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INTRODUCTION 

			Found in Holy Scriptures:

			 

			Psalm 30:11 

			“You turned my mourning into dancing; 

			you removed my rags and clothed me with joy,”

			 

			A song of Colline: 

			“Joy is not kept in a box, locked away, 

			But deep within you come what may…”

			



	

PROLOGUE 

			Night had long since fallen on the Kingdom of Monde, but the King of Castle Grange could not sleep. It was the end of the longest day he had ever lived, a murderous day, a day defined by the disease that had taken the life of his beloved wife, Queen Amalia.

			Elyon looked around his chamber high in the castle. The bed was made with beautiful cloth. Amalia had brought it with her from Estrea, the land across the Beaumere Sea. Even the rug, made of the finest sheep’s wool, reminded him of her. He could smell her in the room and imagined her cuddled up in her blankets or lying on the rug in front of the fireplace smiling up at him.

			He sat on the bench beside the bed with his head in his hands now. If he looked up, he knew it would be unbearable. After some time the king finally stood, quite resolved to take control of the situation. He pulled the blankets from the bed and folded them tightly. He hugged the blanket to his chest and put his face into the soft fabric, breathing deeply. The sweet scent of lilac was held there, locked within the weave of it. Tears stung his eyes. Memories flooded his mind. King Elyon pulled the blanket away from his face and tucked it up underneath his arm. He ran to the fireplace and rolled the rug up and secured it under his other arm. Then he left his room and made his way to the highest room in the tower. It was unlocked, opened in fact. He walked in and immediately saw what he was looking for: his wife’s trunk. Carefully, he set his bundles down. He knelt beside it and gently rubbed the engraving around the latch. The trunk still smelled of the wood from which it was made. Gently, the king put the blanket inside the trunk and then the rug. This was a good start, he decided. But his work was far from done. There were far too many memories that held joy within them. Memories… his sorrow was too great to think of them now. He had to change things to be able to carry on; there were some things he would try to forget, if only he could.

			King Elyon worked tirelessly throughout the night removing some of the delicate touches Queen Amalia had put on Castle Grange, and even the Kingdom of Monde. He locked them securely into her trunk high in the castle tower. He removed those things that spoke too loudly to him of happy times, of a joyous castle and kingdom, of deep love. 

			King Elyon stopped. 

			Something has to be done with the family crest, he thought. I can’t have my children venturing out; taking risks … I must protect them. I can’t lose them.

			He ran to the tower and lowered the flag all by himself, a task that usually would have been left to squires or pages, but he needed to see this done personally. He folded the flag up and returned to his wife’s wooden chest and laid the cloth inside.

			Slowly and silently King Elyon lowered the lid. He pressed his fingertips to his lips and then pressed his kiss onto the lid of the trunk.

			“Goodbye,” he whispered.

			Wiping away a stray tear the King stood, cleared his throat and smoothed his shirts then headed down to see the seamstress. 

			“I need a flag with a single black Cheval head at its center,” the king told Lady Dori when she had opened her door to see her king standing there.

			She bowed low and nodded her acceptance of the task he had given her to complete.

			When the children and the noble men and women of Castle Grange woke the next morning, they could not believe their eyes. Any and all signs of Queen Amalia’s life were removed from view. The setting was functional, simple and common. There was no personality or life to the place. Paintings had been removed from the walls, colorful linens and cloths that had covered tables and chairs had been removed, causing the entire place to feel hard and dark. And even though she was just three years of age and could not possibly comprehend the depth of meaning to the changes that had taken place, upon sight of it, Princess Margaret began to cry.

			



	

CHAPTER 1 

			Princess Margaret snuck out of the castle without breakfast. It was a sunny morning and a perfect day for one of her walks. Margaret walked slowly, working to increase her pace with every step. She wanted to be out of sight of the castle before anyone had the chance to stop her, but she wasn’t moving so quickly these days. It had been weeks since Robert had come to Valea carrying with him the root of the Tendresse plant curing everyone stricken with Peur Fever, including Princess Margaret herself. Even after all that time Margaret found she was still easily tired and felt rather weak. She tried not to let on how she was feeling however, because it was very frustrating to have all five of her siblings constantly fussing over her. So she tried to leave the castle as often as she could to walk the hills near Colline where she had last seen the shaggy dog. She didn’t tell her siblings what she was looking for or why she chose to walk near Colline, she didn’t want to have to try to explain. Her older sister, Princess Lillian, had been encouraging young Princess Margaret to be outdoors and get as much fresh air and sunshine as possible as she recovered from her fever, so Margaret took full advantage of it. 

			The village of Colline was over one hill and around the side of another in distance from Castle Grange. Margaret had just crested the first hill and already felt tired. She sat down on the top of the hill, the castle behind her and the hill that hid the village of Colline in front of her. The grass was long and the princess knew that very soon it would be turning brown and then be covered under a blanket of white snow. But this day was unseasonably warm with the slightest hint of the cool air that fall would bring felt only when the wind blew. Margaret closed her eyes and turned her face up to soak up the heat from the sun. She wasn’t sure how long she’d have to rest before she’d have the strength to get up again to walk the rest of the way to Colline. She felt a twinge of guilt at the fact that she’d chosen to walk again rather than ride out with Delight. Margaret had taken to walking more often lately, but with good reason.

			She allowed her thoughts to drift back to the last time she had ridden Delight over these hills. The Cheval had wanted to talk about her concerns for Princess Margaret, including the fact that Margaret had seen a shaggy white dog that no one else had laid eyes on. Delight, Princess Margaret’s Sage Cheval and one-time most-trusted companion, seemed to believe that Margaret was either seeing things or making them up. This fact made Margaret furious. So instead of getting her fresh air in the company of her Cheval, Margaret chose solitude. She had even been avoiding the most intimate interactions with Delight as a result of her own confusion and frustration. They had not had a time of prierie in quite a while. Prierie, which was usually a daily occurrence, was time spent in silence, human and Cheval allowing their souls to communicate on a far deeper level than words could express. It was essential to their connection. But Margaret kept her distance. She felt Delight was at the very least being far too critical of her and at the worst, Margaret felt betrayed by the horse. 

			After all, Margaret thought as she stretched herself out in the grass beneath fluffy white clouds, Lady Susan deemed me healthy and healed from the fever with no negative after-effects so there is absolutely no reason to believe I’m hallucinating. 

			“And it’s not as if I’m seeing purple polka-dotted dragons,” Margaret said out loud to no one but herself. “I have only seen a dog, a typical white and gray dog. Just because Delight hasn’t seen it, just because no one else has, doesn’t mean he isn’t there!”

			Margaret got up from her resting place, re-energized by her frustration perhaps, or with renewed determination. She realized as she walked the hillside near Colline on this beautiful morning, morning that was quickly fading into afternoon, that it had been weeks since she’d seen what she was looking for, maybe even a month since she had taken that walk alone with Robert. 

			All of a sudden there was movement in the tall grass before her.

			Could it be? Margaret wondered, hoped. 

			There he was, the shaggy dog. He sat now, tail wagging, eyes fixed on her as she walked along the path toward Colline. He was in the valley just before the hill Colline was situated on and Margaret was just coming down the opposite hill.

			Margaret almost shouted for joy when she saw him, but tried to contain her excitement. She walked toward the dog slowly now. She didn’t want to scare him away. The dog stood, tail still wagging. He spun in a circle, as if delighted to see her too. Margaret quickened her pace, anxious to catch up to him and afraid he might run away or disappear altogether as he had before. When she was finally within several steps of him the dog turned around and darted back up the hill, toward Colline just as he had the day she first saw him.

			This time Margaret was determined not to lose sight of him. She began to run as fast as her legs could carry her, through the field of weeds and wildflowers, up the hill, along the side of it. She ran until her sides ached and she was gasping for breath, never letting the dog out of her sight. The dog too seemed to want to keep Margaret within his sight for every once in a while he would stop, spin around only to dash off again, never getting too far ahead of the young princess.

			Around the side of the hill they ran. Margaret looked behind her and saw that the castle was now out of sight. She kept forward, running with Chester, she decided that’s what she would call him, always keeping Chester’s white tail in view. Soon they came to a small patch of trees. Nestled in the center was a small stone house. Margaret’s heart swelled at the sight of it and she stopped dead in her tracks to stare at it. 

			It was so sweet. Like out of a fairy tale. The brown stone created the illusion that the house was part of the grove of trees it sat in the middle of. The wooden plant boxes that were neatly fixed under each window were filled with tiny blue flowers. The red wooden door at the front stood in contrast to the natural tones of the rest of the house. It all reminded her of something, but she didn’t know what it could possibly be. She couldn’t remember ever being here before and yet… She felt tears stinging her eyes and she squinted hard, releasing a few tears to her cheeks.

			Princess Margaret stood frozen in place. She could not imagine why she would be having such an emotional reaction to this place. And then, all of a sudden, the front door of the cottage was opened and Chester bounded inside as if he owned the place. Margaret took a step forward to follow him and in the next moment two things happened that dropped her to the ground. First, she heard a voice, clear as a bell. A sweet voice seemed to sing her name, “Ma-argare-et.” 

			Not only that but the beautiful cottage she saw before her seemed to age a decade in the blink of an eye and what she saw horrified her: most of the roof was gone, the windows were hollowed out, the front door hung at an odd angle and much of the stone work had caved in on itself.

			Margaret’s knees grew weak at the shock of it and she crumbled into the grass sobbing into her hands, “Noooooo!”

			The house. That voice. The voice that had called to her… it was her mother’s voice. She was certain of it.

			Margaret didn’t know how long she had lain in the grass in front of the shambles of a house waiting for she knew not what. For her mother to call to her again? For Chester to come out and comfort her? All she knew was that the sun was low in the sky and if she wanted to get back to the castle before the sun was lost behind the hills she would have to head back very soon.

			If they didn’t believe me about the dog, there’s no way I can talk to anyone about this house, Margaret thought as she stood up, a deep sadness in her heart. What would she say anyway? None of this made sense to her, it only added to the deep pit of sadness that had entered her heart during her time in Valea. She had been so eager to go to the village when the sickness had broken out, so determined to help the people there. Then she herself had gotten the fever and had to be cared for. She missed Florence and Frederick, the baker’s children. Margaret had cared for their mother, Deana, before getting sick herself. It had been bittersweet to be around their family, to see the love between husband and wife, between mother and daughter. 

			She had been just three years old when her own mother had died of the very same fever. They had not known the fever by name then and no cure was found. Thankfully, this time the fever had been accurately identified and a cure discovered. Her oldest brother Prince Robert, the Acting King of the Kingdom of Monde, had overcome his fears of leaving the castle and of sickness itself to obtain the cure for this illness and had brought it to her and all their people himself. 

			Margaret quickened her pace in effort to warm herself as evening fell and brought with it a chill in the air. The first stars could be seen in the sky by the time she walked through the gates of the castle. 

			The young princess went straight to her room hoping to forego the questioning she would have received from her siblings if they caught sight of her. She knew she had already missed dinner and didn’t have an appetite anyway. 

			Night had fallen and Princess Margaret sat in the darkness of her room, on top of her bed, unable to lie in it, unable to even think about sleeping. She drew her shawl up over her shoulders and hugged herself for warmth and comfort. The events of the day were fresh in her mind. As she squeezed her eyes shut she could see the house in front of her, tidy and sweet and inviting. She wanted to go into the house. She imagined herself walking after Chester, following him to the front door then through the front door and-

			Knock. Knock.

			The sound was at her bedroom door and echoed against the stone walls of her chambers. She waited a moment, pushing back a curl that had sprung into her face, and stared at the door trying to decide if she wanted to answer it or not. She waited to see if the knocker would go away.

			The knock came again. Whoever was out there was not giving up that easily.

			Slowly, Margaret got up, the pat-pat of her bare feet on the stone floors also seemed to echo throughout the space despite the rugs of sheep’s wool thrown here and there to soften the room. Margaret worked the latch and peeked into the hallway to see Lillian, standing in the hallway with her lantern illuminating her dazzling blue eyes.

			“Can I come in?” Lillian whispered.

			Margaret stepped aside and allowed Lillian into her room. She was surprised it had taken her sister this long to check in on her.

			The girls walked over to the bed and Lillian rested her lantern on the bench nearby. They sat close together on the bed and Lillian pulled the covers over herself. Even with her robes on over her nightgown the chill of the evening could be felt.

			“How are you?” Lillian said, looking her sister in the eye. 

			When she didn’t get an answer Lillian asked, “Did you have dinner in the kitchen?”

			Margaret gave her sister a twisted smile and rolled her eyes then shook her head and said, “Not hungry.”

			Lillian tilted her head and continued to look at her sister.

			Finally Margaret said, “You came here just to ask me how I’m doing?”

			“Well, I’m worried about you. Look at me, I can’t even sleep wondering what could be the matter with you or why you won’t talk to me about it.”

			“Why are you worried about me?” Margaret asked. “What have I done to concern you?”

			Lillian took this moment to return her sister’s smirk and roll her own eyes.

			“You can’t be serious!” Lillian said. “Well, let’s see: unable to sleep and not eating to begin with.”

			Lillian paused as if waiting for her sister to say something then continued, “You have been so quiet and isolated ever since you returned from Valea. And I’ve never seen you go off on so many walks by yourself in your lifetime! You learned how to ride your precious Delight before you could even walk! Oh, and, you haven’t had an opinion on anything since your return. Please tell me you understand that these things are so unlike you.”

			Margaret shrugged her shoulder and shook her head. “So what. So I’ve been quiet. I had a near-death experience, I’m allowed to feel a little weird after that, don’t you think?”

			Lillian sighed and put her arm around her sister. “If that’s all it is, it is understandable. But it seems like there’s more to it… your sleep? Are you having bad dreams?”

			Margaret refused to reply and sat with her lips closed tightly.

			“Will you promise you’ll talk to me about it when you’re ready?” Lillian asked hopefully.

			Again, Lillian’s blue-steel stare was fixed on Margaret, waiting for an answer.

			“O-k-a-y!” Margaret said heavily, clearly exasperated with her over-protective sister.

			“Okay,” Lillian confirmed then kissed her sister on the forehead. “You must know how much I love you.”

			Margaret softened a little and squeezed her sister’s hand gently, “Yeah, I know. Good night, Lillian.”

			Lillian took up her lantern and walked to the door, looked back at Margaret with a smile and quietly closed the door behind her.

			Margaret sighed, relieved to be alone again. She hugged herself and pulled her shawl even tighter. When that wasn’t enough to warm her she snuggled down under her covers and squeezed her eyes shut. There behind her eyelids she saw Chester. He was looking at her, tongue hanging out of his smiling black lips, tail wagging in the long grass on the side of the hill near Colline. Margaret watched herself run after the white dog and fell fast asleep before she ever saw the little brown cottage.

			



	

CHAPTER 2 

			Princess Margaret sat before a crackling fire. She was sitting on a very soft and cushy carpet. Her legs were crossed and she was sitting up straight. A soft hand caressed her head. Slowly, and gently a hairbrush ran through her hair. Margaret looked up into soft blue eyes and a face smiling tenderly at her. She wasn’t certain who it was that was sitting above her brushing her hair. It was difficult to recognize anyone from upside down. As she puzzled over the presence of a person who seemed familiar yet, not, she also became aware of the fact that she couldn’t remembered bathing, though it was clear from her wet hair and freshly moisturized skin that she had indeed just been bathed. 

			“What is it, little one?“ The pretty face above her asked. 

			Margaret shivered at the sound of the lilting soft voice. She looked back up into the gentle eyes and said “Mama?”

			When she heard her own voice she was confused. Her voice sounded so small and high-pitched to her own ears. She looked down at her hands, they were small too. She stretched her legs out in front of her. They were short and her feet were tiny with little toes. Margaret used her tiny hands to rub her eyes and looked back up at the gentle face, her mother’s face. 

			Her mother continued to smile down at her, stroking her head with her hands and slowly pulling a brush through the princess’s long dark hair, hair that matched the queen’s own. She began to hum a tune. Again Margaret shivered. She recognized the tune but could not remember where she had heard it before. It was a sweet little tune, just a few bars that repeated themselves. The notes trailed up and down. Margaret could not remember any words to the tune. She did remember that this was what her mother used to sing to her. Her mother. Margaret looked back up into the blue eyes, her mother‘s eyes, then looked back down at her hands. They were no longer two-year-old-tiny, but were her every-day nine-year-old hands!

			Quickly she looked back up at the face or where the face had been. She could not find that face, her mother’s face! The tune was fading away. It was as if her mother was walking out of the castle and away from her. Margaret looked back at the fire, which was dying out into embers in front of her. She turned back around to look behind her and saw her bedroom door open wide. 

			Margaret sprang to her feet and cried out, “Mother!”

			When there was no answer again she cried, “Mo-othe-er!“. 

			Off in the distance Margaret heard her mother‘s voice saying, “Come to the house.“ 

			Margaret dropped to her knees on the floor and repeated the words her mother and spoken, “Come to the house? What house?” 

			And then she yelled her question to the open door “What house?” 

			The room had become extremely cold and Margaret shivered again, feeling very alone. Not only that but the room had grow dark and Margaret could not see around her. In the pitch black of the night Margaret was not afraid. No, she was too sad to be afraid. 

			“What house?” She continued to cry, “What house? “ 

			Margaret felt hands gripping her shoulders and she spun around in the dark room to face whomever had a hold of her. 

			“Margaret”, Lillian said in a whisper. “Margaret, wake up.” 

			Suddenly, Margaret’s eyes flew open and she looked wildly around her room. She saw that her sheets were all crumpled on her bed. The bow that had tied her hair back for sleeping had been caught loose long ago, leaving her hair all in knots around her face. 

			“Margaret,“ Lillian soothed, putting her arms around her sister’s trembling shoulders. “You must have been dreaming.” 

			Margaret didn’t say anything. She was still whimpering, not moaning and not crying because the sobs were choking in her throat. All she could do was whimper. 

			As Margaret began to calm, Lillian smoothed back her hair and returned it neatly into a bow. She used the bed sheets to wipe the drying tears off of Margaret‘s cheeks. 

			“You kept asking ‘What house?’ ” Lillian said. “What does that mean?” 

			Margaret stared blankly at her bed sheets and shook her head, her ponytail bobbing on her back. She blinked once, twice. Lillian waited, not wanting to push her sister. 

			Finally, Lillian said, “It’s alright now. Why don’t you lie back down and try to go to sleep.” 

			Margaret‘s eyes were wide as she stared at her bed. She shook her head again. Then said in a low voice, “I don’t think I can.”

			Without waiting for permission, Lillian put her arms back around her sister and gently laid her down. Then she crawled into bed beside Margaret and put her arms around her again, cradling her like a little child. She began to tell her a story they had heard as children, speaking softly and gently. Margaret found it soothing even though she was still shivering from the dream she had had. But she allowed her sister to comfort her and staring into the darkness of the night found her eyelids getting heavier and heavier. Eventually, Princess Margaret allowed her eyes to close and she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

			[image: ]

			The next morning Princess Lillian took her breakfast early with the Noblewomen of the castle, Ladies Susan, Claire and Dori. They were sipping their tea and finishing their porridge when Lillian finally decided she needed to tell them of the event the night before.

			“I heard Margaret in the midst of a nightmare last night,” the princess began. 

			All of the ladies stopped their breakfast to listen to Princess Lillian’s account. 

			“I believe she saw our mother in her dreams. She was yelling for her. But she was also yelling something about a house. She kept asking, “What house?” “ 

			The ladies looked at each other and back at their princess but none of them said anything, they just listened. 

			“I was able to calm her after a while and I stayed with her; she slept the rest of the night. She’s still sleeping now, I believe.” 

			Princess Lillian paused, as if considering her next words carefully.

			“I’m not sure,” she began slowly, “but if by some chance Margaret was remembering something… Or is it possible there was some message from our mother in her dreams?”

			She stopped, looked at the ladies who were all eager to hear what their princess was trying to say. Lady Claire leaned in.

			“Well,” Lillian continued, “I was wondering, if there is a house, do you know what house my mother might have been speaking about?”

			The ladies looked at one another once again and then Lady Claire spoke, “Your mother and father were very fond of an older couple who lived on a small sheep farm near Colline.” 

			“A sheep farm?” Lillian asked. 

			Lady Claire nodded. 

			It was Lady Dori who continued, “It was a very small farm with sheep and goats. It’s settled on the edge of the village of Colline. Your parents would spend time there every once in awhile, just to get away for a quiet afternoon.” 

			“It was a sweet little farm and they had the cutest shaggy dog,” Lady Susan added.

			“I think I remember it, though very little. Would we have gone there with our mother and father?” the princess said.

			Lady Dori nodded, “Yes. And you would have been very young so it is no surprise you barely remember.”

			“So what happened to them?“ Princess Lillian asked, “What happened to the house? The farm?“

			“Well, the couple were taken by the same fever your mother was. There was no one left to care for the farm and it fell victim to the elements,” Lady Claire explained. 

			“Sadly, the place has all but gone to ruins,” Lady Dori clarified.

			Princess Lillian sat still. She couldn’t imagine how her sister could have known about the house. But she must have heard of it somewhere. How else would she have dreamed about it?

			As if reading Princess Lillian’s mind Lady Claire said, “We have not spoken of this house since your mother died.”

			“It was another one of those things that your father wished to leave in the past,” Lady Dori said.

			Princess Lillian sighed. 

			“All I know is that my sister has not been the same since she returned from Valea.” 

			The princess sat with her brow furrowed and her arms crossed against her chest. Lady Dori came and sat next to the young princess and put a hand on her shoulder. 

			“We too have noticed that Princess Margaret has not been herself since she was cured of the fever. She mourns deeply for your mother.” 

			“How can she mourn so deeply for a mother she barely remembers, if she remembers her at all?“ Princess Lillian asked. 

			Lady Dori smiled warmly at her princess and gave the young woman’s shoulder a loving squeeze. She looked over at Lady Claire and Lady Susan before responding.

			“Have you ever felt a longing in your stomach or maybe in your chest at the thought of a memory?” 

			Princess Lillian nodded. 

			“Have you ever wondered what it might be like to be a bird and when doing so find yourself feeling almost home sick for a nest in the trees?“ 

			Princess Lillian sat quietly thinking, then a twinkle came to her eye. 

			She smiled and nodded. 

			“Yes, I have felt that way before,“ the princess said with a smile. 

			“But you have never been a bird and have never slept in a nest, correct?” Lady Dori asked. 

			“You know I have not,” Princess Lillian said with a little smirk. 

			Lady Dori laughed softly and said, “You have never been in a nest before but you have longed for it. It’s the same with your sister. She doesn’t remember your mother but knows that she has had one, a mother that is. And so she longs for her. In the same way you know it’s probably cozy and soft in a nest so you long for home, which is cozy and soft.” 

			Lillian sat silently for another moment or two and then said, “I have never thought of it that way. I understand now. She longs for the love she knows she had from our mother even though she can’t remember her. Isn’t that right?” 

			The ladies at the table smiled warmly at their young princess. They all nodded in unison. 

			“You are quite right,” Lady Dori said. 

			



	

CHAPTER 3 

			It was a cloudy and cool morning. It had clearly rained the night before but the sun was beginning to peek through the clouds. The four princes, Robert, Theodore, Samuel and William, had ridden out to the fields between the villages of Colline and Ploin where they would soon begin harvesting. After looking over the fields and giving the sun time to sufficiently warm the earth, the brothers left Ardor, Honor, Endurance and Allegiance at the fields and continued on foot toward the side of the Sommet Mountains where fresh streams flowed. Theodore, Samuel and William picked up sticks along the way and were brandishing them like swords. They challenged one another to duels and the sticks clicked together sharply in the open field as the fighting commenced.

			Robert looked over at his brothers and laughed. “Aren’t we a little old for playing with sticks?” He said.

			“Not me,” William said, “I’m only 10.”

			Samuel, who was in the middle of an intense sword fight with his little brother laughed and said, “You’re almost 11!”

			“That doesn’t mean anything!” William replied. “I’ll stick-fight until I’m older than Robert if I want to!”

			“And so shall I!” Theodore said, cutting into the duel and challenging his twin, “Now, Samuel: on guard!”

			The princes continued on in this way through the field, the sun shining down on them. Ever since the three days of rain that followed the sickness in Valea, what the Doyen had called The Cleansing, the skies had been bright and the only clouds that could be seen were wispy white ones.

			“Hey, let’s go for a swim!” William suggested, looking to each of his brothers.

			William ran ahead toward the shadow of the mountains. 

			“We haven’t gone swimming for such a long time,” Samuel said.

			“It hasn’t been so long for me,” Robert reminded them, speaking of the swim he had taken across the Laplage River in search of the Tendresse plant to cure Valea of its fever.

			“It’s too cold!” Theodore said. 

			The others ran ahead of him toward the creek where they had gone swimming since they were little children. The creek was south of the village of Ploin and just before the port at Falaise Bay. Some of the hills and mountain peaks towered very near the creek giving a feeling of protection and shelter to the place. The water was not deep enough for the boys to jump off the rocks into it, though they had each thought about the potential of it just the same.

			“Hey, Ted,” Samuel called back, “If the water is too cold for you, just sit on the bank and watch us have fun then!”

			The young princes all laughed together as they ran and once they reached the creek all four of the boys were pulling off their shirts and boots. 

			“I haven’t been here since Father brought me,” Robert said, slipping out of his pants and heading toward the water.

			“You hadn’t been anywhere outside the castle since Father brought you, until last month,” Theodore reminded him.

			The four young princes all raced toward the creek and splashed into it without thought for how cold it was, even Theodore.

			They were splashing and playing noisily in this way for some time until they saw a figure coming toward them from the direction of Falaise Bay. 

			“Quiet!” Robert ordered his brothers. He took a few steps toward the figure and shielded his eyes from the sun with one hand. Before the man reached them Robert and Theodore had put their shirts and pants back on and walked out to meet him. 

			It was Lord Bailey, the King’s diplomat from the city of Ploin. He had a stern look on his usually passive face. His brow was furrowed and his cheek pulsed as he clenched his jaw. 

			“Lord Bailey,” Prince Theodore said, “How are you?”

			“Prince Theodore, Prince Robert,” Lord Bailey said, bowing at the waist then standing to look them both in the face, “I was coming to find you. I have news for you and it is most unwelcome. I did not wish to send this report by dove.”

			“Very well. Please tell us your trouble,” Prince Robert said, stepping forward to put a hand on the man’s shoulder and lean his ear toward him to better hear all that he would say.

			“There have been reports, sightings of large wooden and metal ships in the sea, much larger than those of our friends or our own. Some have said they have seen the flag of the Oblager on those beastly ships,” Lord Bailey said. His shoulders heaved as he drew in deep, anxious breaths.

			“I see,” Prince Robert said, trying not to allow anxiety to rise up in him.

			“How many of these reports have you heard?” Prince Theodore asked.

			“Three in the last week. That seemed too many to overlook.” 

			“Indeed,” Prince Theodore said, dragging a hand through his wet hair. 

			“It may be time to meet with our Generals,” Prince Robert said.

			Lord Bailey nodded.

			“We will send out word by dove as soon as we return to the castle,” Prince William said, joining them on the bank of the creek.

			“I’ll stop on my way back to speak with Lord Darich at Falaise Bay,” Lord Bailey said. “When shall we report to the castle?” 

			“At the end of the week. We will send word,” Prince Robert said. “It will give me time to consult with my Doyen. Until then, Lord Bailey, Godspeed.”

			The princes were already fully clothed once again when Lord Bailey bowed low, ready to depart. He turned his back to them and headed back toward Falaise Bay.
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			The morning broke with just a hint of sun in the sky, mostly hidden behind low and dark clouds. Margaret could almost smell the rain in the air but she was determined to take her walk out to the hills near Colline and in particular to the tiny brown house she had found nestled in the woods there. 

			Could that be the house my mother was talking about in my dream? Margaret wondered.

			Despite the lack of sun and the fitful sleep, Margaret felt more energetic and rested than she had in some time. She wasn’t sure if it was the anticipation of the possibility of hearing her mother’s voice again or simply the freedom she felt in leaving the castle grounds on her own, no sibling, no Cheval, just her on her own two feet. Whatever the case, Margaret was ready for her day to begin and she hopped out of bed and quickly dressed to be on her way.

			Before leaving the castle the princess took back hallways to the kitchen and grabbed a fresh biscuit from Lady Claire’s basket. Clearly the basket had already made it into the dining hall where Margaret knew her siblings had gathered for their breakfast. But there was enough of the sweet smelling pastries left for her and Margaret took a bite of a biscuit before leaving the castle out the kitchen door to keep from being seen.

			True to her sense of smell, rain had fallen early that morning and the ground was still wet here near the castle. As Margaret slipped away through the courtyard, past the stables and out the gates onto the road to Valea, she noticed the tracks that she knew had been made by her brothers and their Cheval on their way to the fields that morning. She decided there was little chance then of being caught.

			Margaret spun around to look back at the castle to be certain Lillian wasn’t following or at the very least watching her through a window. No one was behind her and the windows in the castle tower were empty.

			With each step Margaret noticed the ground was drier and by the time she had reached the last hill before Colline the clouds had dispersed and the ground was perfectly dry. This lifted her spirits even more and she stopped to spread her arms and turned her face up toward the sun. When she opened her eyes and looked ahead toward Colline, she saw a welcome sight. Sitting on the hillside, as he had done before, was Chester. He was smiling down at her as if he’d been waiting for her since her last visit to the hillside village.

			Margaret began running down the hill and up toward where Chester was sitting. It was just what she needed to see this morning. 

			“Wait for me!” She yelled up at the dog. 

			He had already begun running toward where Margaret knew the brown house was and she didn’t want him to enter the house in the same way she’d lost him the last time. He had gone into the house and had disappeared from there. Everything went wrong from that moment on. She slowed her pace as she recalled the sound of her mother’s voice and then the horrible destruction, the dismantling of the beautiful little cottage. 

			She slowed now to a casual stroll. Margaret felt some sense of anxiety about going to the house again. What would she find there? Would it be in the same state of disarray that it had been the last time she had seen it? Or had that been a nightmare or some sort of hallucination? 

			“What’s real and what am I imagining?” Margaret asked aloud. There was no one there to answer.

			In moments, she found herself on the edge of the wood where the house was safely nestled. She had lost sight of Chester and was afraid he’d already disappeared until he poked his head playfully around a nearby tree.

			“Woof!” He seemed to call to her.

			“Oh, alright,” Margaret said, sighing deeply. 

			She had to prepare herself for it, but, cautiously, she took a step toward the dog, toward what she hoped would be a sweet little cottage with plant boxes situated neatly under the windows and a pretty red door fixed sharply at the entrance.

			Brown brick could be seen before the full front of the house was visible. And Margaret let out a breath when she saw that the house was whole. She hadn’t realized she had been holding her breath, but it felt good to breathe in and out again.

			Chester played in the front yard of the place as Princess Margaret drew closer. She couldn’t take her eyes off the house. She noticed that among the blue flowers planted in the flower boxes were even tinier white flowers growing there. The door was shut tight and as though she wasn’t sure she could trust it to be real, Margaret hesitated to touch it even as she stood just a couple feet away. If she had dared to, she could reach out and touch the door from where she stood. But she just stood and stared.

			Chester made playful growling noises from his place on the front lawn and Margaret stood transfixed, she knew not how long. The winds that gently swept along the top of the grass and ruffled the leaves in the trees, tousled her hair around her face. Still she didn’t move. The birds sang overhead and a few even flew to perch on the flower boxes. But she didn’t move. 

			After what seemed like an eternity, Margaret worked up the courage to lift an arm and she reached for the door. As if in a dream, so slowly and noiselessly, the door opened before she could even lay her hand on it. She watched it swing wide. She felt as though she were under water. Her limbs were so heavy. She felt like she weighed a ton as she took one step forward, then another, toward the open door. While the door had been opened wide, and the sun was still shining all around her, Margaret found she could not see inside. Then she heard it and the young princess froze once again.

			“Ma-argare-et,” came the voice on the air, singing her name. And again, “Margare-et.”

			She couldn’t move. A single tear slid down her cheek as she stood to listen. 

			Margaret knew her mother’s voice. Why would her mother be here, in this house, calling to her? How could she be?

			“Mother!” Margaret choked out, breathless from the emotion that was filling her chest. “Mother! Where are you?”

			And in an instant Margaret ran through the door into the house.

			Silence like a fog filled her ears and rested heavily on her. 

			There was no sound in this place. Everything was perfectly still. She couldn’t hear the songs of the birds; not even her mother’s voice. She could no longer feel the cool of the breeze. 

			Margaret took in a deep gulp of air, afraid that there might be no air to breathe here either. But she found she could breathe and she worked to steady herself. 

			She stood and waited. Waited for what, she did not know.

			Slowly, Princess Margaret began to realize that she was standing in an open room. The sun was streaming in through two big windows at the front of the house and one large window in the back. It was an open room with wooden floors and humble furnishings: a bench with cushions, a small wooden table with four matching chairs and a tiny fireplace to the far end of the room with cushions on the floor surrounding it. 

			If Margaret had thought the house to be sweet and inviting on the outside she found the interior to be exquisitely quaint and comforting.

			I could stay in this place forever, she thought, still unmoving.

			To her right, just near the back window, was another small wooden table in the center of an area that must have been the kitchen. There were piles of vegetables on the counter and a bowl of apples on the wooden table. When she looked back to the living area Margaret almost jumped. There were two men seated at the table near the front windows. The man that was facing her she did not recognize. He had dark skin and dark features, which made his white hair seem to almost glow on top of his head. His hands were in front of him on the table and Margaret could tell they were well worn from work and with age. Across the table from him with his back to her was another man. Margaret marveled as in an instant she realized it was her father. His back was to her but she would know that back, that hair, those movements anywhere. A woman Margaret had never seen before, with hair so gray it was a beautiful white, and skin as dark as the man seated at the table, brought in a basket of rolls and set it in front of the men. She had a friendly smile on her face as if she were laughing. 

			Margaret looked back at her father. He had fewer grays in his hair than the last time she’d seen him and while she couldn’t hear anything, she could see his shoulders bobbing up and down and imagined he was laughing. When he turned around to look back at the kitchen, it was clear she was right. He was laughing, with the widest smile Margaret had ever seen on his handsome face. His green eyes sparkled and the lines beside his eyes were deepened by the grin. Margaret felt a pang in her stomach and realized in that moment just how much she missed him. 

			King Elyon continue to look back over his shoulder and Margaret followed his gaze back toward the kitchen area and gasped at what she saw. Standing there, with a half-eaten apple in her hand, was Margaret’s mother, Queen Amalia herself. 

			



	

CHAPTER 4 

			Margaret let out a cry at the sight of her mother standing before her. She couldn’t help it, couldn’t stop the emotion pouring from her. The princess sobbed openly, tears streaming down her face. 

			Queen Amalia the apparition, the ghost, moved effortlessly across the room and joined the others at the table. Margaret wanted to reach out and grab the woman as she walked by, but knew even if she did, there would be nothing to touch. She wanted it so badly, to touch her mother, to smell her skin.

			Suddenly, there was a swirl of wind that seemed to fill the house like a tornado though the foursome at the table sat still, carrying on their conversation, completely unaffected by the torrent surrounding them. The sound of the rushing wind began as a whisper but then within seconds was as loud as a blacksmith’s hammer on metal and Margaret clamped her hands tightly over her ears to stop the noise.

			As quickly as it had begun the wind was gone and all was quiet. All quiet except for the laughter. Margaret lowered her hands from her ears to hear it better. 

			“Don’t be foolish, Elyon,” her mother was saying with a smile in her voice.

			“What?” King Elyon protested. “We would have six more of them if it were up to me!”

			The Queen playfully slapped her husband on the arm and looked lovingly into his face.

			“Your children are delightful,” the woman who Margaret did not recognize was saying.

			“Yes, they are,” Queen Amalia said. “And the six of them are quite the perfect lot for me!”

			It was Margaret’s father’s turn to laugh out loud then as he conceded the fact that their six children were the perfect lot indeed.

			Margaret stood with her mouth wide. How was she seeing this? What exactly was she seeing? She couldn’t remember ever being told the story of the house in the woods near Colline, or of the kind couple in the stone cottage. Was this a dream? She couldn’t imagine what in the world… She was thinking hard, trying to remember, trying to understand. She was concentrating so hard that it was making her tired. She noticed she was staring down at her shoes and tried to look back up but couldn’t lift her head. She was just. So. Tired. 

			“Margaret,” her mother’s voice sang softly, “Ma-argare-et.”

			She wanted to respond. 

			I’m here mother! I’m here, she wanted to say, but for some reason couldn’t. 

			She felt as though she was being led by the hand out the front door of the cottage and back into the sunlight. Who was leading her? She wanted to look up into her mother’s face. She wanted to hear more of her mother and father’s laughter. She wanted to see them and the way they looked at one another. But she couldn’t lift her head. 

			Margaret felt the warmth of the sun on her cheek and felt her other cheek pressed up against something. She couldn’t see anyone or anything, just a bright yellow light behind her eyes. She thought she could hear someone humming but couldn’t call out to ask who was there, she couldn’t speak.

			Feeling frustrated, Margaret began to try to rock herself loose from whatever type of trance she was in, back and forth. She tried again to speak but the best she could do was to make humming noises herself, half hum, half grunt, until finally she was able to say, “Mother?”

			Princess Margaret’s eyes flew open and she found herself on the green grass of the hillside. She was lying before the unhinged front door of the broken down stone cottage. 

			Once again Margaret found herself feeling deep despair. It had all been too beautiful. What would she do now? Margaret brushed away tears, her face feeling tight and dry, as though tears had already fallen and then dried on her cheeks.

			She lay back down into the grass, listening to the quiet of the place; the wind blowing the grass this way and that, the leaves of the trees clapping in the breeze, the birds singing above. She rolled onto her back to look up at the sky that was beginning to show the first signs of evening. The princess let out a sigh from deep within.

			What was that? She wondered. Maybe I am going crazy.

			This depended her resolve to keep this place and her visions to herself.
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			At the castle the young princes were just returning from their walk. Prince Robert ran toward the castle tower and Prince William to the dovecote without a word of parting to their Cheval or anyone else in their path for that matter. It was then that Lady Dori, who had been crossing the courtyard at the same time the young princes had returned, knew something was wrong. 

			They did not even pause for prierie, she thought to herself, her brow furrowing in concern. 

			Lady Dori was the castle’s seamstress and a distant relative to King Elyon and the House of Rosh. She had tended to Queen Amalia before Amalia had become queen. And then King Elyon had commissioned her to care for the royal children before he had set sail for the land across the Beaumere Sea almost two years ago. She remembered he had hoped to avoid leaving his children behind but duty had called to him and he went to the aid of his kinsmen, the rightful king of that land, his wife’s homeland, Estrea. 

			King Elyon had gathered the lords and ladies closest to him one summer day, just before the weather turned cool, before sailing the sea would become tumultuous and most dangerous. He wanted to prepare them for his departure and to leave them with instructions.

			I will show my children that to live behind these walls in fear is no life at all, he had said to them as they all gathered in the throne room. I want them to know that love is faithful, that great joy can be found in enacting justice. This is what I will be doing in Estrea and what I hope my children will find, purpose and joy, here in their own kingdom.

			Ladies Dori, Claire and Susan were gathered as were the Lords Francis, Edward and Nelson. They each brought their own skill and strength to the kingdom, in service to the royal family. In that moment, each one pledged their undying loyalty and service not only to the Kingdom of Monde but more importantly to the young princes and princesses who would one day rule it. The oldest of the children, Robert, was not yet a teenager and they all knew the children would need their greatest wisdom and most watchful care in these days and years before their rule. 

			King Elyon must have seen something in us all, Lady Dori thought to herself as she crossed the courtyard toward the castle tower, following Prince Robert. 

			And if there was trouble now, her own insight and wisdom may be needed. She would be willing and ready to serve should she be called upon. 

			



	

CHAPTER 5 

			As soon as the princes returned to the castle Prince Robert headed straight for the castle tower and to that wooden door that he knew so well. He had needed to consult the Doyen quite a bit over the last few months. After Peur Fever had struck the village of Valea and it had been identified as the illness that had taken his mother’s life, Robert had worked closely with the wise men to seek out a cure and eventually obtain it. He had fought a hard-won fight against his fear and anxiety to complete the mission, but he had done it. Now, a different sort of plague was threatening to sweep their kingdom starting at the very shores of Falaise Bay. The Oblager were known from history to be a ruthless clan. They had no home, no country to call their own and so they sailed the seas looking for the resources of any country that they might steal from and use for their own benefit. The Kingdom of Monde was well known for its trees, as well as its Cheval and while Robert could not imagine what a seafaring people would want or need with a horse, he did fear for the safety of the Cheval living within the castle, as well as those who lived in the North Country. The Sommet mountain range provided a partial barrier between Falaise Bay and the North Country, but Robert did not want to make the mistake of underestimating this potential foe.

			At last he reached the Doyen’s study. Prince Robert entered the room to find both Sir Edward and Sir Francis seated at their desks, just as he imagined they would be.

			With a nod of greeting and no other ceremony, the young prince said, “Tell me all I need to know about the Oblager.”

			The wise men looked at one another and Prince Robert wondered if he saw a hint of fear in their faces. But just as quickly as he had seen it, the look was gone and they were facing him again, their eyes showing concern. Or was it mild curiosity?

			“Certainly, Your Grace,” Sir Francis said. “Please have a seat here and tell us what you might like to know first.”

			“I want to know their behavior patterns, attack techniques, lifestyle. Tell me anything I would need to know if they end up in our port.”

			Sir Francis and Sir Edward exchanged glances again.

			This time Sir Edward stood up and spoke.

			“They have been on our shore before. But I’m sure you already know this,“ he said.

			Prince Robert nodded.

			“It was a blessing in disguise, though I’m not sure High King Augustavo would have said so then,” Sir Edward continued. “But it was that attack by the Oblager those ages ago that brought the Sage Cheval and the House of Rosh into relationship.”

			“It was High King Augustavo and the Sage Cheval Magnificence who formed the first alliance,” Sir Francis said. “It was this alliance and the effective strategies of man and horse working together that brought about a swift victory over the Oblager.”

			“I need to know more about them in order to devise a strategy. For defense or attack,” Prince Robert said looking the men in the eye. Then he stood up and walked for the door. 

			“I will come again tomorrow. Prepare anything I will need. Thank you, Sir Edward, Sir Francis.”

			With another nod, the prince was gone.
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			Upon returning to the castle William had gone directly to the dovecote. Usually he found this place so calming and serene. The cooing of the doves usually brought him comfort but he wasn’t comforted this day. The intensity in Lord Bailey’s face as he spoke of the Oblager sightings made William afraid. 

			He ducked through the arched doorway into the circular stone building, which housed the castle’s doves. The one legged stand at the center of the room where the doves came to deliver their messages was empty. Near the door was a box containing a quill pen, fountain ink and scrolls for writing. Tiny glass tubes to secure the messages in, as well as twine, were stored here for attaching each message to its messenger.

			William lifted the box and removed a handful of tubes to take back to the castle where Prince Robert would write out the notes they would need to send. William knew Robert would write to each diplomat and general in the kingdom. They would all be summoned to the castle to discuss the potential threat that sailed just off their shores. 

			Once William returned to the castle he went directly to Prince Robert’s chamber and went inside without knocking. He assumed Robert would be with the Doyen talking about the Oblager but was surprised to find him at his desk.

			“Sorry!” The youngest prince said, startled.

			Robert had been startled by his brother’s sudden appearance as well but he calmed quickly and smiled. 

			“It seems we’re a little jumpy,” he said.

			William smiled in agreement and set the message tubes on the desk in front of his oldest brother. “I brought you some tubes for the messages you’ll be sending to our generals and ambassadors. Once you’re done just let me know and I will get the messages sent before evening.”

			Robert nodded. 

			“I’ll begin them right away.”

			Robert was true to his word and before dinner he found William with a pouch full of glass tubes, which contained their messages. William went immediately to the dovecote, again oblivious to the gentle cooing of the doves. This time he was too intent on the work ahead of him to take notice of the sound.

			Once inside, he made a noise with his lips and placed a few seeds on the stand from the leather pouch just beneath it. Soon two, three then four doves had descended from their perches onto the stand and were pecking at their treats. William took one at a time to attach a scroll to the leg then release the bird from various small windows in the building. Each bird was released in the direction of which it was to deliver the message.

			After William’s work was done he stepped back out into the fresh air of the evening. He felt a little bit better knowing word was being sent to the lords, generals and diplomats of the kingdom, but that edge of tension, that chill of fear still clung to him. It would be hard to shake off if the rumors were true and the Oblager were indeed sailing for their shores. And if everything he had heard of the Oblager proved to be true, then, William knew, he would have plenty to be afraid of. 

			



	

CHAPTER 6 

			Princess Margaret returned to the castle when the sun was setting beyond the Wild West Wood. She imagined she would be late for dinner but didn’t feel much like eating anyway. Her appetite still hadn’t returned and Margaret didn’t want to make herself eat. She slipped through the gates unnoticed and walked quietly past the stables. She wasn’t ready to see Delight yet. She didn’t want to see anyone for that matter, not after what she’d just seen and heard at the brick house. 

			In a moment a hand was on Margaret’s arm and she screamed and spun around to see her sister standing there. 

			“I’m sorry!” Lillian laughed.

			Margaret put a hand to her chest and tried to steady her breathing. “Don’t sneak up on people!”

			“I didn’t mean to scare you,” Lillian continued to laugh, “I wasn’t being sneaky!”

			Margaret couldn’t help but smile a little, the smallest smile, and then turned back toward the castle. 

			“If you’d told me you were going for a walk I would have gone with you,” Lillian said.

			“I wanted to be alone.”

			“You’ve been spending a lot of time alone lately.” 

			After a moment Lillian asked, “You didn’t even take Delight with you?” 

			“I said I wanted to be alone,” Margaret said with a sharp tone and then softened, “And, I wanted to walk.”

			The girls headed toward the castle, and dinner, walking together in silence. Lillian continued to look over at her sister as they walked into the castle and through the great room toward the dining hall. She couldn’t figure out what was going on with her little sister but she was determined to find it out. Whatever was bothering Margaret it was more than just her recovery from a fever. No, there was something more to it.

			I’ll find out what is going on with her no matter what I have to do to discover it, Lillian thought just before greeting her brothers at the dinner table. 

			After their greetings the princesses realized they were interrupting a conversation between their brothers and so took their seats without another word. 

			“We met with Lord Bailey near Vallee Creek today,” Robert explained to his sisters to catch them up. “He had news from the port and it has us concerned.”

			Lillian noted that Robert’s light green eyes were clouded and his forehead was wrinkled in worry. She had not seen him this upset since they had received news of the illness in Valea so she knew the report they had received from Lord Bailey must be serious.

			“It seems there have been sighting of unfriendly ships in the Beaumere Sea, very near to our shores,” Theodore continued. “There have been multiple reports at the port in Falaise Bay supporting this.”

			When the girls remained silent Robert went on.

			“We will be meeting with the generals, lords and diplomats here at the castle tomorrow night,” he said.

			“Will any of the captains of the ships who have reported these sightings be present as well?” Lillian asked.

			“Lord Bailey will be inquiring at the port and bringing those with any information,” Robert explained.

			Lillian nodded.

			Robert looked to Margaret, who typically would have had something to say. She always had an opinion. But now, she sat silently, picking at her food with her fork and giving no indication she was even listening to the conversation. 

			“The sailors say they have seen the flag of the Oblager,” Theodore said. And then to Lillian, “Do you remember the stories father used to tell us of these people?”

			“A little. From what I remember they are savages,” Lillian said, concern clouding her blue eyes now. “They are not the type to accept a truce. If we won’t give them what they want, they will take it.”

			Robert nodded to confirm that what she had said was true. “We will know more when we have met with our generals. I have consulted with the Doyen and they will tell me more that I will need to know tomorrow.”

			They all fell silent. Samuel, who hadn’t joined in the conversation, was watching Margaret intently. She had her head resting on one hand, with the other hand she held her fork and picked at her potatoes with it. She smashed, flipped and stirred the food so slowly and methodically it was almost hypnotizing. 

			“Margaret,” he said. “Are you going to eat any of that?”

			Margaret didn’t look up, didn’t say anything, just continued to mash, flip and stir. 

			Samuel cleared his throat and repeated, “Mhmm. Margaret?” 

			Margaret looked up at her brother as if just realizing he was in the room. Her dark bronze eyes seemed to be glazed over. Everything she did was in slow motion.

			“I’m… not hungry,” she said, almost slurring her words. And then she got up without excusing herself and left the room.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Theodore seemed to direct his question to Lillian.

			“I’m just going to go check on her,” Lillian explained, excusing herself from the table and walking quickly toward the door.

			She found Margaret walking slowly toward the staircase that led to their rooms.

			“Margaret, are you alright?” Lillian asked, putting on arm over her sister’s shoulders.

			Margaret nodded. 

			“Just tired.”

			“Do you need me to help you to bed?” Lillian asked. 

			She had been helping with many of Margaret’s daily self-care tasks when Margaret had been weak from the fever. She wondered if perhaps her sister was getting sick again and needed help.

			Margaret shook her head, making her dark curls bob and sway. 

			“Go eat,” she instructed and then continued walking toward the stairs.

			Lillian stopped and just watched her sister go. This behavior confirmed her suspicions that there was something very wrong. And she knew then whom she needed to talk to in order to get to the bottom of it. 

			



	

CHAPTER 7 

			Early the next morning Lillian went out to the stables. She had important things to do that day and knew exactly who she needed to meet with first. She greeted her Cheval upon entering the stables. The princess stroked Temperance’s forehead and strong jaw. Temperance greeted her girl with a soft noise and breath of air. The two spent a moment in prierie, bonding in silent meditation. 

			When they finally separated Lillian looked to see Delight was just a few feet away finishing her breakfast.

			“Good morning, Delight,” Princess Lillian said, approaching the Cheval.

			The silver horse nodded and neighed in response.

			“I don’t want to bother you but, well, I wanted to talk to you about Margaret.”

			The horse stood still. She wasn’t being rude. It was typical of a Cheval to save their wisdom and words for their own companion. 

			“I’m worried about her and I’d be surprised if you hadn’t noticed the changes in her too?”

			Again the horse stood still so Lillian continued, “I wondered if you could help me figure out what in the world is going on with her. She told me she’s been walking more and so I know you haven’t had a lot of time with her lately but…”

			Lillian’s voice trailed off. 

			“I will do what I can to help my girl,” Delight said. “However, you must know, this is a difficult path that she must take alone. It would not benefit her for you nor I to try to shield her from it.”

			Lillian stood silent at the horse’s words.

			“She is struggling with her feelings: feelings of want, feelings of loss. These are not things that we can save her from, she must deal with them herself. Do you understand?”

			Lillian nodded and said, “You’re right. I do always try to fix things for my baby sister. I can’t fix this.”

			Delight stood silently now, waiting for the young princess to speak.

			Lillian stepped forward and put a gentle hand on the horse, stroking her mane. 

			“Thank you, Delight.” 
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			Robert spent the morning in the library pouring over maps of the kingdom and noting anything that he could remember of what his father had told him about the Oblager as well as anything else he had ever read or heard about this nomadic people. After he’d read long and thought so hard his head was spinning, he decided to take a break and go to talk with his wise men, the Doyen: Sir Francis and Sir Edward. 

			They were seated at their desks, the sun streaming in through the windows, illuminating the work laid before them. Both men looked up when Prince Robert entered the room and they greeted him by standing and bowing at the waist before him.

			“Good morning, Sir Francis, Sir Edward,” the prince said. “I have been busy working in the library and I am unable to study another piece of parchment on my own. I need for the two of you to shed some light on what we may be facing if indeed the Oblager have set their sights on our kingdom.”

			The men nodded their understanding and invited Prince Robert to be seated at Sir Edward’s desk where the two men stood near him to share their knowledge. 

			“We know they are wanderers, Your Grace,” Sir Edward said.

			Prince Robert nodded in agreement.

			“But what we did not know until looking into their history is that they roam because their own homeland was taken from them ages ago and they were forced into the lives they now lead. They are nomadic not of their own doing but because they themselves were once overcome and driven from their land.”

			“They have nowhere to go,” Sir Francis said.

			Prince Robert sat back in his chair and pressed his hands together under his chin as he thought. “If there is a way to head off a potential attack I would be interested to hear it.”

			“The Oblager have not been known to be reasonable nor gracious, my Prince,” Sir Francis said. 

			Again Prince Robert nodded in agreement. All he had ever heard of the Oblager was of the cruelty and destruction they brought to any kingdom they attacked. 

			After thinking a moment more Prince Robert said, “I believe it is time to knight my Captain of the Guard, Logan, and to reactivate the guard altogether. Our kingdom has seen peace for these many years and there has not been a need for an active army. My father focused more on medicine and maintenance than on the defenses of this kingdom…” 

			Robert remembered his father’s fear after Queen Amalia had died of fever during the last plague, the last fatal plague anyway. The last time the fever had come to their kingdom, very recently, it had not taken a single life. The Doyen had found a treatment for the fever. Prince Robert himself had left the castle and journeyed to obtain the root of the Tendresse plant that held the cure. He had overcome crippling fear to do so. Even in this moment he could feel that fear threatening to grip him once again. But he couldn’t let it. He would soon be fifteen and if his father did not return or send word before that day he would be crowned king. The Kingdom of Monde needed a king that was capable, wise and brave. Prince Robert sat up tall in his chair, rigid with determination.

			“At the very least we need a strong defense in place. Let us hope we will not need to call upon our guards nor our soldiers for the task of fighting. But if it comes to that, we must be ready.”

			“Yes, Your Grace,” the Doyen said in unison, bowing. 

			Prince Robert’s brow furrowed as another thought entered his mind. He blinked rapidly, his long eyelashes fluttering over sea green eyes. “I do believe I’d like to call in Malaya to meet with us as well.”

			The Doyen looked at one another.

			“While her family has not been called upon in recent years, if I read it correctly in my father’s journals, this spy is living on the outskirts of Ploin near the Sommet Mountains.”

			“She is living on the mountain, Your Grace,” Sir Edward said.

			“I see,” Prince Robert said. “I’m not sure if her services will be feasible but I’d like to consult with her all the same.”

			“It is worth a discussion, indeed, Your Grace,” Sir Francis agreed. “Shall I send a dove?”

			“No, thank you, Sir France. I will be seeing William before his usual rounds to the dovecote and will have him send a message to Malaya as well as the guards and soldiers. Am I missing anyone? Is there any one else the two of you would recommend be part of this crucial conversation?”

			“You have the matter fully under command,” Sir Edward said with a nod.

			“If we find anything new for you or think of another to call upon, we will tell you,” Sir Francis added.

			“Thank you,” Prince Robert said as he stood and walked toward the door. He opened the heavy thing then grabbed it in his hand before it could close. “And if you could prepare a report on the armory at Falaise Bay, especially regarding its operations, I would be grateful.”

			“Of course, Your Grace.”

			[image: ]

			Robert did see William before his first visit to the dovecote that day. He walked with his youngest brother and told him of his discussion with the Doyen and of his plans to reinstate the guard, calling upon Logan, the Captain of the King’s Guard. He also explained his idea to have the spy, Malaya, come to the castle to meet and discuss strategic options. He assumed her experience as a spy would at least provide some useful insight into what may be coming to them.

			William agreed with all of his brother’s decisions and encouraged him to move forward with his plans. Robert went into the dovecote with William to write the messages that needed to be sent before the day’s end then left the young prince to finish the task. 

			Soon, William thought as he tied the glass tubes to the leg of each dove, the castle will be busy with visitors. 

			The idea seemed so strange to William. He remembered that day, standing in Valea with his siblings and Lord Corbin when the sun had first shone on the towers of the Castle Grange for all to see. The castle had been under an enchantment making it invisible to those not living in it, a safety precaution put in place by the Doyen at his father’s command when their mother had died. William wondered what his father would think of what they were facing now. What would King Elyon do differently than Prince Robert? But then, none of that mattered.

			“Because he’s not here,” William said out loud to no one but the doves around him.

			Saying it out loud he realized how angry he was at the fact that they were alone in the kindgom, without their father to defend them. And yet, wasn’t that what their father was doing in Estrea? Defending those who needed it?

			William couldn’t stay mad at his father for long and in the same moment realized he was not only angry, but afraid. Fear fuels anger, he thought to himself. I will have to be careful.

			



	

CHAPTER 8 

			The next day Margaret decided it was time to ride with Delight. This would be the first ride in a long time, but Margaret knew she needed to do it. It wasn’t the prettiest day for riding. Dark clouds hung low and a light mist fell over the kingdom. Fog covered the fields and laced through the branches of the trees in the forest. 

			Delight did not seem surprised to see the young girl and the two prepared for the ride in silence. Eventually, Margaret and Delight were making their way through the hills. Even though it had been days since the two had spent any time together Margaret found she had little to say to the Cheval and so they rode on in silence. Margaret’s mind was constantly racing, constantly thinking about the time she had spent in Valea in the home of Frederick and Florence and their parents. She thought about being sick and all the others that had been ill in the village during those days. But most of all she thought about her mother who had been sick in Valea seven years ago. The outcome had been very different for her mother. She had not gotten well. There had been no knowledge of the Tendresse plant then.

			A flash of light pulled Margaret out of her thoughts. Though her mind was occupied her body knew what to do and she pulled up the reins, slowing Delight’s gallop to a canter. She looked up the hill toward Colline. Always towards Colline.

			“What is it, my girl?” Delight asked.

			“It’s the dog again,“ Margaret said. “Chester, the dog I told you about.”

			“I sense nothing,” Delight said. “I see nothing.”

			“I knew you would say that. Just because you don’t see it doesn’t mean it isn’t there!” Margaret said, stopping the horse altogether.

			 “Dear one, I’m not arguing with you,” Delight said. “I’m just not aware of the presence of anything other than you and I here on the road.”

			Margaret pursed her lips and looked straight ahead. She didn’t understand why no one believed her about the dog. She was certain no one would believe her about the house either if she dared to tell them. She had been hoping the next time she saw Chester she might be able to catch him and bring him home. She had even thought about bringing Lillian to the house and relaying to her sister all she had experienced there. 

			The more she thought about it the more angry she became with Delight, with Lillian, with everyone. She couldn’t hold it in any longer and began to cry. 

			“I’m worried about you,” Delight said. “You haven’t been yourself ever since we returned from Valea. You’ve been secluding yourself. And the things you have been seeing, those visions are echoes from your heart … I am concerned, my girl.” 

			Princess Margaret continued to cry quietly her shoulders heaving though she did not make a noise.

			“What is it, my girl? What is constantly on your mind? Won’t you tell me?”

			Delight urged Margaret to share her burdens but the princess would not speak to her Cheval.

			Finally, Delight said, “Shall we return to the castle?”

			Margaret only nodded her consent and loosened her hold on the reins, surrendering all control to her Cheval. 

			The dark of night was quickly descending upon the castle when they returned. 

			As had been her practice in recent days, Margaret snuck up to her room without stopping in the dining hall to have dinner with her siblings. 

			Lillian will probably come to check on me, Margaret thought. 

			She prepared for bed quickly and nestled down under her covers, determined not answer the door should anyone come knocking.

			



	

CHAPTER 9 

			After the morning meal Margaret took the bread basket back down to the kitchen. Lady Claire was there cleaning up after breakfast and already preparing for the next meal. Princess Margaret thought about how interesting it was that every person in the castle had a role to play in the daily function of the kingdom, no matter their rank or social status. Every person had a place. Slowly her smile slid into a frown. 

			Where is my place? She wondered, what is my role?

			Lady Claire looked at the young princess who stood frozen by her thoughts. She waited another moment or two, waiting for her princess to speak. When it became obvious Margaret had nothing to say, Lady Claire spoke. 

			“Come with me,” she said.

			Princess Margaret followed Lady Claire obediently. They went out into the sunshine and the beauty of the courtyard. But the young princess was blind to the unseasonably warm morning and the colors of autumn on the trees, the red, orange and yellow that seemed to have painted the trees overnight. Lady Claire held Princess Margaret’s hand as she used to when she was just a small girl. The princess allowed herself to be led in this way, near the fountain, toward the tower. 

			Princess Margaret found herself mindlessly counting each step as they ascended the stairway up the tower. She was barely conscious of Lady Claire and her conversation until she heard “Queen Amalia’s trunk.”

			38, 39… Wait. What? 

			“I’m sorry Lady Claire. What was that you were saying?“ Princess Margaret asked, startled out of her haze.

			Lady Claire smiled and repeated, “The trunk. When your sweet mother died, King Elyon had all of her things bundled up and locked into a trunk. It’s been up here in the tower all these years.”

			Princess Margaret had been snapped out of her numb state. This news, like a splash of cold water on a warm face, made her skin prick with excitement. All of her mother’s things – here this whole time! Margaret wanted to tell Lady Claire about Chester and the sweet little cottage and most of all about hearing her mother’s voice, but she feared Lady Claire would only react the way Delight had. She imagined Lady Claire would check her for fever or tell her she was too old for make-believe. So Princess Margaret pressed her lips shut but allowed a smile to form at the corners of her mouth as she eagerly anticipated opening that trunk. They reached the top of the tower at last, Margaret long since having lost count of the number of stairs. 

			Lady Claire led the way to a room toward the back of the tower, a room Margaret had never noticed before. It had the same large wooden door as the door to the Doyen’s study, though the hinges and handles were more ornate than the solid and functional hardware on that familiar door. This door was prettier. Lady Claire stepped forward and reached into her skirt pulling out a large key. She slipped the key into the lock turned it to the right. With a click, a twist of the knob and a push, they were inside.

			Princess Margaret wasn’t sure what she had been expecting but the room did not disappoint her. It was an empty room except for several wooden crates and at the far end of the room a large wooden trunk with solid brass hinges and a keypad at the front. Princess Margaret could tell there was something carved on the lid as well. Even from this distance the young princess thought it was beautiful. 

			That must be the trunk that Lady Claire was talking about. My mother’s trunk, Princess Margaret thought. 

			While she was curious as to what the crates might contain, she was even more eager to look inside her mother’s trunk. Despite her excitement, she walked over to it slowly, almost reverently and touched the top of the wooden frame. It was rounded at the top like any other trunk but what made this trunk interesting was the ornate carving on the lid. There was the head of a horse, with her mother’s given name, Amalia, beneath it. There were vines of roses carved around the horse’s head and around the lettering. The carving was beautiful and Princess Margaret ran her fingers over her mother’s name whispering “Amalia” as she did so.

			Lady Claire smiled at the young princess and joined her next to the trunk. 

			“I have the key,” she volunteered holding up another large bronze key and handing it over to Princess Margaret. 

			“Why don’t you go ahead and open it?” Lady Claire offered. 

			Princess Margaret took the key and knelt in front of the trunk. She inserted the key and could feel a bit of resistance when she turned it. Using both hands she managed to hear the gratifying click and felt the latch release. Princess Margaret slowly lifted the lid of the trunk.

			Lady Claire knelt beside Princess Margaret in front of the trunk and together they peered inside. Princess Margaret didn’t realize it until that moment but she’d been holding her breath. She sighed and bent in for a closer look. 

			“These were your mother’s wedding clothes,“ Lady Claire explained as the princess lifted a beautiful robe from the top of the trunk. The robe was the color of fresh goat’s milk. It had a high collar and a pin at the neck. All along the outside lining were tiny flowers finely stitched into the pattern. 

			They look like the tiny blue flowers at the cottage, Princess Margaret thought. 

			She stood up and eagerly wrapped the garment around her shoulders fastening the rope at her neck as her mother might have so many years ago. The train of the robe was almost 3 feet long on Princess Margaret, though it wouldn’t have been as long on her mother who had been a tall, slender woman. “You look lovely!” Lady Claire said smiling up at Margaret from her place on the floor.

			Princess Margaret could feel the sun shining down on her face through the high window. She hugged the soft fabric around her and felt herself smiling. In an instant Princess Margaret’s arms fell to her sides and the robe slipped to the floor. She shook her head, as if waking from a dream.

			She looked down at the robe as if she were too afraid to touch it.

			“I… I can’t do this,” she stammered, staring down at the woman on the floor, the kind woman who was not her mother.

			Princess Margaret felt her temperature rise. She furrowed her brow, still looking at Lady Claire and asked sharply, “Why did you bring me here? What did you expect to accomplish by all of this?”

			She spoke the last word so harshly that Lady Claire actually shrunk back away from the princess. 

			Princess Margaret spun on her heels and very nearly ran for the door. In a moment she was running down the stairs, taking them as fast she could. It seemed far too long before she was out in the open air. Once outside, she bent, hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She could hear and even feel her heart beating in her ears. And though the sun still shone down on her the air was cool and a shiver rushed down her back.

			Princess Margaret stood up, looked back up toward the tower and that room that held such treasures, yet a place where Margaret knew she was not ready to go. She knew of only one place she wanted to be and she ran past the stables, out of the castle gates and down the lane.

			



	

CHAPTER 10 

			Margaret stood in the field on the hillside near Colline. She was staring at the house that was barely still standing. It looked as though it were centuries old even though Margaret knew how it had looked when it was as good as new. She had been looking for Chester but hadn’t seen the dog and was trying not to be too disappointed. She hadn’t heard the voice either. That was the worst. The voice, her mother’s voice, had called to her and she so longed to hear it again. She wanted to enter the house and to be transported once again into the presence of her parents. Margaret knew she would be fine without Chester or without seeing the sweet little stone home like new, but she desperately wanted to hear that voice again.

			She stood with her hands palm to palm, the tips of her pointer fingers touching her lips as if she were praying. And indeed she was praying. Pleading, really.

			“Please, please…” Margaret begged an invisible source, the voice, to call to her again.

			All of a sudden, a gentle hand was on Margaret’s shoulder and it made her jump. She spun around to see Lady Dori standing behind her. 

			“You - you scared me!” Princess Margaret stammered. Then said in an almost accusing tone, “What are you doing here?”

			“I apologize, princess. I did not mean to startle you,” Lady Dori said. “I followed you.” 

			The lady sheepishly bowed her head, not meeting her princess’s gaze.

			“You’ve been coming here often, haven’t you?” she asked Princess Margaret.

			Lady Dori had asked the question, but they both knew that she already had the answer. Princess Margaret simply nodded and stood silently, casting her eyes to the ground.

			“I know you’re searching for something.” 

			The woman waited a moment and when the princess did not respond she continued, “Since your return from Valea I have noticed you are quite unsettled.” 

			The princess looked up at Lady Dori with tears in her eyes. Still she did not speak. 

			Lady Dori continued, “I know, princess,” she said. “It is written on your face, the sadness that you feel. It is a deep loss indeed.”

			“I heard my mother’s voice come from this very house,” Princess Margaret confessed, her words spilling out of her mouth before she could stop them. She clapped her hands over her mouth. She hadn’t wanted to share that information with anyone. She didn’t want them to think she was delirious or worse, crazy.

			If Lady Dori was surprised, she did not show it. 

			“Your mother and father loved this house and their friends in it. It does not surprise me that you would listen to the echoes of the past. We hear and see things that our heart desires most,” Lady Dori finally said, putting her princess at ease. “If you have been suppressing your love for your mother and ignoring the grief of her loss, it is no wonder her voice would call to you.”

			Princess Margaret’s arms dropped to her sides and she looked at Lady Dori in wonder. She had been suppressing her love for her mother, hurting at the very memory of her. She had been fighting against the natural flow of thoughts and feelings, trying to deny them and yet somehow needing the memories.

			“When you allow yourself to embrace the memory of your mother, to begin to celebrate the life of the one who gave you life, only then will you find peace.”

			Princess Margaret rushed forward and wrapped her arms around the woman’s waist. Lady Dori enfolded the small princess into a loving embrace. She stroked the princess’s hair and placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head.

			“Your mother loved you, Princess Margaret. She was so full of love,” Lady Dori said.

			“Did you know her well?” Princess Margaret asked. 

			Lady Dori grabbed hold of both of Princess Margaret’s hands and led her to sit down in the grass.

			“I knew her well,” Lady Dori said and smiled. “I first met her when she came to Monde to meet your father. Neither of them wanted the marriage that their parents had arranged for them. They were both determined to try to fight it or escape it however they could.”

			A smile tugged at the corner of Princess Margaret’s tiny lips. 

			“It was the Cheval that drove them together, you know?” Lady Dori continued.

			“How did that happen?” Princess Margaret asked.

			“Well, you see, your mother had come to our country because her parents had arranged for her to marry your father but Amalia’s motivation for consenting was due to the legends she had heard of the Sage Cheval. Before your father’s time they had been used as nothing more than work horses.”

			Princess Margaret made a noise of shock,” Tsk! Work horses?”

			“Yes,” Lady Dori continued, ”It had been a long time since the Cheval were known for their words and wisdom, centuries even since your ancestors had respectful relationships with the Sage Cheval.”

			Lady Dori sat quietly for a moment as if thinking of what to say next.

			“It was the attack of the Oblager that necessitated an alliance to form between the Sage Cheval and the House of Rosh.”

			Princess Margaret looked at the woman wide-eyed. She had never heard this story before. She had never wondered how the Cheval had become so much an integral part of their family life. They had just always been there. She knew nothing different.

			“Anyway,” Lady Dori spoke in a lighter tone, shrugging her shoulders, ”Your mother came from Estrea not only forced by her parents but because of the legends she had heard of the Cheval. Some of them ran free in the North Country and still others had become nothing more than mute indentured servants in Monde. Our nobles and wise men here seemed oblivious to the existence of the Sage Cheval living among us. When Amalia came to Monde she was determined she would be the one to free the Cheval and run away with them.”

			Here the lady took another pause and a grin spread wide across her face that lifted her tiny features and lit up her blue eyes.

			“Your father,” she continued, “had the very same idea!” 

			Princess Margaret smiled and could feel the muscles in her face stretch. It had been a while since she’d smiled this wide.

			“Prince Elyon ran away from the castle, escaping out of his window and completely missing the betrothal ceremony!”

			Now the two were laughing out loud together. 

			“You can imagine how furious it must have made your grandmother, Queen Moriah! Not to mention how humiliating it must have been for your mother, sitting in the throne room waiting for a prince who would never arrive! Well, your father, he had jumped out of the tower window onto the back of none other than Magnificence himself!”

			Princess Margaret gasped at this, still smiling, imagining it all in her mind as the story was unfolding.

			“Horse and rider took off together and apparently it was during this flight that your father came to know Magnificence as one of the Sage Cheval. Magnificence told him of the other Cheval locked away within the stable of Castle Grange and your father immediately determined to set them free. Little did he know that back at the castle, Princess Amalia was launching an escape plan of her own.”

			Princess Margaret grabbed Lady Dori’s arm in anticipation. 

			“What then? What happened?”

			“Your father and Magnificence returned to the castle and your father was prepared to sneak into his own stables to free the Cheval and run away again under cover of night. He was determined not to be forced to marry. He made it into the stables undetected but, who do you imagine he literally bumped into in the middle of saving the Cheval?”

			“My mother!” Princess Margaret laughed aloud again and even rolled onto her back in the grass, imagining her mother and father both attempting to run away from one another and running into each other instead!

			Lady Dori was laughing too as she finished the story, “It didn’t take long for the pair of them to realize how much they had in common, including a fiery spirit! They were attracted to the fire within one another and were married on schedule after all! Much to the relief of Queen Moriah, I can assure you!”

			Princess Margaret let out a contented sigh. 

			As they sat quietly the smile slid from the young princess’s cheeks. Her shoulders sagged and she said, “I needed more time with her.”

			Lady Dori put an arm around the young girl.

			“Yes,” she agreed. “There is never enough time.”

			Princess Margaret sat thoughtfully for several moments then shot straight up and looked at Lady Dori. “You said my parents loved this house and their friends here. So, what I saw… it was real?”

			Lady Dori nodded and said, “Perhaps memories.”

			“What about the dog? Did they have a dog?”

			“Oh yes! A fluffy playful one.”

			“What was his name?” Princess Margaret asked curiously.

			“Chester!” Lady Dori laughed.

			Princess Margaret laughed too. They laughed together for only a moment then quiet settled between them once again.

			It wasn’t until Princess Margaret’s stomach began to growl that any sound was made between them.

			“Shall we walk back?” Lady Dori suggested. 

			Princess Margaret nodded her consent and allowed herself to be helped up from the ground.

			Lady Dori gave Princess Margaret’s hand a tender squeeze before releasing it.

			As they walked away from the place, Princess Margaret looked back at the dilapidated building. She was sad but her sadness was different this time. She didn’t feel desperate for the past, only sorry that things had to change.

			When the two had returned to the castle and entered the gates a sound came from the stables. Princess Margaret stopped and looked at Lady Dori who smiled and nodded knowingly. With a slight bow the lady headed toward the tower leaving Princess Margaret standing outside the stables. Margaret knew there was a conversation that needed to be had. One small step at a time Margaret made her way toward the red wooden building in front of her. 

			



	

CHAPTER 11 

			Inside, the stables were dark and Margaret entered with her head bowed. It had been so long since she’d had a good interaction or an enjoyable ride with Delight. Their last encounter hadn’t ended well. And it had been so long since they’d found comfort and solace in their time of prierie together that Margaret honestly couldn’t remember the last time. Delight was there, waiting for her, as Margaret knew she would be. The beautiful silver of her coat shimmered in the tiny rays of sunlight that found their way through the slats of wood. The dark black of her mane waved gently as she turned her head toward the sound of her young lady coming into the stables.

			Margaret stood still under the gaze of the Cheval. She did not know what to say. She wanted to apologize but it didn’t seem good enough to simply say she was sorry.

			“I know, young one,” Delight said for her, “Sometimes words are not enough. Won’t you come and meet with me here. Put your forehead against mine.”

			Margaret began to weep freely and closed the distance between Delight and herself in an instant. She caressed the head and neck of her beloved Sage Cheval. 

			“Ah, I have missed you, my girl,” Delight whispered. 

			Margaret could feel the warmth of the horse’s breath against her neck. Soon, Margaret was quiet and with one hand on each side of Delight’s strong jaw, she pressed her forehead to the Cheval’s. She did not know how long they stood like that, foreheads touching, breath warming. It was still and calm and when they finally stood to face one another, Margaret felt the peace and calming inside of her. Nothing could comfort her the way that prierie could and in this moment she could not understand why she had been avoiding it for so long.

			“I am sorry,” Margaret said.

			Delight did not speak but seemed to emanate an aura of love and peace that almost dropped Margaret to her knees it was so sweet. Tears continued to flow down Margaret’s cheeks, but she was no longer crying out of sadness or shame, it was something new. She felt a joy and a love inside her that were just spilling out. 

			Margaret could have been content to stay like this for the rest of her life but also knew that it was okay to let go of Delight, to take a step back, understanding that she could always return.

			“That’s right, my girl,” Delight said, agreeing with her girl’s thoughts. 

			+++++++

			Margaret was awakened before the dawn and realized the days were already getting shorter in preparation for the long slumbering of winter. She arose and was the first of her siblings in the dining hall. Breakfast was brought out and before it even reached the room Margaret could smell that Lady Claire had baked fresh biscuits that morning. She hadn’t seen the woman since she had blown up at her the day before in the tower and wasn’t sure how she should address her now.

			Margaret’s nose was correct for in a few moments Lady Claire walked into the dining hall with her basket full of bread and a pitcher of goat’s milk in the other hand. The Lady startled slightly when she saw Princess Margaret who was sitting with her head bowed meekly.

			Lady Claire continued to the table and set the basket and pitcher in front of Princess Margaret. 

			“Good morning. Are you well this morning, Princess?” She said.

			Princess Margaret looked up at the lady, her dark eyes daring to meet Lady Claire’s blue ones. 

			“I’m sorry, Lady Claire, truly sorry for the way I spoke to you yesterday. There was no cause for it.”

			Lady Claire’s face softened. She touched her princess’s shoulder and said, “Perhaps you weren’t ready for what I wanted to show you. In time I hope you will enjoy having your mother’s things.”

			Princess Margaret managed a weak smile up at Lady Claire and lightly touched her hand before it was withdrawn and she was gone. 

			One after the other the royal children joined their sister at the table until only William was missing. They all began enjoying Lady Claire’s fresh biscuits. Soon Lady Susan brought in some fresh honey to have with their breakfast and a bowl of fresh berries for the siblings to share.

			Not long into the meal William entered the dining hall to join his siblings for breakfast. He had just come from the dovecote and was carrying a message. 

			“I’ve received word from Lord Darich. There are more reports coming in at the port in Falaise Bay,” William told Robert who was seated at the head of the table.

			“I’m afraid to ask for details,“ Robert said.

			Everyone else paused in their meal to look at William and then to Robert who was scanning the message over.

			William noticed his brother pause a moment and knew how Robert struggled with anxiety. He had seemed to be doing better; seemed more confident, more peaceful, more brave since he had returned from beyond the Wild West Wood with the cure for the Peur Fever that had overtaken most of Valea and their own sister Margaret.

			Robert could tell William was concerned and smiled to reassure him. He turned to address the whole table and said, “Lord Darich writes that there have been more ships returning to the port with news of Oblager ship sightings. It seems that many have heard of these rumors and the people are on edge.” 

			William said, “Robert, do you know much about the Oblager?”

			Robert was quiet for a moment as though considering what he should say in response. “I remember our Father telling me stories of these people but those seemed like tales told to a child at bedtime. I don’t trust those memories. All I know for certain is what Sir Edward and Sir Francis have told me,” he said slowly. “That they are ruthless and destructive to any place and any people they come in contact with. I have been told that the Oblager once tried to overrun our land, to chop down our trees, harvest our gardens and even steal some of our children to raise as their own. That’s when the Sage Cheval and the House of Rosh formed an alliance!”

			Robert was on the edge of his seat now. His green eyes shone with excitement. “Together, the Cheval and The House of Rosh defeated the Oblager.”

			The others were fully alert now. They all leaned toward their oldest brother to hear his words, to listen closely to the exciting history of their family and of the Sage Cheval.

			“What an exciting time that must have been!” Ted said. 

			“Tell us more about the alliance!” Lillian urged her brother, her own eyes wide with anticipation.

			“From what the Doyen have told me it was our Father’s Cheval, Magnificence, who came to Castle Grange to see our ancestor High King Augustavo and proposed an alliance between man and horse. The Sage Cheval saw their home in the north country being threatened by the Oblager and knew they alone could not stop them.”

			Robert paused for a drink.

			“We provided the brawn and they provided the brains? Am I right?” Samuel asked, impatient for the story to continue.

			Robert smiled. “They are plenty strong enough on their own, don’t you think? We basically just supplied the opposable thumbs!” 

			They all laughed but then Robert continued in a more serious tone, “Really, we provided the bows and arrows, the stealth and they provided the strength and the strategy.”

			He became serious then and looked out the window as if searching for something, as though his history might be found in the skies seen from the dining room table. 

			“What a time it must have been indeed,” he pondered, talking to himself out loud, “I wonder what our Cheval will make of this present threat? I almost convened a strategic meeting without consulting them… how foolish.”

			As if just remembering his siblings were in the room with him he turned to them and smiled, “I shall require your presence in the throne room this afternoon. Members of my guard will be here and I’ve invited a special guest as well.”

			They all nodded their consent to meet in the throne room before the evening meal.

			



	

CHAPTER 12 

			The princesses had decided to take full advantage of the late morning sun before the meeting with the captain of the guard that afternoon. They decided to go riding in the fields to the south of Castle Grange where wildflowers grew thick and the grass was tall. 

			It was the first ride that Princess Margaret had taken with Delight in quite a while and they were both enjoying it. 

			“It’s good to see a smile on your face,” Lillian said to her sister.

			Margaret bowed her head shyly but her smile didn’t fade. She knew Lillian was right. It had been days, weeks, maybe longer, since she had even felt like smiling. It had been a long time since she felt she had anything to smile about. “It’s nice to be out here with you,” Margaret said.

			The sun shone brightly and brought warmth upon the day. 

			They rode on silence, the pounding hooves of their Cheval the only sound that filled the air. Margaret slowed Delight’s pace and looked over at her sister.

			“Lillian, let’s go back to the castle. There’s something I’d like to show you.”

			“Okay!” Lillian said with a grin.

			When they returned to the castle stables and had spent some time in prierie with their Cheval, the princesses headed back toward the castle. Margaret led Lillian up the stairs of the tower. They continued on in silence, even though Lillian was very curious about where her sister might be taking her. She didn’t want to ruin the surprise by asking too many questions. The only thing she could think was they must be going to talk with Sir Edward and Sir Francis as they continued up the stairs toward the Doyen’s study, though she couldn’t imagine why they would be going to talk to the wise men. 

			When they reached the top of the stairs Lillian instinctively turned right to approach the large wooden door that concealed the Doyen’s study, but Margaret led her off to the left and headed down a hallway that Lillian had never used before. 

			“Lady Claire showed me this yesterday and it’s just too wonderful to keep to myself,” Margaret said with a twinkle in her eye.

			Lillian could feel a bubble of excitement in her stomach. She loved surprises, though it was usually very difficult to surprise her as Princess Lillian typically couldn’t control her curiosity and could find any surprise out before it could be sprung on her. Now, exploring a hallway she couldn’t remember ever using, made her more curious than ever. She couldn’t imagine what would be “wonderful” here at the top of the tower of the Castle Grange but she was eager to find out. 

			Margaret led Lillian to a door that looked much like the door of the Doyen’s study. It looked a bit different because of the ornate door handle and hinges. She wondered why she had never seen this door before or if she had seen it, why should never paid attention.

			Margaret pulled a key from a cord fastened to her skirts. She unlocked the door and opened it for Lillian to enter first.

			Inside the room the light filtered through a high arched window and illuminated several crates but most noticeably seemed to highlight a large wooden trunk at the center of the room. Margaret walked over to the trunk and touched it gently with her fingertips then looked back at her sister. 

			“This is it!“ she said. 

			“What is it?” Lillian asked, more curious than ever.

			“This was our mother’s trunk,“ Margaret said. “All of her things have been kept here.” 

			Margaret bent over and unlocked the trunk with a click. Lillian stepped forward and slowly, gently lifted the lid to the trunk and looked inside. With a gasp she looked up at her sister. 

			“This is a treasure!” Lillian said breathlessly. “I could never have imagined this is what you had to show me…”

			Together the girls touched, tried on, smelled and looked at their mother’s robe, her bedding, tapestries and other linens. They decided that she must have brought these things with her from Estrea so many years ago. When near the bottom of the trunk Margaret pulled out a silky white cloth. It was bundled very tightly and she couldn’t decide what it was.

			She could tell that there was writing on the piece of fabric and perhaps even pictures but it wasn’t until she was able to get it unwound that she had any clue as to what it could be. 

			“What is that?“ Lillian asked, watching her sister fumble and struggle with the fabric. 

			“I’m not quite sure. If I could ever get it untangled here I might have a better idea.“ 

			Lillian helped to work the twine that had held the fabric tight for so many years. And together Margaret and Lillian unfurled a banner, one that they could not remember seeing before. 

			“What is this?” Margaret said. 

			“I have an idea,” Lillian said, taking a closer look at the banner. “And I know who can tell me if I’m right!”

			The princesses smiled at one another in excitement, gathering up the banner and heading out the door. Very soon they were in the study with Sir Francis and Sir Edward. The girls held up their treasure to show the men. 

			“Ah! So you found it,“ Sir Francis said. 

			“It was in our mother‘s trunk,” Princess Margaret said. 

			For an instant she thought she may have done something wrong, but then remembered Lady Claire had given her the keys to her mother’s trunk and free reign of its contents. “It’s yours after all,” she had said. 

			“Our family’s crest?” Princess Lillian asked timidly. 

			“That is your family’s crest and creed.“ Sir Edward verified.

			Princess Margaret looked at her sister in surprise. 

			“How did you know?”

			Princess Lillian shrugged, waiting to hear more from Sir Edward.

			“How is that possible?” Princess Margaret asked. “I have never seen this before and our family crest is boldly displayed on the castle tower.”

			“Yes, Your Grace, that is true. Your family crest, the one which was remade by your father soon after your mother’s death, is indeed displayed on the castle tower.“

			“What?“ Margaret exclaimed. “Our father remade the family crest?”

			“Please, Princesses, take a seat. We will explain,” Sir Francis said, motioning to the chairs in front of his desk. 

			The girls sat in front of the wise men and eagerly awaited the truth of the history behind their family crest. 

			“You see,” Sir Edward began, “your father was extremely distraught and overwhelmed with grief and fear after your mother’s death. He urged us to find a way to keep his children safe when there was nothing left he could do for his wife.”

			Sir Edward paused for a breath and Sir Francis took over the story. 

			“We were able to implement the Enchantment of Hidden Hearts to protect the castle under the cloak of invisibility until your brother, Prince Robert, broke that spell just over a month ago. But at the time of your mother’s death, out of fear, your father felt the best thing to do would be to limit your exposure to the outer world and keep you all here for your protection. He didn’t want any of his children to wonder about the world outside the castle gates and venture beyond them. He put away many of the items which your mother had brought from Estrea when she married him because of this fear.”

			“And the pain of her remembrance was too sharp then,” Sir Edward added. 

			“But why change the family crest?” Princess Lillian asked. “What harm was there in the family crest that he would want to change it? What danger would the House of Rosh hold?”

			“Well, as you can see here princess,” Sir Edward said pointing to the banner, “the stallion head is on the shield as usual but all around it are signs and symbols of the adventures and conquests of your ancestors. This was something your father did not wish you and your brothers to think about as you grew older. Traveling and adventuring were to be a thing of the past, or so he desired at first. It took some time before your father realized that closing out the world was no solution to his fears.”

			“So he re-designed the family crest to take any adventure out of it?” Princess Margaret asked. 

			“Essentially,” Sir Edward said. “Remember, much of the life and joy this castle or this kingdom held for your father was taken away when your mother died. Of course, he found joy and delight in spending time with his children, but his fear did keep him from enjoying much of that time those first few years after her death. Your family creed, dum vivo cono, when translated into our language means ‘while I live I will celebrate’. After the great plague had swept through the villages, your father felt there was very little to celebrate for some time.” 

			“Like Prince William’s birthday,” Princess Margaret said. 

			She was looking at the floor. Tears were stinging the back of her eyelids and she couldn’t keep them from falling. Princess Lillian put an arm around her sister, tears falling down her own cheeks as well. 

			“His birthday and yours,” Princess Lillian acknowledged. 

			Margaret remembered she had once been told that there had been no celebration for her third birthday. Her mother had already fallen ill with a fever by that time and in less than three weeks she was dead. 

			With his head bowed, Sir Francis said, “I remember. Prince William turned four just seventeen days after your mother’s death. Your father tried, he really tried to make it a momentous occasion.”

			“I do remember, though I was very young as well,” Princess Lillian said. “It was-” She paused to think of the correct word and when it came to her she said, “bittersweet.”

			“That it was, Princess,” Sir Edward agreed.

			Princess Margaret lifted her head as if coming to a new realization. She wiped her eyes and raised her chin. 

			“But my father’s joy did return to him,” she said, seeking verification of what she believed to be true. 

			When the Doyen nodded their agreement she continued, “His joy returned and his courage returned to him. That’s why he left for Estrea. When family and friends called for help, he was there.“

			Sir Edward rubbed his own eyes free of tears and said, “That is right Princess!“

			Princess Margaret spoke with renewed energy now, “And if my father’s joy, strength and courage can return to him, then mine shall return to me!”

			The other three in the room we’re looking at the young princess now. She seemed to be glowing.

			“Courage and joy shall return, and I know how to invite them back!”

			



	

CHAPTER 13 

			After consulting the Doyen, Princess Margaret and Princess Lillian went in search of Lady Dori. When they found her they showed her the banner.

			Her face lit up and she said, “It has been so long since I laid eyes on this piece of work!”

			“We would like you to reinforce the loose edges,” Princess Lillian said. 

			“We will be returning it to its rightful place in the castle,“ Princess Margaret explained with pride. 

			Lady Dori smiled wide and nodded her consent to help her princesses. She bowed low, took the fabric and was off to begin her work.

			Lillian and Margaret could tell by the sun and the smell on the breeze that they were late for lunch. It must be stew. Margaret’s nose proved to be consistently accurate and once again they were all seated together, the four princes and two princesses, filling themselves with hearty stew. They all ate in silence, considering for themselves what the afternoon would bring. 

			Princess Margaret couldn’t help but think about the banner that Lady Dori was working on. She simply wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about it; she thought about all of the things in her mother’s trunk; thought about all of the stories she’d heard of her mother’s life. The news of the Oblager seemed so distant and remote that she really didn’t feel concerned.

			Princess Lillian on the other hand was concerned enough for the both of them. As she turned her focus on what the meeting with the captain of the guard may bring, all she could think about was her worst nightmare of being kidnapped away by some hideous foe, raised by or married off to an enemy of Monde, lost to her kingdom and her family forever. She shuddered at the thought and put her spoon down. Thinking of it just made her lose her appetite. She heaved a sigh and dropped her head into her hands. And I’ve had such a lovely morning, she thought.

			If any of the princes were either lost in thought or worry it did not show on their faces. They ate up their meal and soon Robert was directing them into the throne room where they would be meeting with Logan, the captain of the guard. Logan had not been called upon in the last few years as life in the kingdom had been peaceful, but Prince Robert could remember the set jaw of the tall thin man whose loyalty to King Elyon and the Kingdom of Monde was always remarked upon by those who knew him. He had been sent from Estrea when Robert’s mother Queen Amalia had come to Monde. His dark skin and features were common of the people from that place and it made Robert feel a pang of loneliness thinking about his mother’s dark hair and skin. He remembered thinking how beautiful she was with her dark features and brilliant blue eyes. 

			Robert cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. He would need to put these thoughts aside and focus on the task at hand if he planned to make it through the rest of the day. He rose from his seat and without saying a word his siblings followed him out of the dining hall.

			The throne room had been elegantly decorated with banners and floral arrangements from Lady Susan’s gardens. It looked regal. The orange glow that came from the blazing fires at either side of the room along with the deep gold rays of the setting sun that streamed into the room made the metal elements throughout the room look as though they were glowing. 

			Once all of the noblemen and women of the castle had gathered in the throne room the young royals took their places. 

			Sir Francis and Sir Edward entered first with a younger man standing between them. The man was tall and while he was slender he was not weak, his muscles could be seen pulling at the thin fabric of his shirt. He had a belt with a leather scabbard and sword that his right hand gently rested on as he walked into the throne room. His jaw was clenched tight, set firmly, giving him an air of determination and readiness. He marched through the room, knees brought high with every step, and was followed by a dozen of his men who marched in similar fashion until they finally stood before Prince Robert. Each man bowed low at the waist. Prince Robert inclined his head toward his captain.

			“Logan the Mighty!” The prince said, “It is good to see you!”

			“It is good to see you, Your Grace.” The man bowed low once again. A touch of red was in his cheeks at the use of his nickname. He had been nicknamed Logan the Mighty due to his performance in training in Estrea. While his youth and slim form had been deceiving Logan proved to be a worthy guard and a formidable opponent. He had been promoted to guard Princess Amalia at a very young age. All these years later and the captain of the guard still looked just as young if not younger than most of his men.

			Prince Robert said. “You know why you have been called upon.”

			It was more a statement than a question but the man nodded his head toward his prince without a word.

			“There is a threat and while we don’t know what to expect we must anticipate an attack. We will need our guard reinstated to full capacity.”

			The man nodded his head once again and remained silent.

			“What I require of you is a list of all the things you will need in order to have the guard activated and ready for any incident the Oblager may instigate.”

			“I understand, Your Grace.”

			Prince Robert rose from his seat and stepped down from his throne to face the man.

			“Sir Francis, Sir Edward, please join me here,” Prince Robert instructed as he stepped down from his throne to stand before Logan.

			The two wise men joined their prince, one on either side.

			“Logan, we have called you here today to celebrate your loyalty, your bravery and your skill,” Prince Robert began. “We have called you here today to promote you to the rank of knight!”

			Prince Robert unsheathed the sword he was wearing for the ceremony. This was not an accessory the young prince typically wore. He had some training with swords and was out of practice but he gripped the handle with authority, holding it upright in front of his own face. 

			Sir Edward unrolled a parchment he had been holding and cleared his throat to read the Proclamation of Knighthood.

			“Presented here this day,” Sir Edward began, “is Logan of Estrea, son of Dama, come to the Kingdom of Monde in service of our Queen Amalia, God grant her peace.”

			He paused then continued, “Logan, now of Monde, you have proved yourself to be loyal; the first trait of any knight of the Kingdom of Monde. As a soldier and member of the guard you have shown yourself loyal to the crown, to the guard and to the country you now call home. 

			You have shown courage in taking on any task or challenge presented to you without fail. You have shown fierce leadership by your courage and strength.

			And finally, you demonstrate faith in the crown, in the guard and in the people of the Kingdom of Monde through the way that you follow command without question, work in harmony with your men despite differences and always act in service of our people.”

			Once Sir Edward had read his piece, he took a step back and rolled the parchment.

			Prince Robert turned his eyes to look directly at Logan, who was several inches taller, and after a moment of silence he said, “Kneel.”

			Logan knelt before Prince Robert, his head bowed.

			“Logan the Mighty, for your years of service in my Father’s house as his, as our Captain of the Guard, and because of your loyalty, courage and faith, I hereby and forthwith do declare you are now to be known as Sir Logan. By my sword and by The House of Rosh I knight you Sir Logan of the Kingdom of Monde. Do you swear your allegiance and your life to your King and Kingdom?”

			“I do!”

			His words rang throughout the throne room.

			“Rise, Sir Logan!”

			Sir Logan rose and for the first time his lips curled up at one side betraying his pleasure at his promotion and in the recognition of his service.

			A cheer rose up from the guard and all those gathered in the throne room. 

			As Logan went around the room greeting each of the princes and princesses in turn, for the first time as Sir Logan, boards of bread and cheese was brought into the room and several pitchers of goat’s milk for all to enjoy refreshment. Lady Susan carried in a couple pitchers of milk and behind her, carrying one of the food trays, was a young woman the princesses did not recognize. While her attire was simple and her hair was swept up and away as was common for those working in the kitchen, her eyes were a piercing gray-blue. When she looked at Princess Lillian, the princess found it hard to look away. 

			Princess Lillian leaned over and whispered to Prince Theodore, “Who is that young woman?”

			Theodore shrugged at his sister’s question and looked over to investigate more closely. But the girl was already approaching them. When she reached them with the refreshments, she held them out to be taken, then bowed low.

			“I am your servant,” she said.

			Princess Lillian and Prince Theodore looked at one another without a word.

			“Malaya,” Prince Robert said from his chair.

			The young woman walked over to the throne where Prince Robert was seated and bowed low to him. 

			“At your service,” she said.

			“She’s the spy?” Prince Samuel whispered from the other side of Theodore. “She can’t be more than twenty years old!”

			“Indeed I am not, Your Grace,” she said, “I am nineteen. I have been training for this service since I was younger than Princess Margaret. My parents were in service for your father, good King Elyon and I have come now to do what I can for my king and kingdom.”

			Again, the young woman bowed low.

			Prince Robert smiled widely but Princess Lillian and Princess Margaret just looked at one another. 

			“Shouldn’t a spy blend in more?” Lillian asked her sister the question without expecting an answer. “Her clothes are plain enough and her face mostly so, but her eyes…”

			“Shouldn’t a spy be older?” Margaret asked her own question. She could imagine herself doing something like that some day, maybe.

			



	

CHAPTER 14 

			The royal children met with Malaya and Sir Logan to discuss the potential dangers that the Oblager presented and ways to ensure safety for the upcoming festivities surrounding Princess Margaret’s birthday, and Prince William’s soon after. While the conversation yielded no immediate answers it felt good to Prince Robert that at the very least they were being proactive in the midst of this potential crisis. He ended the discussion with an invitation to their guests to join them for the evening meal.

			Prince Samuel offered his arm to Malaya who confidently took it, as though it were everyday that a prince would offer himself as escort to her. He smiled over at Prince Theodore who only shook his head. Prince Theodore and Prince Samuel being twins were exceptionally close but also had a fierce rivalry. While Theodore was only older than Samuel by several minutes, Samuel still felt the need to make the most of any opportunity to prove himself stronger, faster, smarter and more charming than his twin.

			“What was it like growing up in a family of spies?” Princess Lillian asked as the roast pheasant and root vegetables were being set on plates before each of them.

			Malaya seemed thoughtful for a moment, as if considering her answer and then said, “My parents were very loving. And they were very good at their craft. Espionage is an art form and I was happy to learn from them.”

			Prince William raised his eyebrows at that. 

			What a great word: espionage, he thought.

			“How does one learn ‘espionage’?” Prince William asked.

			“Well, Prince William,” Malaya cleared her throat then continued, “my parents taught me to blend in. If you go unnoticed in any given situation it’s much easier to infiltrate, to get close enough to eavesdrop, gather intelligence and information. It was much like a game of hide-and-seek.”

			Prince William looked around at his siblings and they all laughed. It hadn’t been long since that very game had been played in the castle. 

			Malaya understood completely and smiled at them before continuing, “My parents increased the level of difficulty as I grew. I consider the skill to not only be one to serve my country with but also one of personal survival.”

			Though Princess Lillian thought that last statement made by the spy to be a bit cynical she didn’t say anything. 

			What survival skills do I have? She wondered to herself, remembering the threat for which Malaya had been called to the castle for in the first place. What if I come face-to-face with the Oblager? What then?

			The eldest princess finished her meal, swallowing her food hard to push past the lump in her throat. She didn’t want her siblings to know how worried she actually was.

			After dinner Sir Logan and Malaya were shown to their respective guest chambers. Princess Lillian, in an effort to divert her attention, suggested to Princess Margaret that they check in with Lady Dori on the progress being made with their banner. Neither of the princesses could wait to see the family crest fully restored.

			Lady Dori met the young princesses at her chamber door and would not let them it.

			“I don’t want you to see it until it’s completed!” She said excitedly, not a trace of rebellion in her voice. 

			They would have argued with her but both could respect Lady Dori’s desire to have her best work held back until it was done. And Princess Margaret didn’t mind because she loved surprises, surprises she orchestrated anyway and this would prove to be a grand one. 

			Not unlike the amazing surprise I will have ready for my family and my people after my birthday! She thought.

			The princesses readied for bed then sat together in front of the fire in Margaret’s room. Margaret was tempted to talk with Lillian about the things she’d been thinking, planning really, but decided to wait until she had her ideas more organized in her mind.

			The girls talked about their life in the castle and some of their earliest childhood memories of getting in trouble for sneaking honey and biscuits into their beds at night, which was a much stickier situation than either of them had anticipated then, and for staying out past dinner time after learning to ride their Cheval. Then they talked about their Cheval.

			Before long they were both yawning and Lillian was kissing her sister on the forehead, saying goodnight and closing the door behind her. Margaret was too tired to feel lonely this night. And after a few more yawns and a fluff of her covers she closed her eyes. For the first time in weeks, maybe even months, she fell into a peaceful sleep.

			[image: ]

			The morning was grey. It was the morning when the generals and lords were to assemble at Castle Grange. The sky hung low and the morning air was cool, signifying that autumn was rapidly approaching. 

			Sir Nelson and Lady Susan were on hand to assist with the stabling of the visitor’s horses. Sir Francis and Sir Edward were already waiting in the throne room at the table where the conference would be held. Lady Claire and Lady Dori had prepared refreshments for all in attendance and were also waiting in the throne room for everyone to arrive.

			Margaret met William in the hallway as both were exiting their bed chambers and heading to the throne room. William put a warm arm around his younger sister and smiled at her. The two were only eleven months apart. William would turn eleven just four weeks after Margaret celebrated her tenth birthday, but he still felt very protective of her. 

			“Here we go,” he said with the same smile, trying to make light of the serious discussion they were headed into.

			“Mhm. Here we go,” Margaret said. 

			She knew that her brother was trying to lighten the mood and offered him a weak smile for encouragement. She was a bit nervous about having all of the guards and diplomats gathered in one place. She had never been in the throne room when her father had held council while he was ruling so she was uncertain as to what she should expect.

			She was happy to see Sir Edward and Sir Francis when she entered the throne room. The older fatherly figures gave her a sense of comfort. She knew they had seen many such times with her father, King Elyon, and would be able to provide guidance in the meeting.

			Prince Robert was already seated at the head of the table. The guard and the diplomats were still gathered out in the courtyard when the rest of the royal children came in to take their places. Lady Claire and Lady Dori brought in the last of the food and drink and very soon Lady Susan and Lord Nelson were leading in the guard and the diplomats. Newly knighted Sir Logan was the first to the table followed by two of his guard. Then came Lord Bailey and Lord Darich from Ploin and Falaise Bay respectively. Both men stood taller than their counterparts from Valea and Colline. Lord Corbin of Valea, leaning heavily on his walking stick, followed them. He looked up and smiled at Princess Margaret who nodded to him in acknowledgement. The last he had seen her she was lying in a bed at the baker’s home in Valea, still weak and recovering from peur fever.

			The next man to enter made Princess Margaret’s skin prickle. At first she couldn’t tell why she would have this reaction. She did not know the man but felt she recognized him all the same. 

			He looks like the man with my parents in the cottage! she thought. Only about twenty years younger!

			“Who is that?” Princess Margaret leaned over to ask Princess Lillian.

			“That is Lord Riley. He is our diplomat in Colline.”

			Margaret nodded her understanding then looked back at the man. She couldn’t believe the resemblance, the same narrow face and unruly salt and pepper hair, though the man before her had more pepper than salt to his hair and the man in the cottage had almost no pepper in his at all. Margaret determined to learn more about Lord Riley later. As she watched she noticed that Malaya was also among the group, standing very near to Lord Riley.

			Once everyone had surrounded the long narrow table at the center of the room Prince Robert nodded and everyone took their seats. 

			The eldest prince said, “We are here to address the rising concern at the Port. It is important that we keep in mind we have no solid information to confirm that the Oblager indeed plan to invade our lands, however, it has been a century since they have been this close to our shores. I would like to open the subject up for discussion now and invite you to speak.” 

			Lord Darich was the first to speak. He rose to his feet and said, “I have had a number of merchants come through our port at Falaise Bay who have reported seeing Oblager ships in the Beaumere Sea, not just randomly out at sea but it seems they are circling out near our port though they have not yet dared to come into the bay.” 

			With his report given, Lord Darich bowed and returned to his seat.

			Lord Bailey then stood and recounted all that he had shared with the young princes near the creek. “While nothing has been confirmed as to their plans, the threat is worth our attention and concern,” he concluded with a slight bow of the head.

			“I wonder if any of you have personal experience or knowledge of the way that the Oblager operate when planning to attack a kingdom?” Prince Samuel asked, opening the discussion back up to the lords and guards.

			“My great grandfather survived an attack before coming to this land,” Dietrich offered. He was the largest of the guards and his voice boomed as he continued, “I remember the stories he told when I was a tiny child.” 

			It’s hard to imagine that man ever being tiny! Prince William thought, but leaned forward in interest to hear the rest of his story. 

			“They do not care about stealth or sneak-attacks: they are confident that there is strength in their numbers. They do not act with compassion or mercy, only greed. They will take what they want at any cost.” 

			Having said this, the large guard sat down.

			Prince Robert nodded his head in understanding. “At this time we are gathering all information we can as to the tactics of the Oblager, including a review of our own history when they attacked our shores while my ancestor High King Augustavo ruled. They attacked and they were defeated. It certainly does no harm to be over-prepared even if this threat comes to nothing.”

			It was Lord Riley who stood to speak next. “My ancestors fought alongside High King Augustavo and his men when the Oblager last reached our shores. They fought alongside the Sage Cheval as well. We will need the insight and wisdom of those noble steeds.” That said, he inclined his head toward the royalty in the room and sat down.

			After a moment of silence Prince Robert stood and said, “I agree with you, Lord Riley. We too believe in the need to call on the wisdom and experience of the Sage Cheval. We will adjourn now for lunch and will meet in the courtyard to hear what they would advise.”

			Everyone acknowledged the command and stood to bow as the young princes and princesses left the room.

			



	

CHAPTER 15 

			Lunch was taken in the dining hall with the lords and guards. There was not much conversation and the princesses were glad to break free from the gathering after the food was gone and the plates had been taken away. 

			“I have an idea,” Margaret said to Lillian as they walked from the dining hall out into the courtyard and beyond it to the gardens. 

			The two sat on the benches along the garden wall waiting for their brothers to join them. 

			“I’ve been thinking about it for a while now and, well… I wonder if you’d help me?“

			Lillian stared at her sister. It was so nice to see something other than sadness on her face. 

			“Of course I’ll help you!” Lillian said. 

			Margaret smiled widely. 

			“What’s your idea?” Lillian asked.

			“I’d like to plan a celebration,” Margaret said it with a twinkle in her eye. 

			Lillian tilted her head curiously, “You mean plan your birthday celebration? Because that’s already being taken care of.“

			“No,“ Margaret said, “not my birthday celebration. I would like to have a celebration of our mother’s life.“

			Lillian was silent. She looked at Margaret then down at the ground, kicking a pebble with the toe of her shoe. 

			Margaret tried to read the look on her sister’s face but couldn’t tell what she might be thinking so she asked, “Well?“

			“Margaret, I think it’s a lovely idea,“ Lillian said slowly, tears filling her eyes. She reached over and hugged her sister tightly.

			When they had both wiped the tears from their eyes Lillian asked, “What do you have in mind?”

			“Well, perhaps we could talk about it this evening when we have some time alone,” Margaret suggested.

			Lillian nodded her consent as the two were joined by their brothers. The royal siblings went into the stables together to meet with their Cheval. Soon all twelve of the group walked out into the vast courtyard and gardens. There were chairs set up for the princes and princesses under a canopy at the far end of the garden away from the fountain and at the opposite end of the courtyard from the stable. It was a large open space near the castle wall, which was surrounded by trees and beautiful flowers of all kinds. There were benches for the lords and ladies and more than enough shade for all to be sheltered from the afternoon sun.

			Sir Edward and Sir Francis came early to talk with the Cheval and their royal children. 

			“We were hoping you might shed some light on this idea that preparing ourselves defensively is enough,” Sir Edward asked Ardor as they stood near to where the princes and princesses were seated. 

			“Is our strongest move a ready defense?” Prince Robert reiterated.

			Ardor stood quiet for a moment. He was thankful that his young prince had been required to leave the castle and to challenge his fears just a couple months ago because he would need all of his courage now. The Sage Cheval knew of this foe. Even the youngest of the Cheval would have known of the Oblager and could remember a century ago when the Kingdom of Monde had been under attack by the wayfaring people. The Sage Cheval lived extraordinarily long lives and the wisdom of their years was a valuable asset to the kingdom. Prince Robert knew this and so he waited for the response and would accept it, no matter what was said.

			“A strong defense is the first step. However, potential steps to preempt their strike on us may be wise,” Ardor said at last.

			“Would we preempt with a full attack?” Prince Robert asked, feeling his hands shake just a little. 

			“A military attack may not be necessary,” the horse stated, his long mane waving gently in the breeze. “If we can find out what it is they want or need and offer to provide it in advance, we may be able to prevent a battle altogether.”

			The rest of the council had already gathered by this time and Princess Margaret could see heads nodding in agreement to all that Ardor was suggesting.

			“Perhaps we should ask you then, Ardor,” Lord Bailey was saying, “what should be our first task in building this strong defense?”

			“I would call up the entire guard and put them back into rigorous training and have them man every post,” Ardor said without a thought.

			“I heard mention of the armory,” Prince Theodore said. “I know it has not been in operation for some time. Would it be wise to open it and prepare more weapons… just in case?”

			The armory was housed at the foot of the Sommet Mountain range and very near to the Port at Falaise Bay, an area that was under Prince Theodore’s jurisdiction. If there was work to be done there, he was determined to see it through.

			“If I might,” Sir Logan stepped forward, “there is no such thing as over-preparing under such circumstances. It is my view that it would indeed be wise to open the armory and to engage our blacksmiths in crafting weapons for an epic battle.”

			Prince Robert shifted in his seat. He tried not to squirm under what felt like a lot of pressure. 

			An epic battle? He thought.

			“Not to say there will even be a battle,” Sir Logan clarified. “This is all just in case it is ever needed.”

			Prince Robert let out his breath slowly.

			“I would agree,” Ardor said. “We should be stocked with food as well as weapons. But first let us put our defenses into place. We should have a sentry placed on the cliffs over the bay to keep watch for any ships. You can see for leagues from the cliff.”

			“Yes, let’s focus our efforts first on the defenses,” Sir Francis said. “Each diplomat will need to do what they can within their own village to work with the guards there and to reinstitute the evening watch.”

			The diplomats looked one to another and nodded their understanding and agreement. 

			“Then we have a plan,” Prince Robert stated loudly, “We will reinstate the guard, return each man to his post and resume training. My brothers and I will see to it that the armory is reopened and that our blacksmiths are returned to full-time work. Lord Darich and Lord Bailey, we may need your assistance in re-opening the armory.”

			Both men bowed their heads in understanding and avowed service to their reigning prince. 

			“Sir Edward, Sir Francis, would you stay here for a moment, and I wish the rest of you Godspeed on your journey home.”

			With this dismissal from Prince Robert, everyone headed to the stables to saddle up their horses. Prince Robert gave a look and a nod toward Sir Logan who took Malaya by the arm and led her to join the prince and his Doyen. 

			Ardor was still standing next to Prince Robert and the young prince turned to his Cheval, “Do you think it would be worthy or wise to send this young woman to be in service of the Oblager? Would such a tactic work on these people?”

			Ardor snuffed and flared his nostrils, considering what his prince had asked of him. “I am not certain it will work, though perhaps she could serve to obtain intelligence as to their plans when they next make port.”

			“My thoughts exactly, Ardor,” Sir Francis said, stepping forward. “If we consult the sea charts and pinpoint the areas of sighting, we should be able to make a good estimation of where they may plan to stop and stock up for their attack.”

			“Very well then,” Prince Robert agreed, “let’s work together to determine their next possible port.” 

			The prince turned to Malaya and said, “Will you be ready to leave at a moment’s notice?”

			She nodded and then bowed her head to him.

			The four princes went off with the Doyen to consult charts and maps in hopes of determining the Oblager’s next step. The princesses in the meantime stayed in the gardens. They watched as all of the party disbanded, rode out of the castle gates and then a strange sight to the princesses: a young guard shut the castle gates and locked them behind the departing group. 

			Princess Margaret looped her arm in her sister’s and put a head on her shoulder. “I do hope we will not have to go to war,” she said with a deep sigh.

			



	

CHAPTER 16 

			After dinner that night Margaret and Lillian returned to Margaret’s room and sat by the fire once again. It was so relaxing to be in the quiet room together, listening to the crackling of the fire and feeling the warmth of it on their faces. 

			They both felt, though did not say, that it was a nice distraction from the discussion of potential danger that they had endured during the day. 

			“It has been a few nights since you have had a nightmare,” Lillian commented. Then thought, Or maybe Margaret has had a nightmare but didn’t yelled out in her sleep…

			“You are right,” Margaret agreed. She pictured the brown house in the field and felt a pang in the pit of her stomach. How she longed to go back to that place, to look for Chester, to see her mother and father again.

			“It’s been a few days since I’ve been to Colline as well,” Margaret said so that her sister wouldn’t have to ask. 

			“And you’ve been riding with your Delight again,” Lillian added.

			Margaret nodded with a small smile on her lips.

			Lillian decided she didn’t want to push her sister to say more than she was ready to talk about so she just sat silently, staring into the flames of the fire before them. 

			It was Margaret who brought up the topic of the celebration. 

			“I want to invite joy back to this castle,” she started. “First, we will display all of the beautiful things of our mother’s that we found in the tower. We will restore the family crest, put out the tapestries from Estrea, wear her robes…”

			Margaret’s voice trailed off for a moment and Lillian could see that she was deep in thought. 

			“I want everyone to share their memories of our mother and father as they were. There is so much I want to know and understand about them.” 

			“I look forward to Lady Dori completing her project on the banner,” Lillian agreed. “And I long to see some of the beauty mother had brought to the castle restored to it.”

			The sister’s were silent again, thinking about their beautiful mother and all of the soft touches she had brought to Castle Grange. 

			Picturing the banner restored and the tapestries put in their place made Margaret’s imagination come alive. She felt a tiny bubble of excitement in her belly. It was as if she would be living in the era of her mother’s reign at Castle Grange.

			Margaret shared her thoughts out loud. Lillian’s imagination stirred as well.

			“I so look forward to this celebration, Margaret!” She said. “It will be completely fantastic! Just imagine seeing Castle Grange restored to look as it did when our mother had been queen!”

			Lillian could remember some things about that time and longed to see some of the familiar touches her mother had made to the castle like the tapestries that hung in the halls or the smell of lavender; touches which their father had packed away in his sorrow. 

			Lillian began to offer other ideas for the event and eventually said, “We have to get the others in on this. Especially Robert. It will be important to discuss these plans with him considering all that we are facing at this time. I think he will be happy to do all that you ask nonetheless!”

			A smile spread across Lillian’s narrow face, causing her cheeks to turn pink.

			Margaret could not tell what the look meant and waited to hear what her sister might say. 

			Then Lillian looked Margaret in the eye and said, “This will be a great day for our family, for this castle and for the entire kingdom!”

			



	

CHAPTER 17 

			The next morning as the royal children ate breakfast together the princesses shared with their brothers Margaret’s idea to have a celebration in memory of their mother. They told their brothers about the wooden chest that held all of their mother’s belongings, of the family crest and banner that Lady Dori was restoring for them and of their plans to host a dinner in celebration and remembrance of Queen Amalia’s life. 

			“I think it’s a fine idea,” Robert said. “My only reservation regarding this proposal is the impending danger the Oblager present us with. I’m concerned about your birthday celebration as well, Margaret. There seems to be much unknown to us right now.”

			“Is that any reason to keep from making plans, from living?” Margaret asked. 

			Robert knew his baby sister wasn’t trying to be sharp, but the words did cause him to flinch just a little as he remembered how he had allowed his anxiety to dictate his life just a few short months ago. But, the threat here was real and he told himself this wasn’t anxiety; this was caution.

			“It is a fair question,” he responded. “We will need to organize extra security for both events and perhaps double the watch for early warning if anything were to happen.”

			Margaret smiled. 

			“Let’s keep these plans just between us for now. We will send invitations in a timely manner but right now, let’s keep the details within the castle walls.”

			Everyone agreed to this.

			While Margaret was surprised the boys weren’t more excited about the idea, she understood Robert especially had a lot on his mind and otherwise probably would have been more enthusiastic.

			After breakfast Princes Theodore and Samuel were headed out to Falaise Bay to talk with the blacksmiths and look over the armory. They would meet Sir Logan there and would secure and schedule the sentry watch as well. 

			Prince William was staying at the castle with Prince Robert to meet with the Cheval and the Doyen for further discussion and planning. 

			The princesses decided to take this opportunity to go and check in on Lady Dori’s progress with their banner. Even though the noblewoman had told them to wait, that she would let them know when she was finished, they just couldn’t wait.

			The large wooden door that hid Lady Dori’s room behind it was closed tight. They dared not try to work the handle and both girls urged one another with looks and gestures to be the one to knock, neither one wanting to do it, until all at once the door was thrown open from inside and startled them both so much that they jumped back with a cry.

			Lady Dori laughed out loud when she saw the surprise on her princesses’ faces. “What has happened?” She asked with a smile that colored her otherwise pale face. 

			“We, we were just coming to see you,” Princess Lillian recovered herself well enough to answer the question.

			“It couldn’t have been about the banner because you already know I will come to tell you when it is done,” Lady Dori said tilting her head and adding a motherly tone to her voice.

			Lady Dori had been one of the women chosen to raise the children and she did feel some sense of a motherly calling or duty to them. In this instance she was mildly joking however and the girls were too startled to notice.

			“No!” Princess Margaret lied. “I mean, it may have been on our minds, but we most certainly would have waited for you to bring it up!”

			Standing in the hallway in silence, all of them waiting for the other to say something, the three finally broke into laughter. Princess Margaret gave Lady Dori a hug with one arm and apologized for the fib. 

			Lady Dori finally said, “You will be glad to know then, Your Graces, that it is done!”

			The two princesses hugged their seamstress out of sheer joy and excitement. She led them back into her room where they would be able to view the exquisite tapestry: their family banner and crest. 

			Princess Lillian wiped a tear from her cheek when she saw the beautiful work Lady Dori had done. 

			She said, “I had no idea it would be this beautiful.” 

			Lady Dori put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze and a smile.

			Princess Margaret bounced a little, her dark curls bobbing, “Oooh! It’s so pretty! I can just imagine what it will look like displayed in the hall or inside the throne room or outside flying from the tower…” She stopped then said to Lady Dori, “Where exactly should it be hung anyway?”

			Lady Dori sat the girls down on the bench in her room.

			 “I remember when your mother was alive this very banner was displayed over your father’s seat in the throne room. If you look in your mother’s trunk you will probably find the cream and cerulean flags that flew over the castle as well. They are the same as this crest and banner. Your mother loved them. She loved the color and the images of earth, sky, wind and fire. These images speak of bravery and adventure! She was very brave, your mother…” 

			Lady Dori’s voice trailed off and she said, almost inaudibly, “and I loved her.”

			Princess Margaret put her arm around the woman’s shoulder and hugged her. She almost forgot how well loved her mother had been, how well loved her mother still was. Margaret realized then that was not alone in her grief. 

			“Thank you for telling us about the banner,” Princess Margaret said, “and for loving our mother so well.”

			Lady Dori smiled at the young princesses.

			“With this banner once again restored to its rightful place, we will have quite a celebration for her!” Princess Margaret said, rising to her feet and smiling down at her companions in excitement. 

			“And now, I think it’s time for a ride! Are you up to it?” She asked her sister.

			Princess Lillian nodded her consent and the two girls were off to the stables to find Delight and Temperance. 

			



	

CHAPTER 18 

			It was the evening before Margaret’s birthday celebration. For the most part preparations were being made around the castle without her knowledge; preparations for not only her birthday celebration but for the defense of the Kingdom of Monde should the need arise. 

			“The best offense is a ready defense,” Sir Francis had said over and over again in the days following the meeting, reinstitution of the guard and reopening of the armory. There was activity all around but Margaret had kept to herself. She stole away with Delight for afternoon rides and was often accompanied by Lillian and Temperance. 

			One such afternoon when she was alone with Delight they rode out and found themselves on the side of the hill near Colline. Margaret stood next to Delight, hugging her neck. They just stood there silently for many moments looking at the rundown cottage. 

			“I have seen my mother there,” Margaret said.

			They remained quiet for a time. Margaret had expected Delight to argue with her, to say something like, “How could you have?” But the Sage Cheval was silent.

			“You spent time here as a baby,” Delight offered, recognizing the timidity in her girl.

			Margaret’s head snapped toward Delight, shocked by what she had heard. 

			“You were just one, maybe two years old,” Delight continued. “Lord and Lady Riley were dear friends of your parents. For your parents this was a place of retreat and relaxation.”

			Margaret squeezed Delight and kissed her neck. She was so happy to hear she wasn’t crazy. The visions, the dreams… or would they have been memories? She had always believed there could be no way of remembering the time when her mother was alive, but here was Delight proving to her otherwise. 

			“I wondered if I was going mad!” Margaret admitted. “I didn’t realize that I held any memories of my mother, it was so long ago!”

			Margaret moved to press her forehead to Delight’s. Delight bowed her head to meet her young girl. They stood together, breathing, a moment in prierie where horse and companion connect with one another in both heart and mind. 

			It had been a long time since they had been together this way and neither hurried to move from it. 

			After some time Margaret looked at Delight and said, “I’m so happy to know I have these memories to keep.”

			Delight nodded and nuzzled her girl’s neck.

			They stood looking at the peaceful ruins of the cottage that held so many memories for the royal family. Margaret jerked away from her Cheval. At first she was so excited she couldn’t speak and just bounced and ooooh-ed.

			When she finally stopped bobbing she gave Delight a sideways look and with a crooked smile said, “I want to restore this house!”
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			Margaret and Delight returned to the castle well before the evening meal. Margaret went and readied herself for dinner but she was so excited she could barely stand it. 

			Before everyone had even sat down she said, “I want to restore the old house on the side of the hill near Colline!”

			Robert took his seat and grabbed a roll to put on his plate. Not even looking at his sister he said, “The old sheep farm?”

			“Yes! At least, I think so, the brown cottage? Do you know it?” 

			“I do,” Robert said, looking around now to make sure everyone was in their places to say grace and eat. 

			Robert finished his first bite with a sigh of relief then turned his attention back to his youngest sister. 

			“We have so much to focus on and attend to right now,” he said. “I don’t want to take away from your celebration or your excitement but we have to beware and be on guard, just in case.” 

			“It will take no effort or resource from you,” Margaret said. “I’ve already thought about talking with the artisans in Valea and Colline to assist me in this project. Maybe it won’t require much to see it restored!”

			Robert could see her determination, a characteristic in his baby sister that he was very familiar with.

			“Alright,” he said, “See what you can do.”

			“I’ll help you, if I can,” William said brightly. He liked the idea of making old things new. 

			“Wonderful!”

			“And of course I’ll be there for you too,” Lillian added, grabbing her sister’s hand and giving it a squeeze.

			“Now, let’s eat,” Samuel spoke up, “because there’s a lot to do and Margaret, we need you to get to bed so we can get it done!”

			They all laughed and turned to eat the warm and savory-smelling dinner set before them. By the time the meal was eaten Margaret was indeed ready to change into her nightclothes and tuck herself into her bed with the covers pulled up over her shoulder. She fell asleep with a smile on her face, imagining what the dining hall might look like for her birthday celebration the next day. 
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			Decorating the dining hall in celebration for a family member’s birthday was a tradition. It always happened while the birthday boy or girl slept so that in the morning they would awake to their home transformed. It had always been an exciting time for the children. It seemed almost magical to awake to ribbons and banners, cakes and pies, gifts and candles. 

			“This really doesn’t get old,” Robert said with a grin as they all worked together with the lords and ladies of the castle to create a beautiful space for Margaret’s birthday. 

			“It’s so much fun!” William agreed, pulling a bow tight on the back of his sister’s chair. 

			The celebratory meal would be taken in mid-morning followed by a ride out with the Cheval to the waterfalls just north of Falaise Bay. Then the evening would be spent under a tent in the courtyard where people from the village could come for tea, cake, apples and biscuits. They would bring gifts and offer blessings to the young princess. The Cheval would be present and once the festivities were over the quiet of the evening would be spent in their company.

			“Lady Dori,” Princess Lillian remarked to the small woman as they worked to hang another small banner, “I know my sister will love these!”

			Lady Dori blushed and bowed her head in thanks for the compliment.

			Lady Susan came in from the gardens with Sir Nelson. They brought in colorful plants and bouquets to add color and fragrance to the space. It was perfect to bring some of the beauty from the outside in. 

			When all had finally been accomplished the group stood together and looked with satisfaction at the fruits of their labor. 

			Prince Theodore whistled and said, “This looks great!” 

			Everyone agreed.

			Prince Samuel yawned as he nodded. “Yeah, and now it’s time for some sleep!”

			Everyone agreed to this as well and soon all in the castle were fast asleep; all except for the few guards who had been recently installed at the castle gates.

			



	

CHAPTER 19 

			Margaret opened her eyes. She smiled, sat up in bed and looked out the window. She stretched her arms above her head and yawned. It was her favorite kind of day: sunny. The sun was shining and she was ten. Margaret jumped out of bed and quickly slipped out of her nightgown and into her day clothes. As soon as she was dressed she hurried out of her room, along the corridor and down the stairs, past the throne room and to the dining hall. She threw open the doors and gasped with delight. 

			The place had been absolutely transformed. The long wooden table at the center of the room was decorated with cakes of all shapes and sizes. 

			Undoubtedly, Lady Claire’s masterpieces, Margaret thought. 

			She walked along the length of the table taking a moment to stop and sniff at one of the cakes or to run a finger through the icing of another and then pop the finger into her mouth for a taste. 

			Quietly, all of the young princes and the elder princess came to the entrance of the dining hall to watch their sister enjoy all they had prepared for her.

			The family colors of cream, black and cerulean decked the walls of the great room on banners, streamers and for this occasion alone, the family crest which Lady Dori had painstakingly and beautifully restored. Princess Margaret gasped when she saw it.

			“It is lovely!” She marveled, looking back at the doorway where she saw her siblings had gathered along with the lords and ladies of the castle. She turned a smiling eye on Lady Dori who blushed. Princess Margaret looked back at the family crest. It was magical: a cream background proudly displayed a silver shield with a black stallion head in the center. At the four corners of the shield were the symbols for water, earth, sky and fire. It spoke to Margaret of strength, courage, creation and exploration. The white banner that unfurled beneath the shield read: Dum Vivo Cano, which Margaret knew, thanks to the Doyen, meant While I live I will celebrate. She thrilled at the sight of it.
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			“Look here,” Lillian said, pointing to the vases and pots of flowers that sat on the benches and shelves along the walls. Sir Nelson had tended to them personally and had shown his skill with arrangements and placement. Princess Lillian had helped him and she was proud of her efforts. 

			Margaret moved around the room inhaling the scents of her favorite flowers and touching the silky buds between finger and thumb. 

			Princess Margaret noticed that Lady Dori had simply gone to any lengths to incorporate color and creativity into the ornaments she had sewed for the occasion as well: delicate scarves and banners displayed throughout the room. 

			Margaret’s smile grew wider as her eyes worked to scan every inch of the dining hall walls, windows, benches, shelves, table and chairs. 

			Lady Susan had created scented candles for the occasion and they were set up all along the tables and upon windowsills; cream and cerulean, purple and sage. It was all so beautiful. 

			“It’s magnificent!” Princess Margaret said, clapping her hands together and hugging them to her chest in pleasure.

			Sir Edward and Sir Francis had a special scroll bound with ribbon at the head of the table. When they saw the youngest princess eyeing it Sir Francis said, “We prepared a special birthday blessing for the celebration.”

			“Wonderful!” Princess Margaret said, “Thank you!”

			Princess Margaret believed this was the most beautiful she had ever seen the dining hall look for a birthday celebration and she was speechless as she twirled around to face all of her loved ones standing behind her. Well, almost all of her loved ones. She smiled at them sadly and blinked back tears.

			Where are you, Father? Margaret thought to herself. For the first time in a long time she allowed the thought to come forward. She rarely let herself wonder about him, but on this special occasion, it seemed only natural to wish for him, more than usual. 

			Princess Lillian smiled sweetly at her sister and came close to wrap her in a warm hug. 

			“Happy birthday, Margaret,” she said. 
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			One of the cream-colored cakes was eaten with breakfast and while something so sweet wasn’t usually consumed at the morning meal, it was a fun treat for the princes and princesses. 

			“Lady Claire, this is fantastic!” Princess Margaret said after she had swallowed her last bite, dabbed her mouth and sat up straight. 

			Lady Claire inclined her head toward the young princess. 

			“I am glad you enjoyed it. I wish you a very happy birthday, Princess Margaret.” 

			“Shall we go to the stables?” Prince Robert suggested. 

			Everyone was ready to go and meet with their Cheval before the ride out to the waterfalls. As they walked out to the stables Robert put his arm around his little sister. 

			“Do you feel older?” He asked, smiling down at her.

			“A little,” she said, smiling back at him. “But only a little.”

			After a time of prierie the party set out on their ride through the woods, over hills and through valleys, never entering into any of the villages they passed but riding steady on until finally they were near the fields the princes had been running through just a couple weeks before. The air felt different this day and the color of the trees and grass was changing. But the sun was still warm enough to reach the ground beneath them. Autumn was still a few weeks away. Margaret was glad for it. She would hold onto her sunshine and warmth as long as she could.

			Soon they were at the creek where Sir Bailey had found the princes with his news of the Oblager just weeks before. The water was shallow enough for the horses to walk across without difficulty, taking them ever nearer to the mountainside. As the group drew ever closer to the mountain the sound of rushing water could be heard and eventually the falls appeared cascading down the side of one of the cliffs ahead of them. 

			Margaret sighed and stopped to stare at the fantastic sight. 

			“Wow,” she said shaking her head in wonder at the beauty before her.

			Delight huffed and nodded in agreement with her girl.

			“Wow is right,” Samuel said. 

			He and Endurance stopped to stand next to Margaret and Delight, all of them staring as the water spilled over the side of the mountain and sprayed drops of water creating rainbows in the air just above them. 

			Prince Robert thought of the sentries high in the mountains facing the Bay. He hoped and prayed they would have nothing to report today, or any day soon for that matter. 

			“Too bad we can’t come here on our birthday, right Sam?” Theodore said. Then added, “I don’t think anyone would want to make the trek in the dead of winter. Including me!”

			“I’m happy to come here for these warm-weather birthdays,” Samuel agreed. 

			“It should still be warm enough to visit for my birthday,” William said with a smile. His celebration was nearly six weeks away. 

			“That’s wee-eeks away,” Margaret held out the word to make it sound as though it was farther off than it was. 

			“We’re both ten now!” she said. 

			It was that magical time of year when Margaret and William were the same age, though in number only, not in actual years. But Margaret liked to tease William about it all the same.

			“Don’t worry about it,” William said, trying to act as though it didn’t bother him or perhaps reminding himself not to worry, “It won’t be long until I’m eleven. Only a matter of days.”

			After an afternoon of wading in the water, sunbathing and picnicking, the group returned to the castle in time to wash and ready for the evening tent celebration. They found the gates were already open to the villagers. The royal children and their Cheval had passed some travelers on their way to the castle as they made their way home. 

			Once inside the gates they found none of the villagers had arrived yet so they all hurried to their rooms to prepare. Margaret had picked out a dress that had the colors of the family crest on it. Even though her purple and sage colored dress was her favorite the cream and cerulean dress she chose was a perfect compliment to the family crest. They were her mother’s colors.

			Thoughtfully, Princess Margaret pulled on her dress. She imagined her mother, with long dark hair almost as curly as Margaret’s, wearing a similar dress; readying for a celebration of her own. Tears stung her eyes and yet a smile came to her lips. Her mother had been a beautiful queen but also a brilliant one. 

			“I hope to grow up to be like you, Mother,” she whispered. 

			Margaret finished by tying the light blue sash around her waist. She looked into the looking glass and softened some of her curls that had poked out on the ride home. Once she was satisfied that she looked smooth and clean Margaret stepped out of her bedroom for the second time that day, butterflies in her stomach. 

			“You look lovely,” Princess Lillian gasped clasping her hands in front of her in delight.

			Margaret thought her sister looked older than her twelve years. She wore a purple and ivory gown that swept the floor. It enhanced her slender figure and made her appear taller.

			“You are beautiful, Lillian!” Princess Margaret said smiling at her sister. “ I want that dress when you outgrow it!”

			They laughed together and made their way to the courtyard where a crowd was already gathering. 

			“Princess Margaret!” Sir Edward said with a huge grin on his face. He towered about her but bowed low before her as she approached. “A most happy birthday to you!”

			“Thank you, Sir Edward,” Princess Margaret replied with a polite nod.

			“We hope you will enjoy your time in the tent this evening,” Sir Francis added. “We would like to read you our blessing before the meal.”

			“Most certainly,” Princess Margaret said, “I look forward to hearing it.” 

			Sir Francis bowed low and went into the tent to take his place and prepare to start the ceremonies.

			Princess Margaret walked under the vast white canopy. The wooden posts held it tightly and twine was strung here and there to keep the form of the tent in place. At the center hung a divine chandelier with many arms and branches that held a multitude of candles, all of which flickered and gave off a pleasant scent of smoldering wick and rich oils. Lady Susan had most certainly created these.

			Prince Robert came and escorted Princess Margaret to the head of the table. He would be the first to speak once she was seated at her place of honor.

			“My good people,” he said, “thank you for joining us in the celebration of the life of my youngest sister, Princess Margaret.”

			A cheer went up among the people. 

			Prince Robert continued, “It is a very special birthday, for today Princess Margaret is ten!”

			Another cheer rose up. 

			Sir Edward came forward holding a dark green pillow upon which sat a silver tiara. The tiara was small and looked fragile though it was made of pure silver. From the highest point dangled a single green emerald.

			Margaret gasped when she saw it. She knew this would happen on her tenth birthday, that she would be recognized and crowned into the reigning royalty, her birthright and heritage confirmed in front of all the people. She had seen it last year when William had turned ten. Robert had crowned him then, Robert who had been crowned no more than five years before. 

			“In my Father’s absence,” Prince Robert said in a loud voice, “I do declare, and acknowledge here this day: this,” he motioned to his sister seated before him, “is your Princess Margaret. She shall ever be, until the day of her marriage or the day of her death, Princess Margaret, reigning princess of the House of Rosh and of the Kingdom of Monde!”

			There was absolute silence as the eldest prince took the crown into his hands and placed it gently on top of Princess Margaret’s bowed head. 

			She raised her head slowly to look out at the crowd. 

			At this Prince Robert declared, “All hail, Princess Margaret!”

			And the crowd cheered, “Hail, hail, hail, Princess Margaret!”

			When the shouts had died down it was Sir Francis who stepped forward. He untied the scroll he was holding, unrolled it and cleared his throat.

			“For Princess Margaret,” he said. “A Birthday Blessing: 

			 

			Days of wonder, days of wealth

			Years of wisdom, joy and health

			Let your life be rich and free

			Our princess you will ever be

			With love we celebrate you this day

			With love we follow you, come what may.”

			 

			When he had finished the crowd again yelled, “Hail, Princess Margaret! Our princess, Princess Margaret!” 

			Then it was Princess Margaret’s turn to speak. She stood silently for a few moments looking around at the gathering before her. She saw Delight, Ardor and the other Cheval, the baker and his wife Deana and their children Frederic and Florence. This made her smile and put her at ease a bit. Florence waved frantically when she realized the princess’s eyes were on her. Princess Margaret gave a small smile.

			“I thank you so much my family, my friends, my people, for all of the gifts and the love you have given me today.” 

			She wiped a tear from her cheek then smiled brightly.

			After a brief pause she said, “As a request on this day of my birth, I wish to extend an invitation. I wish for you all to join me in the village of Valea in two week’s time where we will celebrate the life of Queen Amalia, my mother.“

			The crowd silent. This invitation had been quite unexpected, unexpected to everyone except Princess Lillian, who stood very quietly with a wide smile on her face. This was not a ceremony or celebration that the people of the kingdom understood or were familiar with. This was new. 

			Very slowly it seemed the people began to understand. They would honor their dead queen and remember her. Soon a cheer rose from the crowd. The shouts grew little by little until finally everyone in the place was cheering in anticipation and acceptance of Princess Margaret’s invitation.

			Prince Robert came over to her and put a supportive arm around her. 

			“It seems you shall have your celebration then, my dear sister,” he spoke softly to her with a tone of resignation in his voice.

			The young princess smiled back up at her older brother and hugged him tightly.
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			The rest of the evening was delightful. Princess Margaret was given gifts of words and small offerings from the people of the villages. Florence and Frederic had brought her a dainty scarf on which they had stitched her initials along with their own, with their mother’s help of course. Lord Corbin had brought the young princess a small leather satchel in which to keep essential oils or dried herbs. There were many other such gifts given by the people, tokens of their admiration and love. 

			The festivities were nearly over for the night when Sir Logan and Lord Bailey approached Prince Robert. When the prince saw them coming toward him, marching rather than walking through the tent, he knew they were probably not bringing birthday wishes to his sister. 

			The two men came to an abrupt halt in front of Prince Robert and bowed low. 

			“May we have a word with you,” Sir Logan said. “In private.”

			Prince Robert inclined his head toward them in acknowledgement. 

			Sir Edward and Sir Francis who had seen their approach had come near to the prince in case he would call upon them too. Prince Theodore and Prince Samuel made eye contact with their brother and he nodded to them as well. They were at his side without a moment’s hesitation.

			“Let’s go to the back garden and meet with Ardor and Endurance as well,” Prince Robert instructed. “Sir Francis, Sir Edward, please join us.”

			The men followed their prince out the back of the tent and into the gardens to meet with the Cheval.

			



	

CHAPTER 20 

			If parties and celebrations were all that Prince Robert needed to be thinking about he would have been grateful. He felt he had done a fine job of sharing in the festivities for Margaret’s birthday all the while managing his level of anxiety, which constantly threatened to spike and overtake him. He hadn’t been rendered incapable of thought or movement by his anxiety in quite some time. When his love for Margaret and his people had sent him into the Wild West Wood, the Assure’ Swamp and through the Laplage River he hadn’t had time nor the desire to consider his own well-being or feelings on the matter. All he had thought about was bringing back the root of the Tendresse plant so that all the sick would be cured, so that they would live. The matter at hand seemed to be the same story only a different situation. While he still struggled with fear and self-doubt he knew he would most likely be forced to act. 

			The sun had set and without its rays the night was cold. Prince Robert stood, trying not to shiver while Lord Bailey and Sir Logan came to share the intelligence learned regarding the Oblager. Robert shook himself out of his thoughts in time to hear Lord Bailey say, “Malaya was successfully deployed to a port to the far south of Falaise Bay.”

			“They do plan to attack us,” Sir Logan said. “Malaya did find that they have provisions enough for some time and will make their way here before snowfall.”

			“We haven’t much time then,” Prince Samuel said with a furrowed brow, unable to disguise his worry.

			Prince Robert looked to Ardor.

			There was a pause and then the Cheval spoke, “I still maintain that the best offense is a strong defense.”

			Then Ardor asked of Sir Logan and Lord Bailey, “Was there any indication given as to what it is the Oblager are seeking?”

			“No,” Lord Bailey answered. “It seems they intend to do as they have always done. The ‘why’ of it may be just that: it is what they have always done.”

			“Is Malaya returned from the southern port or did you receive this word by dove?” Prince Robert asked. 

			“She is here, Your Grace,” Sir Logan said.

			“I will meet with her here tomorrow. Please see to it, Sir Logan,” Prince Robert said.

			Sir Logan bowed his head in agreement.

			“I will see you all tomorrow then,” the prince said, a note of finality in his voice.

			As the other men walked away the young princes stayed to consult with Ardor and Endurance. 

			[image: ]

			From within the tent Lady Dori watched as the Cheval, the guards and the princes talked under the large tree at the end of the garden. She could barely make out their silhouettes in the darkness outside of the tent but knew if they were meeting privately then it must be serious. 

			What if resolving conflict was less about crushing the other and more about communicating with them? Queen Amalia had once said. Lady Dori remembered that. Her queen had been as wise as she had been kind. Lady Dori had always liked to believe that there would be a way to resolve conflict without going into battle, without the need to crush the opponent. What if the opponent would be willing to talk? What if the foe could become a friend?

			She looked up suddenly as an idea popped into her head. 

			“I wonder?” she thought aloud, talking to no one but herself. 

			She dropped the garland she had been gathering up in her arms and ran from the tent back to her room in the castle to write down her thoughts before they had a chance to escape.

			



	

CHAPTER 21 

			The evening ended for Princess Margaret with a blessing from the Cheval. They gathered around her, pressing in to secure her in the middle of their circle and to give to her all of the peace and wisdom they could offer in a solemn time of prierie. Prierie was an ancient bonding practice when horse and companion would spend time silently sharing with one another. It was as if their souls spoke to one another in this time. Princess Margaret allowed tears to slide down her cheeks and into her thinly parted lips as she felt the warm breath of the Cheval around her. She was smiling, eyes closed, hands outstretched, receiving all of the love and peace and joy that the Sage Cheval could give. 

			Many of the party had already gone, for it was getting late but those who remained waited quietly, watching the wonder of the ancient practice. At last, the circle of Cheval broke and Princess Margaret walked out, tiara twinkling in the candlelight, face aglow with the warmth and the love that had been imparted to her. She kissed and caressed each Cheval as she departed the circle. 

			After saying goodnight to the guests that remained, Princess Lillian linked her arm in her sister’s and together they walked from the tent back to the castle. The princes and the guard were left to escort the remaining few villagers from the castle. 

			“What a lovely time,” Lillian was saying as they neared their rooms.

			“It was lovely,” Margaret agreed, with a yawn. “And I’m exhausted!”

			“You should be!”

			“But also delighted! Didn’t it seem like everyone was excited about the celebration for Mother?”

			Lillian nodded. 

			“It did. Indeed.”

			Lillian leaned to give her sister a hug goodnight. 

			“Sleep well, birthday girl. ‘The reigning Princess Margaret’!”

			“Let’s make more celebration plans tomorrow, shall we?” Margaret asked before Lillian disappeared behind her own door.

			For as excited as she was Margaret realized that she was even more exhausted and fell into a peaceful sleep almost as soon as her head touched her pillow. Her mother’s voice spoke to her in her sleep. She dreamt about her mother and the way she had looked in the house on the side of the hill. She dreamt about the house as it had been, and would soon be again.
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			If she hadn’t dreamt about the house in Colline or hadn’t awakened with thoughts of the event she would be holding in remembrance of her mother fresh in her mind, Margaret would have stayed in bed. It was so chilly the next morning that she may have stayed under her warm, thick blankets for quite some time. But as it was, Princess Margaret could not wait to see her sister and continue their planning of the event. 

			At the breakfast table, with her siblings surrounding her and her food before her, all Margaret could do was look around. The decorations from her birthday were still up and the room was being warmed by the crackling fire at the back. She smiled in delight.

			“Remember,” Robert was saying, “we will be meeting with Malaya after breakfast. We will hear firsthand what kind of threat we may be facing.”

			While it was an unwelcome task to tend to, Margaret was thankful that at least it would be over with soon and she could get back to planning her mother’s party.

			And indeed it was immediately after breakfast had been eaten that the young royals went into the throne room to meet with Malaya. She came into the room, a hooded gray cloak around her shoulders. As she entered she lowered her hood. It released her wild blond hair but even the knots and fly-aways did not distract from her steely blue eyes. The young woman bowed low. 

			Princess Margaret found herself staring at the spy’s eyes - so intense and mesmerizing. When she remembered to pay attention Malaya was saying to Prince Robert, “Their women and children outnumber the men, Your Grace.” 

			Prince Robert nodded.

			“To be fair, the number of men of fighting age is small. Your guard would certainly outnumber them,” she continued her report.

			“Your kingdom thanks you for the risk you took in getting near to them,” Prince Robert said, standing and walking toward her.

			“I wonder, perhaps you should remain at the port? We may need you again, and it may be sooner than later.”

			“I am at your service, Your Grace,” Malaya said with a bow.

			Prince Robert nodded his approval and dismissal. The young woman returned the hood to cover her head and then was gone.

			“A very interesting woman,” Princess Lillian said, coming to join Robert.

			He nodded, looking after her. “It’s so interesting that she is so young and yet so skilled at such dangerous work.”

			Margaret came up behind the pair and grabbed Lillian by the arm. 

			“We have much to do, Lillian!” she said. 

			Lillian smiled and followed her sister out of the throne room. 

			Robert smiled and watched his sisters go. He knew when Margaret set her mind to something there was no stopping her. He also knew he couldn’t be distracted by party planning or house repairs. There was a great possibility they may be facing war. He marched over to the stairs and looked up. It was time for another difficult discussion with the Doyen. He started up the stairs, counting each one and making sure that he continued to breathe.

			



	

CHAPTER 22 

			Margaret and Lillian had been spending much of the rest of their week in preparation for their mother’s memorial celebration. Margaret had seen to most of the planning before the day arrived. All of the ladies of the castle had been on hand to help. Of course, Lillian was by her sister’s side all the while. 

			“I do find it a bit strange…” Lillian said to Margaret. 

			It was late in the afternoon, the day before the celebration and they were finishing packing up the decorations to be taken to Valea the next day.

			“What?” Margaret asked and didn’t bother to look up from her work.

			“Strange to be planning a party for someone who won’t be here to enjoy it, I guess…”

			Margaret stopped and looked at her sister. She walked over to her and hugged her. 

			“I can remember what her skin smelled like,” Lillian said. “I miss that smell.”

			Margaret sat beside Lillian and cocked her head to the side.

			“I never thought about it before but, you’re sad because of all the things you remember and miss about Mother and I’ve been sad because I wish I had more of those memories, more of those things to miss.”

			It was Lillian’s turn to give her sister a squeeze.

			“We all miss her in our own way,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			The princesses continued to carefully fold linens and flags and put them into crates. They wrapped candles and wreaths and worked to carefully pack them as well. 

			Soon Margaret heard her stomach growl, an angry protest at being ignored.

			“Let’s finish this up! I’m hungry!”

			Lillian complied and soon the young princesses had completed their tasks and were headed to the dining hall for dinner with their brothers.

			To say dinner was tense would be an understatement.

			Margaret tried to liven the mood with conversation about the plans she had for the memorial celebration but no one seemed in the mood to hear, and Lillian already knew so…

			“What is it?” Margaret finally asked, weary from steely silence. “Are we at war?”

			Robert dropped his fork and looked up at her. He put his forehead in his hands and could barely be heard saying, “No. Not yet.”

			“Well then can we have a little better humor here? We are talking about being thankful for our mother’s life. Can we think about that for a bit?”

			Her brothers did try to perk up but eventually they all gave up and excused themselves. Margaret shook her head in frustration. She and Lillian finished their dinner in silence, their excitement somewhat dampened by their brother’s blatant concern.

			Soon the sisters were saying goodnight. Margaret decided she was ready to go to bed anyway. 

			The sooner I get to bed the sooner I can wake up! Then we begin our celebration! She thought.
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			Margaret awoke the next day with butterflies in her stomach again. She could not sleep any longer. It felt like Christmas Day! She jumped out of bed and looked out the window to see that she had awoken before the sun.

			Even though excited, Margaret took great care in dressing herself. She put on her favorite sage and purple dress, twirled a portion of her curls into a braid down the back of her neck and placed her tiara neatly upon her head. As a final touch, and because the days were getting cooler, she went to the end of her bed and picked up her mother’s robe. It was a cream colored robe with high neck she had found the trunk. It was a little long but where it would flow down to the knees of a grown woman, it went to Margaret‘s ankles. She didn’t mind. This day was to be all about her mother and it was fitting and right that she should be wearing something of hers.

			Princess Margaret found none of her siblings were in the dining hall yet when she went down for breakfast. So instead of waiting there she went directly down to the kitchen to see if the biscuits were ready. If she grabbed a quick breakfast perhaps she would leave with Delight before any of her siblings could impose their plans upon her.

			“Good morning!” Lady Claire greeted Princess Margaret with a smile and a basket full of hot biscuits. When she took another look at the princess she paused. The young princess was a vision standing there in her gown and robe with the tiara set perfectly upon her head. 

			Lady Claire gasped. 

			“You look so much like your mother!”

			A smile spread across Princess Margaret’s face. She felt her cheeks get warm and she bowed her head.

			Lady Dori walked into the room through the back door and she too stopped to stare at Princess Margaret. She put a hand to her heart and her eyes glistened with tears.

			“Oh, Princess Margaret,” she breathed. “You are so beautiful!”

			“Thank you, both,” Princess Margaret was finally able to say after swallowing hard to choke down her emotions. 

			“I’m so happy you chose to wear your mother’s robe for this occasion,” Lady Claire said, wiping her hands on her apron and stepping closer to the princess, adjusting the collar of the robe in the back for her.

			“Are you off to Valea this early?” Lady Dori asked. 

			“Yes, I am. I want to get an early start.”

			“May I come with you? I would be happy to be of help.”

			“Very well,” Princess Margaret agreed, popping the remains of a biscuit into her mouth. 

			“Shall I go to my room and get the other decorations then meet you in the stables?” Lady Dori asked. 

			Princess Margaret nodded, “I’ll meet you in the stables.”

			Before they left there was something Princess Margaret had to do. She ran to her room, grabbed what she needed and headed for the tower. 

			Lady Dori watched her princess climb the stairs of the tower. She smiled wide then looked behind her and her smile fell. The threat of the Oblager hung heavy in the castle, she could feel it. She knew that she shouldn’t be far from those things she may have to contribute if and when the time came. She walked at a pace that her short legs found strenuous and made her way to her own room in the tower. She knelt beside the bed and from beneath it she pulled out her leather-bound journal and the map. She rolled the map and tied it with twine. She fumbled the first two tries, her hands were shaking with fear, or excitement, or both. Once bound, she put the map and the journal into a riding bag and flung it over her shoulder along with another coat. It was cool in the mornings and evenings now and she wanted to be prepared.

			Once outside, Lady Dori headed straight for the stables. She walked up to the white speckled mare, closed her eyes and pressed her forehead to the Cheval’s. “Hello Serenity,” she breathed.

			



	

CHAPTER 23 

			While Princess Margaret and Lady Dori had been the first to arrive in Valea that morning it did not take long for Lillian and William to follow. Frederic and Florence had met the group in the village circle to help in whatever way they could. The baker was busy in his kitchen preparing the cake for the celebration. While Lady Claire had anticipated that she would be the one to make this cake she put up little argument and decided to provide her specialty – biscuits – for the occasion. “Your mother always loved my biscuits,” she had said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.

			Princess Margaret’s idea was to have the celebration in the town hall near the center of the village of Valea, the very lodge where her mother had died. She wanted to bring new life and joy to the place. The same tent that had sheltered them all at her birthday ceremony was set up outside near the entrance to the village hall ensuring that the Cheval would have shade and would be a part of the celebration. 

			Evening came without warning. Though it seemed like the shortest day she had ever lived Princess Margaret was pleased with the results of all their hard work. The candles were lit and the wreaths hung just before the first guest appeared. People were arriving from all of the other villages in the kingdom but Princess Margaret took a quiet moment before going to greet them. 

			“This looks amazing!” William said, standing beside his sister to take in all that they had prepared for the evening. The lights hung from the posts of the tent much like they had the night Margaret had been crowned. There were tables for food, places set up for the people to eat and a table in the center of the tent for the cake that the baker would bring before the festivities began. The entrance to the main lodge was well lit and the double doors were swung wide open. From inside the soft glow of candles could be seen. There were wreaths full of greenery hung along the walls and large vases filled with the last of the fall blooms from the castle gardens decorated the place.

			“It does look amazing!” Margaret agreed with her brother. “We did a wonderful job of making this look like the joyous celebration I hope it will be.”

			William tilted his head and looked sideways at his sister. After a moment he said, “Are you sad at all?”

			Margaret looked back at him. 

			“Yes. I am sad. But also glad that I have some memories of our mother, more than I thought I had. And I’m glad that she lived at all, even if for a little while.”

			“Hm. I guess I understand.”

			“I want to celebrate the life she lived and not be constantly sad about the life she didn’t have. Does that make sense?”

			“Yes. It does. You’ve been doing a lot of thinking, haven’t you, Margaret?”

			The princess laughed, “I suppose so.”

			Soon all six siblings were standing near one another.

			“I miss mother,” Robert said. “I remember a lot of laughter when she was alive.” 

			“I remember the cottage in Colline,” Theodore said.

			Margaret whipped around to face him. “You remember that place?”

			“Yes. It was always so fun to run around in the fields after the sheep!”

			“Why didn’t you say anything before?”

			“I don’t know. I’m glad to hear you want to fix it back up though.”

			“The air around us actually smells like our mother,” Samuel said. “Lavender.”

			They all stood silently, inhaling the breeze and allowing themselves to get lost in their own memories of the woman they had come to celebrate.

			



	

CHAPTER 24 

			“It’s time to get started,” Prince Robert said eventually and quietly, not wanting to break the spell.

			The group went into the hall to welcome the guests and invite them outside to the tent where they would publicly share their memories of Queen Amalia. 

			“There was a much different atmosphere the last time everyone from the kingdom gathered together here,” Lady Claire said. “The weeping then… I’ve never heard anything like it. And now this…”

			They listened to the laughter of the gathering crowd. There was laughter and there were tears but it seemed this would be a celebration after all. 

			The Cheval in the kingdom were present; all of the Cheval, in fact; all of the Cheval except Magnificence. He was with King Elyon in Estrea, or wherever he might be.

			In some ways, it felt to Princess Lillian, that they were remembering their mother and their father this night. It had been two years almost to the day since they’d seen their father and had known nothing of his whereabouts for nearly a year. She tried to shake off the feeling and walked to be closer to her sister.

			Sir Francis and Sir Edward, the Doyen, were the first to call for the crowd’s attention. 

			“It’s time for us,” Sir Edward was saying, “to share our memories of our beloved Queen Amalia. We hope to honor her memory tonight and to share our love for her with one another.” 

			Sir Francis stepped forward, cleared his throat and said, “I remember when Queen Amalia was Princess Amalia. She came from Estrea to meet King Elyon when they were both very young.“ 

			He stopped, wiped a tear from his eyes and chuckled. “They weren’t very keen on the idea of getting married at first. But as we all know, they grew to love one another and gave these wonderful gifts to the world.” He gestured toward the princes and princesses standing before him and the crowd cheered.

			Ladies Susan and Claire were the next to share their stories of Queen Amalia‘s kindness and devotion to her people and the Kingdom of Monde. Many of the people from the village of Valea came forward to share their memories of times that Queen Amalia had personally helped them. Some of the children of those who were sick during the time of Queen Amalia‘s death shared of how the Queen had sacrificed her own health and safety in order to nurse and care for those suffering from Peur Fever. 

			Princess Margaret felt tears stinging her eyes as the Valeans shared their memories. She remembered being sick in Valea not long ago with the very same fever that had taken her mother’s life. There had been no known cure for the fever for her mother, as the name of the fever had not even been identified until recently. But somehow, when Margaret herself had gotten sick, the fever was named and a cure had been discovered. She allowed herself a moment to think of what it might have been like if a cure could have been found for her mother as well.

			But there were memories of her life to be shared that didn’t have anything to do with sickness or death. Lady Dori shared how Queen Amalia had loved the water and enjoyed being at the shore or out on a ship. 

			“She loved the deep blue of the sea beneath her and the bright blue of the sky above her,” Lady Dori sighed. “She appreciated beauty and brought so much of it to this world…”

			Princess Margaret thought of her dreams and how her mother had been brushing her hair and smiling so brilliantly at her there. She remembered the tender sound of her mother’s voice and how she would laugh so easily the way she had in the cottage on the Colline hillside.

			A touch to her elbow brought Margaret back to the present. It was Robert. He smiled down at her, put his arm around her, and gave her a squeeze. 

			“Are you ready? Would you like to go next? “ 

			She smiled and nodded.

			Princess Margaret got up before the crowd and stood silent. Every eye was on her, human and Cheval alike. 

			She swallowed hard and said, “I have been longing for my mother very much lately. I had been shutting myself away and spending all of my time looking backward, trying to find my mother in the past. Rather than living the life she gave me, I was only paying attention to the sadness I felt. But I do not wish to live in the shadow of sorrow any longer but rather, I long to live in the light of the love and memories of my mother. As a symbol of this celebration of life I would like to reintroduce you to the House of Rosh family crest!”

			There were many cheers that went up from the crowd as Princess Margaret brought forth the banner Lady Dori had so painstakingly repaired. She helped Lady Dori hold it up for all to see amid shouts of “Long live the King!” and “All hail the House of Rosh!” 

			When the crowd had quieted a bit Princess Margaret finished her thoughts. “Thank you for joining me, for joining us all, in celebrating the life and legacy of Queen Amalia!”

			Lillian and Margaret locked eyes. Lillian was crying but she was smiling too. All of the children of King Elyon and Queen Amalia felt the importance of this moment. Their parents had been good and kind rulers. They hope their father was still living and able to rule, but no one knew that for sure. Prince Robert walked over to Princess Margaret. It was his turn to say something about their mother. 

			Princess Robert stood at the front of the gathering and held up his hands to invite them all to listen.

			“I-“ he began but was cut off by a commotion at the back of the crowd. 

			Sir Logan broke into the middle of the group. Everyone moved aside as he entered the tent. There were murmurs among the people and then silence as they all waited to hear what the Captain of the Guard had to say. 

			He had been running full sprint and was hunched over now, chest heaving, trying to catch his breath so he could speak. 

			Once he stood, he huffed, “They – are – coming.”

			When no one moved or said a thing he yelled, “NOW!”

			At the sharp sound of that last word everyone jumped into action. 

			“Theodore, Samuel to the armory,” Prince Robert shouted behind him as he ran for Ardor. 

			Sir Logan was following the Acting King, Prince Robert. He was given a horse and rode alongside Ardor.

			“We must get to the Port,” Prince Robert said, “We must be certain everything is ready.”

			“Yes, your Grace,” Sir Logan agreed. “Everything and everyone.” 
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			The Princesses went immediately to Delight and Temperance. Everyone was mobilized and the place was a flurry of activity and noise. The young women sought the solace they would find in a time of prierie with their Cheval. If the kingdom was at war, they wanted to find some kind of peace in the midst of it. 

			Lady Dori touched the pack that hung across her chest. She fumbled with the opening and looked inside. It was all there, the journal, the map. She closed it and secured the opening then ran to Serenity. 

			“I knew you would come. It is time for us to go,” Serenity said calmly.

			Lady Dori nodded and without another word she climbed into the saddle. 

			“It has been a while since we’ve ridden hard, but we must move quickly,” Lady Dori bent down and whispered the words in her Cheval’s ear. 

			Serenity’s eyes blinked and ears twitched with anticipation to be set loose, free from the confines of the village and onto the open road. Once away from the village circle and back onto the lane surrounded by trees, Serenity picked up her pace. She knew they had a long night ahead of them, and a longer road than what they could see before them.

			Lady Dori rested in knowing that Serenity’s strength would get them there. She only hoped it would be in time.

			 

			THE END
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THE GUARDIAN’S GIFT 

			The delegation from the dark and formidable ships of the Oblager could be seen unloading onto the docks below them. Prince Samuel, Prince Theodore and Prince Robert were standing at the base of the mountains near the tent they had set up for the very purpose of meeting with the Oblager. From their vantage point they could make out the number of figures that were now walking on the road up toward their meeting point. One figure seemed much larger than the rest but they all looked very small from this distance.

			Prince Samuel let out a breath as if he’d been holding it in from the first moment the ship had entered the port. He looked behind them toward the tent and saw the small woman sitting in the middle of it. She looked so tiny.

			 “Are we sure about having Lady Dori here?” Samuel said to his brothers. Concern furrowed a line into his brow as he looked back at the row of men who were becoming larger and larger the closer they came.

			 “Sir Edward said she is a Shalomite and has been known to bring peace in the kingdom in similar situations,” Theodore said.

			 This reminder did not seem to put Samuel at ease, but he did not argue his point any further.

			Robert turned and walked back under the tent. He approached Lady Dori and put an arm about her shoulders. At nearly fifteen the prince stood a head and shoulders taller than the slight woman. 

			“Are you ready?” He asked her.

			 She nodded and her soft, gray hair bobbed with the movement. She had a small smile on her thin lips and her blue eyes shone. She was so calm and quiet that had Robert not invited her here himself he might have overlooked her. But once noticed, the peacefulness that Lady Dori radiated was so welcoming that she could not be dismissed.

			 It wasn’t long before the men had reached the ledge where the tent stood, the white and blue flag of the House of Rosh, complete with the elements of earth, air, wind and sky flapped in the wind above them all.

			 Prince Robert walked out to meet the Oblager delegation and invite them into the tent where they would be meeting. Lady Dori could hear grunts and deep voices saying, “Very well,” and “As you wish.” And then the men were filing into the tent. 

			As had been agreed upon, Sir Logan stepped forward to be near Lady Dori. He was in his full metal armor and had a sword at his side. It was not drawn, but his right hand rested on the handle lightly as if to say, “I’m ready.” Lady Dori had explained she needed no such protection but as some of the royal house had felt it necessary to increase weapon and manpower, here he was.

			 She stood her full height in the presence of the men, clearly unafraid. It wasn’t until the last man entered the tent that Prince Samuel thought he saw her flinch a little. The man had to duck to get his head inside the tent. He seemed to be as big as the dovecote at Castle Grange. The giant had a thick black beard and thick dark eyebrows to match. It seemed the earth trembled under the weight of his steps. He was more than twice the size of Lady Dori, a match-up which reminded Samuel of David and Goliath. But when Samuel looked again, Lady Dori stood as straight as ever with that quiet look on her face, warm eyes fixed on the group of men before her. Prince Samuel shook his head in wonder and took his place among them. He stood close, protectively to the right of Lady Dori.

			Along the edges of the tent, cushions and lounge chairs had been provided for the group. A long table sat in the middle for the leaders of the group to share with the royal family and their counsel.

			Sir Francis, who had also insisted upon attending, said that he would serve the drinks and refreshments to the men. True to his word he stepped forward now with a pitcher of fresh water in his hands.

			 Lady Dori gestured to the cushions and lounge chairs and said, “Make yourselves comfortable.” 

			None of the men moved but remained standing, as if planted into the ground beneath them. Lady Dori waited and finally one man, as if under the watchful eye of his own mother, obediently sat down. The rest stood and glared. It was uncertain what this meeting might accomplish, if anything. But Lady Dori was determined to try for peace. 
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