Laurel spoke with such conviction, Owain knew he would not win.

“Laurel…please,” Owain entreated tearfully.

They both looked over once again, as they saw the back gate almost ready to give way. Laurel held Owain’s face in her hands and kissed him for a moment. 

“Go my dear brave Owain. You wish to save me, then save yourself. This door leads directly into the forest, they will not see you. Bring back Caleb, Owain,” Laurel said in one final tearful plea.

He looked at her once more and slipped through the door instantly disappearing into the forest. Laurel quickly closed the door, then taking a breath, stepped away and walked towards the middle of the garden, facing her attackers with her proud and brave demeanor, which caused them to stop and stare at her in surprise for a moment.

“You would dare attack my home and dishonor my family in this way? Which one of you would be so stupid so as to lead your filth, to invade my home and disrespect the wife of Prince Caleb of Heathwin?” Laurel asked, in a dignified and unwavering voice.

“That would be me,” a snide voice could be heard answering, as Laurel turned to face Warrick

“I always thought you to be mad, but I did not think you were that stupid Warrick,” Laurel answered, with unhidden contempt.

“Why thank you my Lady. Throw her contemptable counselor they call Phineas in the brig, unless he has already been killed, and find that idiot Tramaine. Leave us, I need to have a few words with the Princess,” Warrick ordered as he walked up to Laurel, leering at her in such a way it made Laurel’s skin crawl, as they all walked past them.

“Well my dear. Did you miss me?” he asked grabbing her waist, and pulling her roughly to him.

“Do not touch me wretch!” Laurel yelled as she went to strike him, only to have Warrick grab her wrist and squeezed it painfully, causing her to catch her breath.

He pinned her other arm behind her back, and moved his legs to prevent her from once again defending herself.

“I do believe you owe me a kiss my Lady,” he said mockingly as he took her mouth in violent possession.

When he finally released her from his assault, Laurel gasped, trying to catch her breath, her face filled with revulsion and hatred, as she spat on the ground.

Warrick just smirked, then said, “Now my Lady, I feel there are a few demands I must ask of you,” he spoke with a mocking insolent tone.

“I will give you nothing. And when my husband comes for me, I will not ask him to spare your miserable life,” Laurel spat out in disgust.

“My dear pathetic little Princess. I have already taken care of that matter. He will not be returning for you. I have taken care of him, the same way I took care of your father,” he said with an arrogant hateful tone.

Laurel’s eyes went wide at his words.

“You animal!” she screamed as she raked her nails across his face.

Warrick yelled out in pain and rage, then struck Laurel with the back of his hand, sending her falling to the ground. He was instantly upon her tearing at her dress as she fought back with all her strength, screaming at the top of her lungs. He placed his hand roughly over her mouth, leaning down only inches from her face.

“You will not resist me any longer your Highness,” he hissed at her as he reached upward and began tearing at her dress.

“Sire! Wait!” a young woman’s voice could be heard from behind.

Laurel’s eyes went wide when she saw that it was Tulla. Warrick looked at her in amusement, a sneering smile forming on his lips. He stood up, pulling Laurel roughly up by her hair to stand with him.

“And just who would you be my dear?” Warrick asked in a cold and sardonic tone.

“I am Tulla sire. I am a much underappreciated member of the staff,” Tulla answered in a silky voice that Laurel had never heard her dear friend use before.

“And what brings you here my lovely Tulla?” Warrick asked her, his eyes roving over her.

“I feel sire you are truly wasting your attentions on the wrong woman. Everyone knows that the barbarian from the west has reduced the Princess into nothing more than a whore. All know of their reputation. They are uncouth, unkempt, it is said they copulate in their own stables. I however, have never known the pleasures of a man. I feel a man of your dignity and power would truly be an honor to offer myself too,” Tulla replied, smiling at him seductively, reaching over and lightly touched his gold curls. 

“Tulla, no” Laurel whispered with trembling lips.

Tulla looked over at Laurel, and for a brief moment, lost her concentration.

“You see sire. She feels I am not worthy,” Tulla countered back, with an indignant air.

Warrick smiled at her wickedly and let go of his grasp on Laurel, shoving her to the ground, Tulla looking at her again for a breath’s moment, losing her concentration again. She then looked up at Warrick, returning his smile.

“You are worth at least six of her kind my dear…Tulla. I feel you do indeed deserve my…special attention,” Warrick replied as he leaned down and kissed Tulla’s neck, as she desperately tried to compose her trembling and fear.

Laurel looking at her crying and shaking her head.

“Murdoc!” Warrick yelled out causing both Tulla and Laurel to startle. 

“Yes, Sir Warrick,” a large filthy brute of a man came walking in with an attitude of annoyance and impatience. 

“Throw the Princess in the tower. She is not to be given food or water until she decides to be more appreciative, like my dear Tulla here,” Warrick said, as he pulled several strands of Tulla’s dark copper hair through his fingers.

“Oh fine. Come on you,” Murdoc said rolling his eyes, as he grabbed Laurel by her arm, roughly forcing her to stand, and dragging her out of the garden.

“Tulla! Tulla please! Do not do this!” Laurel pleaded, as she was dragged away.

“Now my dear, shall we find a quiet place to get know each other a bit better?” Warrick asked Tulla, with an evil grin.

 

As the group rode deeper into the forest, Caleb began to feel the unmistakable presence once again, saying nothing, only glancing around from time to time, which was not missed by Aiden.

“This is where it happened Sire,” the guard Eamon said as they stopped in a small clearing amongst the trees.

“I do not see any signs of a struggle Eamon,” Caleb questioned him warily.

“You will Sire, at any moment now,” Eamon replied, with a slight smile.

Within moments Caleb, Aiden and Deaglan and an escort of six Sentinels, suddenly found themselves surrounded by a group of filthy, savage looking thugs.

“Eamon! What have you done?” Deaglan asked in shock and dismay.

“What I was paid to do Captain,” Eamon answered smugly.

Caleb looked around again, the presence growing ever stronger. 

“Well then I hope you were paid handsomely and enjoyed it. For it shall be the last payment you ever receive,” Caleb said smiling coldly, as Aiden retuned his smile.

 

“Open the door you idiot! I was sent specifically by Sir Warrick himself to see if the Princess has had a change of heart. Now do as I say!” Tulla yelled angrily.

“Fine then. I shall open the damned door. That dandy is not paying me enough to put up with the likes of you,” Murdoc said angrily as Tulla walked into the tower room.

Once inside and the door was shut, Laurel and Tulla ran up to each other embracing tearfully.

“Oh my sweet Tulla. Why did you do this? Did he hurt you?” Laurel asked, stepping back a bit to look at her, moving her hair aside and noticed bruises on her neck and shoulder. “Oh Tulla, I am so sorry,” Laurel sobbed wretchedly, embracing her faithful friend once again.

“Do not be sorry my Lady. I could not let him touch you. It…it does not hurt that much,” Tulla replied her eyes filling with tears.

“Owain! Owain escaped and has gone to find Caleb. He will return for us dear Tulla he will save us from Warrick,” Laurel said, through her tears.

“I know he will my Lady. I cannot stay much longer, he has no idea I am here. I have brought you bread and a jar of water. I will try to come as often as I can. There are those left of the guards that still remain in the castle, they pretend their loyalty is for Warrick. One will come to protect you as soon as he can convince these swine he has turned,” Tulla spoke in a low voice, handing Laurel the bread and water.  

“I cannot let that bastard touch me Tulla. I…I, think I am with child Tulla,” Laurel told her with trembling lips.

Tulla embraced her once again.

“I swear to you my beloved Laurel, I will kill him myself before I let him touch you. Do not worry, your Prince will return for you,” Tulla said kissing Laurel’s cheek and then walked up to the door loudly demanding to be let out, turning once more to give Laurel a fleeting smile.

Laurel sat down on the pile of straw given her as a bed, and drank a small sip of water and took only one bite of the small loaf, not sure when she would be given more.

“Oh my Prince,” she whispered. “Where are you?” she asked, as a tear fell down her cheek.

 

This concludes the first installment of The Rienfield Chronicles, Book 1 

The Treasure of Gwenlais. 

Come back and join us once again for the continuation of the epic saga of Princess Laurel and Prince Caleb and all the other residents of the Kingdoms of Gwenlais and Heathwin. If you enjoyed the epic journey kindly leave a review https://www.amazon.com/dp/B015IQ0LW2 

Look for Book 2, Child of the Kindred on Amazon https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07286SYTR 

Thank you mo chairde! And visit my author page on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/therienfieldchronicles/ 
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