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Chapter 1
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“No. I refuse. I cannot marry him. I will not marry him!” Caelia cried, throwing the logs in her arms into the fireplace. “Father, please?” She begged, dropping to her knees beside the enfeebled man's chair. "Do not force me to do this. I have no wish to be married to any man and certainly not Liam of Redbourne." 

“You have refused every suitable man in Durham.” Her father, Hebron of Durham, barked, before coughing into his sleeve.

“And more than a few of the unsuitable ones.” Added her brother, Cador, frowning in the doorway.

“As well as offending the wives of each your brothers to the point that they will not have you in their homes without me there to keep you from driving them from sanity.” Her father concluded, taking a careful sip from the cup beside him.

“Well, father, then I will not go to their houses without you, since my brothers all seemed fit to marry a trio of demure prigs.” Caelia said, rolling her eyes.

Her opinion of the women her brothers chose to marry was no secret. When Alis, her oldest brother had chosen to marry Enid, a model of manners and decorum Caelia had thought the boring woman was a fluke. That the woman to marry her dashing, adventurous brother was as dull as the white-washed walls of the hen house had to be an accident, not the way that women were expected to be in order to get married. It was when Elsa and Ade joined the family, marrying Ban and Cador, and were both just as slow to laugh, mannerly and courtly as Enid was, that Caelia realized that her family had not been joking when they said she was unlike the other girls in Durham or the kings court.

“That may have been enough in the past, my darling headstrong daughter.” Hebron said, his voice rasping from the cough. “But we all know that I am not likely to be among the living by the first snowfall. I want to make sure that you are taken care of and since your brothers cannot see it done then I must find you a husband. Liam is a good man. The last few years have not been kind to him, but he is no monster.” He looked at his sons as they all moved closer, ready to support what he was going to say. “Caelia. You cannot remain unmarried unless you wish to go to a convent and commit your life to the celibate service of god. Do you not wish children?”

Her heart had worried that he would confirm her worst fears and now it was so, the words now unable to be denied.

“Oh father. I would honor you with a child while you live. If only a man that I could love was willing to see past what others deem to be my faults.” Caelia tried to keep her emotions from her voice, but confronting the reality that her father was right, regarding his health and the need for her marriage to happen soon took more strength than she had.

Tears welling in her eyes, she knelt at her father’s feet and took his hand in hers. “My mind wishes to please you in this as all other things in my life father, but my heart is what pauses. Would you, as a final command, send me to a life absent the chance of love? Of happiness?”

“What do you know of such things Caelia?” Scoffed Alis. “There is more to marriage than your childish dreams spawned by nights of reading poetry in bed, when you should have been practicing your needlework, or afternoons uselessly spent on horseback when you could have been baking bread or cleaning like a woman who desires to become the wife of a man of note.”

“I do what I must to a woman of interest, instead of that dull...mushroom of a woman you married, the one yet to provide you with the promised heir to this house. Now instead of your wives it falls somehow to me!” Caelia yelled, rising to her feet, and rushing past them all and out into the yard.

Even with her eyes burning with tears she was able to find her favorite tree, the one she had been climbing since she was able to reach it’s lowest branches, and scramble up to the cradled seat made by the splitting of the main trunk. Hidden by the summer leaves she was able to let loose the damn of her emotions. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she stared out across the yard and fields of her home. She had only spent time away from the house the winter that her mother died, and she had been sent to live with a married aunt in the city of Camelot. Even though she had been taken to court and presented to the King and Queen she was much more excited to go home than she had been to watch the knights of the round table dancing with the ladies of the court.

“Caelia? Are you up there again?” Cador called from the bottom of the tree. He was the most understanding of her brothers, being the one closest in age to her.

They had spent many afternoons riding through the fields and playing at the river. If anyone in the family understood how much she did not want to get married to a man that she did not know, it was him.

“I cannot do it Cador. You know this. I just...I cannot do it. He’s a drunk and a womanizer. How can I marry a man that will not even remember that I am his wife? And if he does recall it, he will not care.”

“You are fairly unforgettable little sister.” Cador chuckled, climbing up to sit opposite her and look out over the land. “And if he does forget that he is a married man then you will remind him, loudly I have no doubt. Caelia of Durham is not the kind of woman who meekly accepts infidelity from any man.”

She shrugged, resting her head on her arms. “Why should I care about him if he will not care for me, for the sanctity of a marriage?” He did not understand, she wanted to be the love of someone’s life, not an afterthought to provide an heir.

Cador reached out to tap her on the top of her head so that she would look up at him.

“Since when do you accept insult from anyone? Do you remember what you did to Ban when he was caught kissing someone other than Elsa once they were engaged? He could not walk for the rest of the day. Your husband, no matter his age or ability, will never stray from your bed more than once. Of that I am certain.”

She could not help the smile that the story brought to her lips. “Alright. I will concede that point, but he is so much older than I am. He is going to think me a child.”

“He is not Merlin. For saint’s sake he is only ten years older than Alis.” Cador laughed. “I have met your intended myself. That is where I was a fortnight ago, negotiating for you.”

Her head whipped up. “You were a party to this? You did not tell me?” She wanted to push him from the tree for the betrayal, but he was the only ally she had left in this matter.

“I was told not to. I wanted to. I wanted to take you with me to meet him for yourself but Alis and father said not to.” Cador raised his hands in surrender. “I can tell you about him though, if that will save me from being removed from the tree.”

“Alright. Tell me what I am supposed to marry into. Does he smell?”

“Only of leather and horses.” Cador chuckled. “Sir Liam is a widower, lost his bride and babe to childbirth eight years ago. That is when he started to drink, before that he was the right hand of Sir Lancelot himself.”

“Truly? Lancelot? Maybe he is not such a beast after all?”

“I would think not though he does have his temper and his moods. Not unlike someone else I know.”

“Oh brother, you are in a humorous mood for a man about to be pushed from a tree are you not?” She retorted with a roll of her eyes. “What about now? The taverns and his reputation with women? He was banished from court was he not? For disgracing a woman and refusing to wed her? Why would he not marry her but is willing to marry me?”

“Well I was not old enough to be at court to know the truth of what happened but that is the rumor. His men vouched for him and all, but Sir Mark reside with him now at Redbourne as they are loyal to him still. Remember that, a half dozen knights left the glory of Camelot to stand at his side in this. As for why he is willing to remarry now, father has offered a significant dowry and the king has offered Sir Liam the chance to return to court if he comes as a married man.”

“So, he took the first girl offered to him in order to return to court?” She frowned “Maybe he will leave me at Redbourne, and we will have a marriage at a distance. I have heard that it is a beautiful place. A prosperous farm and his tenants? They are well treated and loyal?”

“Ah little sister, already mistress of the manor.” He shook his head and climbed down the tree. “Only you would wish for your husband to leave you behind when he goes to Camelot and worry about the tenants before you set foot upon the road. Give Liam a chance, you might wish to be at his side more often than you think now.”

Scoffing under her breath Caelia joined her brother on the ground. “I do not have much of a choice, do I? I must wed him or join a nunnery.”

“I do not see your future in a nunnery. Take the chance Caelia, it is the only one that offers a chance at joy.” He held her hands and stared, pleading, into her eyes. “It will give our father some peace to know that you are well looked after when his time comes.”

“That is a pain I am not yet ready to face. Do not remind me of it, not yet.” She said with a sigh. “Let us return to the house and I will tell father that I will at least meet the man and see what he has to offer as husband. Let him have that hope at least?”

“As long as you are happy when the year is done, that will be enough for him and for me.”

Caelia took his arm as they started back towards the open doors of the house. “I hope, then, that you are not wrong about the man, for I cannot seem to find the faith in his honor that you do, dear brother.”
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Liam rubbed a rough hand over his face and snarled at Rion. “I do not need the lot of you to escort me to pick up this child-bride I am supposed to retrieve from Durham.” The young man was aggravatingly protective, to the point of making the senior knight feel as though they were worried about him either being attacked and killed or have a seizing of his heart, leaving the girl alone on the side of the road. “I promise that I will bring her back with me.”

“If we believed that then Saffir and Emrys would not be waiting with the horses.” Rion joked, grabbing Liam’s cloak and sword. “So, unless you are going uncloaked and unarmed, we are going with you.”

“He is right, Sir Liam.” Emrys said, holding tight to the reigns of his leader’s chestnut brown charger. “We are ready, Sir, to accompany you to bring the young lady of the manor home. Emrys will drive the cart, are you certain that you do not wish a carriage for her?”

“Very sure.” Liam said, mounting the horse after retrieving his cloak and sword from Rion. “Her brother assured me that she can ride and enjoys it. If I am to take her as wife, I will have exactly what I want in a woman and nothing less.”

“Then I pity the girl if she does not live up to expectations.” Saffir said with a laugh as they started out down the road. “Though if she is half as amusing as Cador said then I expect we shall all be in for an interesting time. Do you not agree Liam?”

“If I wanted interesting, I would not be getting married.” He called over his shoulder, joining them in the laughter of a group of bachelors as they began the journey.

He knew that the house and grounds would be well looked after in his absence, it was not that which worried him. It was what was waiting for him in Durham.

Hebron was not a knight, but he was a good and honorable man. His sons were married men of good reputation, unlike the daughter he was contracted to. She should have been married years ago but, according to her brother Cador, she had done everything short of bedding a man to make sure that she was deemed unmarriable by the local men.

As they rode through the predawn light Liam wondered what would drive a girl so such extremes. In all his years at court and those beyond its walls he had never met a woman who did not seek a husband, someone to take care of them while they lord over his household and pretty themselves for the court. This girl, Caelia, was rumored to be so opposed to the idea that she had turned down three proposals, including one, in writing, from Gareth, the youngest of Arthur’s knights. What could bring a girl to do such a thing after being raised by parents who were kind and loving to each other and their children?

“Emrys?” Liam called back to the young man on the cart. “Did you get a feeling from Cador what the girl looks like? My options, if I am to return to Arthur’s court by summer’s end, may not be many, but I would not enjoy the surprise of an ugly wife.” Rion and Saffir chuckled, Emrys smirked, but Liam remained as stone-faced as ever. “I will marry her, despite her appearance, whatever it is, but I would not wish to insult her feelings by showing surprise if she is unattractive.”

“I stand sure that it is her feelings you are worried about and not the face that you have to see across the table.” Emrys chided.

“Or across the bed!” Rion called from the back of the group, bringing laughter from all of them, including Liam.

“Alright. I admit that is a concern and I would rather not feel the need to spend nights at the tavern to enjoy the company of a beautiful woman.” Liam admitted, scanning the road ahead of them as it began to get lighter. “Though I suppose I cannot expect her to be intelligent, a capable horsewoman, able to manage a household and be beautiful on top of all that.”

“Unless of course she is Queen Guinevere.” Saffir said. “But as there is only one of her it is safe to assume that your bride to be is, if not uncomely, then plain. I would resign myself to such a thing if I were you Liam.”

“I shall simply have to do my husbandly duty and hope that she is with child, often, and then I will not be formed to endure pitying glances from Mark and the rest of that lot. They will see her at the wedding and then that duty will be performed, and I will not have to bring her again unless Arthur commands it.”

He did not need to look to know that the three younger men were exchanging looks of disbelief at his surrender to the bleak outlook his marriage was offering him. They did not know how the pain of losing a wife and child could linger for years. Nor could they know that even though he was doing this, marrying Caelia, to get a chance at returning to Camelot, he had no intention of falling in love with the girl. None. He would be a good husband to her, she would never feel ashamed of him or his actions, but he fully intended to keep his heart well guarded.

“I doubt you will need to take such drastic measures Liam.” Emrys chuckled, bringing his horse alongside his leader. “Cador assured me that his sister is a lovely girl, though on the wild side.”

Liam turned his head a skeptical smirk on his face. “What brother would say otherwise if he is hoping to marry her off? Why did he not offer the marriage contract to you or one of the other younger men? Why me?”

“You underestimate your appeal old man.” Emrys said. “There are plenty of women who find an older man more attractive than us young pups. It is not as though you are of the...girth, of Sir Kay nor are you as verbally repulsive as Sir Palamedes.” The young man shrugged. “If I were to hazard a guess it would be that the young lady will likely find you attractive enough, if you remember to smile.”

“What are you jesting about? I smile, do I not?” Liam looked at the other two men, expecting support but finding them doing their best to hide laughter.

“My dear Liam, you are not known as both The Silver Knight and Stone Face of Redbourne because of your dazzling smile.” Saffir answered, trying to be respectful but unable to stop the laughter. “Just try not to glare at the girl and I am sure that you will be fine. Why worry so much if you intend to leave her at Redbourne. I would be much more concerned about leaving her alone with our dear Gerard. The local girls are once again making quite the fuss about him apparently.”

“If he values his manhood Gerard knows better than to tamper with that which is mine.” Liam growled, then shot a glance at Emrys. “Do you trust his words about the girl? Perhaps I am not one to cast stones, but I need for there to be no scandal about her. I have enough enemies left at court that I cannot risk even a rumor of impropriety. Arthur will not forgive a second time.”

“I trust him as much as I would trust one of our own Liam. If you are determined to do this, then I cannot see any better option than Caelia of Durham. She is more likely to suit you than a woman from the city.”

“There are no women left that suit me, but she will have to do, since there is little other option.” Liam nudged his horse to trot down the road.

He was hoping to arrive at the house before noon the next day. If the years had taught him anything it was that women always made everything take at least twice as long as a man would plan for and, with the weeping and farewells, he did not expect to leave Durham before dawn the day after they arrived. If she was half the woman her brother described then, he hoped, that they would be able to ride for the entirety of that day, spend the night at the inn within the town on Dunstable and then he would bring his bride home to Redbourne at dawn so that she might see it at one of it’s most beautiful times. It might make it easier for her to become accustomed to his home.

Redbourne was affectionately known as ‘Meadow Hall’ in the surrounding area. With the soft green fields that rippled like water, leading up to the forests of oak, birch and ash trees that surrounded the hall and outbuildings, it was a name well earned. He was certain that the light of dawn would paint the property, the great red-stoned house with it’s entry tower and big windows, the armory, as well as barns and several cottages would appeal to the poetic nature of his young bride-to-be. In his experience, from the young women that his companions brought to the property for festivals and feasts, it was the kind of place that girl dreamed of presiding over.

Though he would continue to jest with the members of his brotherhood about his dislike of relatively forced marriage Liam held a genuine concern that a girl so many years his junior would not be happy, with him, his estate or his work.

The next morning the feeling of dread in her disappointment and how she would reaction to him on the ride home had not fled with his dreams. As the men mounted up and he looked into the pouch that contained his engagement gift to Caelia, a pendant of deep blue sapphire to go around her neck and a ring, a simple silver band, that would be moved from her right hand to her left once they said their vows before the Bishop, he muttered to himself. “Will this be enough? All of this, to return me to my proper place?” He looked upwards to the heavens, hoping, praying, that his dearly departed wife would hear him and soften the disposition of the girl towards accepting him as he was; flawed and scarred, inside, and out.

The hours seemed to slip by as they rode towards Durham. He was relieved that Hebron did not live on the far side of the city so that he did not have to deal with the calls of every person that Caelia knew as they departed the city. His pride could not take the looks of pity that would come to the faces of her friend when they realized it was not one of his handsome companions that she was to marry but the solemn man more than fifteen years her senior.

As they reached the road that led to Hebron’s manor even the laughter of Saffir and Emrys had died down to nothing as his friends sensed his apprehension. It was hours before they had intended to arrive, and Liam was not sure if he were pleased or not that he would have less excuse to delay their departure.

Cador met them at the gate, he had obviously been waiting for them, his smile was certainly encouraging.

“Sir Liam? It is good to see you so early. Caelia has had her things prepared since yesterday. She is...punctual and waiting for your arrival in the main hall with my father. She is bidding farewell to her sisters-in-law and my brothers. My father will, I am sure, walk her right to her horse.”

“That is good. Very good. I suppose that we can stop in one of the inns for the noon day meal. We arrived a few hours before I had intended, but there is plenty of time to walk the properties.”

“There will be no need for that, unless you are curious yourself.” Cador chuckled. “I think my father is worried that she will change her mind. Even her horse is ready to go.”

He gestured towards a black charger that was impressive even to the eyes of the knight.

“That is horse belongs to Caelia? She can manage one that size?” Rion asked, awe in his voice.

“She is the one that broke him to ride. No one else has ever sat on his back, for long.” Cador said proudly.

“Well, then let us go and meet the girl herself. I feel like there may be more in common than I have hoped.”

Leading them towards the house Liam felt a spring in his step that had not been there that morning. Perhaps this would not be so bad.

They were laughing and joking about how a girl was going to be able to manage the spirited charger in the yard and if Liam was going to be jealous of his wife’s horse. He was about to silence them with a searing reminder of his days working in the stables of Camelot when a sole female voice, as like to an angel as Liam could imagine, caught his ear. The smile that had risen to his lips swiftly fell to the pit of his stomach as he registered the words of his future bride.
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It was two days after she had been told that she was going to marry a man she had never met, and Celia did not feel any better about the fact. Her trunks were packed and by the door outside and one of her brothers would be saddling her horse, she had insisted on that. She was not going to ride in a carriage like some delicate little flower.

She looked around the room that had been the home of so many memories; hopes and dreams as well as tears and disappointments. The only way that she would be back here again would be if the knight chosen for her to marry rejected her or if he died before they had children that would inherit his land and perhaps his title if the king felt it the right thing to do. Would she end up like so many of her friends? Would she be pregnant constantly to ensure that the bloodline of her husband continued? That was not the life that she had ever wanted for herself, but there did not seem to be any choice now.

Closing the door behind herself felt like an ominous metaphor that she refused to consider in the bright light of day. Her steps down to the great hall were slow, she wanted to savor the sounds and smells of home before she was gone from it for who knew how long. Her father must have been waiting, he was staring at the doorway as she entered. He was on his feet, so he must have been feeling better knowing that she was to be taken care of now. With a sigh Caelia draped her cloak over her arm and joined him, taking his hand in hers.

“Father? Are you certain that this is what I must do? I am afraid, of the distance, the court and Sir Liam himself.”

Her father looked horrified at her words and she turned to see the man in question had entered the hall just behind her.

“You are Caelia?”

She nodded mutely, unable to believe that of all things he could have overheard it was that.

“Well then, we should go. Since you fear the distance so greatly. The road is not getting any shorter by standing here.”

She stared at the broad handsome face glaring at her, his dark eyes sparking as he pulled leather riding gloves over calloused hands. The calloused hands that would be touching her body if she agreed to the marriage. The lips pressed in a firm line would be the ones that would kiss her.

Following behind, staring at him while her brothers took her last trunk out to strap onto an open cart, Caelia finally found her voice. “Where is it that I am to sit Sir Liam?” She asked, noting that there was no covered carriage, only the wagon holding her things. Did he think she was going to ride upon his lap? Even if she did not have her own horse, she would rather sit on her luggage than a man.

“I was told that you can ride? Was that untrue?” He asked casually, walking back to stand before her. He was looking down at her, disapproving of everything about her.

“I can. Well actually.” She retorted, feeling childish in her need to impress the man who was marrying her to save his reputation.

“Good. Since your horse is saddled and ready” He waved a hand and her glistening black horse was brought right to her. “Say good-bye. We’re leaving.”

The wives of her brothers each gave her a brief, dutiful hug. Ade, Cador’s wife who had helped her pack, gave her a kiss to the cheek and whispered. “Do not worry. He is a knight. You will be safe and maybe, someday, happy.”

Cador joined them and gave her a quick hug. “Give him a chance Caelia. Liam is a good man, and his company are honorable. I would not have been a part of this if I thought you would be unhappy.”

“I will try and give him a chance.” Caelia said, looking at the group of men by the horses.

Moving to her father she did her best to hide her fear and the desire to cry as she hugged him tight. This was not easy for him and in case it was the last time she saw him alive she wanted him to think that she was brave and happy to be off on a new adventure.

“If all goes well, I will see you at the wedding, my daughter. I look forward to raising a cup as you dance with you husband. Be safe and happy, my dear.” He kissed her cheek as Liam joined them.

“She is in good hands, Hebron. We will see you at Redbourne in a month’s time for the celebration.” Sir Liam said, taking her hand and leading her away from everything she ever knew.

“I am not a man for public displays of emotion so if you need to weep, please keep it to yourself if you cannot wait until we have stopped for the night.” He said, quiet enough so as not to be overheard but the tone of his voice left no room for mistaking his meaning.

She barely had time to think before he had lifted her onto the horse. In moments he was next to her on his own horse. “Oh, and Caelia? Remember this about me; you have nothing to worry about, and everything to fear.”

“You need not worry, my lord. I am not a woman given to tears and emotions. I would not wish to bring you shame, especially on what is supposed to be a happy occasion for all.” She felt like her brave words might turn to lies as she stole a final glance at her childhood home over her shoulder before they entered the forest. Tears threatening to roll down her cheeks burned behind her eyes when one of Liam’s companion’s spoke for the first time.

“Do not let his stony façade fool you, my lady of Redbourne.” Said a cheerful voice. “He is more afraid of you than you are of him.”

Looking into the eyes of a man no older than herself, Caelia found her voice enough to say. “Your words bestow the honor of a title not yet mine, sir, but I do not think that my intended is a man that would fear something as unthreatening as an unarmed woman surrounded by knights of the realm. I pose no risk to anyone without a sword, or a staff at the least.”

“Oh, I like her already Liam.” The young knight laughed. “My name is Sir Emrys, please just call me Emrys though, Lady Caelia.” He nodded with an infectious smile. “That serious fellow with the hood up is Saffir and driving the cart is Rion. He is in a bit of a sour mood as he hates to drive, preferring to ride but my backside was stiff, so I get the saddle for the return trip.”

Saffir and Rion both laughed loudly, and even Caelia had to giggle a little before Liam turned to bark from the head of the group. “My wife-to-be does not need or want to hear about your ass, Emrys. Unless you wish to walk instead of riding you will cease talk on the subject.”

All four of them stopped, like children scolded by their teacher. With a blush still on her cheek Caelia looked up at Liam she found that he was staring at her as well. With his solid jaw locked, and his lips pressed into a frown he exuded an authority that was unmistakable. This was not a man that could ever be mistaken for anything less than a knight, a commander of soldiers, a natural born leader, and every instinct she had told her to follow his order, no matter what it might be.

“Lady would you join me for a time?” He asked, his face softening slightly when he waved her forward. “I promise to provide better converse than those young rogues.”

Nudging her mount forward she could have sworn that she saw the tease of a smile, perhaps there was more to him than she first supposed. Caelia wondered, could she get him to laugh before they reached Redbourne?

“You summoned me, my lord?” She said, smiling sweetly as they came side by side.

“I offered words that did not involve the foolishness of...boys.” He said, not taking his eyes from the road. “Please, call me Liam and I will call you Caelia. I would not have us be so formal, unless that is what you wish.” He turned to look at her, watching to see her reaction. Perhaps she would have enjoyed the younger men’s company more, but he wanted the chance to get to know his future bride.

“Thank you, Liam.” She nodded. It felt as though he were testing her. Perhaps he wanted to know if he had agreed to marry a courtly woman, or one of a more practical mindset? She would not change who she was to please him, whichever it was that he had hoped for she was herself. When required she could play the part of a courtier, she knew all the proper manners and phrases though she dreaded the need. “I do not mind the company of men, after all, I grew up with brothers. What would you speak of with me?”

Caelia watched Liam try to decide what to ask her, making her wonder if he had invited her to join him simply to stop the flirtation of Emrys. He looked so flustered, almost boyish in his discomfort that she wondered when the last time he had a conversation with a woman was? Was it her age that made him uncomfortable or the fact that they were supposed to get married and were complete strangers?

“You mentioned a sword? Or staff?” He looked across at her, skeptically. “Was that a boast to join in the jest of the boys or do you have skill with a weapon?”

Caelia wanted to laugh. He thought that she would be so foolish as to declare herself capable of handling a weapon among knights that could easily challenge her ability?

“I assure you, though I may not be up to the standard of your knights, I was trained by my brothers to ensure that I would always be able to defend myself.” She smiled proudly. “I was hoping that my brothers were going to gift me with my own sword for my birthday.”

“You would know how to use it? Take care of it?” He asked, skepticism heavy in his voice.

“You mean, cleaning, sharpening, and polishing it?” She asked, arching a brow. “It is a lot less complicated than you men make it seem. Not like training a horse for the saddle or running a household. Both of which I can do as well.”

She expected to see a look of either surprise or satisfaction on his face. Knowing that his future wife was accomplished in tasks beyond the normal household work, that she was able to participate in things that he would be interested in as well. She was surprised to see that his expression barely changed.

“Do you not think that it is important, my lord, for a woman to know things beyond the confines of kitchen, nursery and bedroom?” She asked, praying that she was not bound to a man that would never understand her.
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Chapter 4
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Liam was not sure how to address the bold question from the young woman beside him. She was right in that he had never expected sword skills in his future wife or anything besides the ability to manage the house and their future children. She was a fascinating creature that kept surprising him each time she spoke. Though her conversations with the younger men seemed normal enough, perhaps it was their similar ages that had something to do with that. Which was her true personality he wondered? The laughing girl or the serious young woman?

“Lady Caelia, I think it is important for a woman to know as much as she can learn, just like a man. What she needs to learn, well, that depends on the life that she intends to lead.” He finally replied with a smile. “What could I offer to teach you?” He asked, his voice dropping to a husky growl.

He watched a blush creep from her cheeks down her neck and across her chest. She was most certainly a virgin if such a question made her colors rise so quickly.

“I am sure that there are many things I will learn under you, I...I mean from you, under your instruction.” She stammered, looking down at the back of her horse’s head.

Liam wanted to laugh. Finally, a subject that she was not the queen of confidence regarding. He might have the upper hand on this with his little wife, but he would not push that subject, not until they were closer to the wedding itself.

“I will be a patient teacher, no matter the subject.” He said reaching to touch her hand through the riding gloves. When she smiled slightly and looked at him out of the corner of her eyes, he gave her another smile, trying to reassure her. “There is no hurry on some lessons, girl.”

She looked as though she was about to make a reply when Emrys rode up beside them “Liam? If you are wanting to arrive at an inn before night fall then we need to increase our speed. I suggest that you and the lady go yourselves to secure the rooms and we will join you as soon as we are able.”

Liam looked at the skyline, clouds joining the horizon so that he wondered if a storm would hit before the sun could set. The thought of losing another wife to illness filled him with dread.  With a nod he nudged his horse to speed up and slapped the rump of Caelia’s horse.

“Join us when you are able. Do not delay.” He called, riding off down the road after Caelia. He was going to be alone, on the road and in inn for a few hours at least until the others arrived. He could not leave her alone with the women who worked in such places. What was he going to do with her, alone in the inn?

They rode in silence, the thunder of the horses the only sound as they moved through the trees towards the inn that Liam knew was beyond the edge of the forest. He wanted to get them there before the storm broke, but it was not long before the clouds had blanketed the sky and he could feel raindrops start to land upon his cheek.

“Liam, my lord.” Caelia called over the rain, her face pale and teeth starting to chatter. “Are we near? And are you certain that the others will be alright? This is not the easiest road to follow.”

“You look as though you are frozen through.”  Liam said with a frown. He knew how to warm her up, but it would take some trust from her that he did not think she had...yet. Drawing his horse to a stop and hers as well. He looked at her and cursed the weather under his breath. “Damnation. Come here.” He reached towards her.

“What do you want? No. I will ride. I did not mean to complain.” She pulled away from his reach, forcing him to move his steed closer to hers.

“You are not going to freeze in this rain, and I am not going to hurt you.” Liam growled, reaching for her again and managing to grip both arms. “You will ride with me to the inn and I will hear no protest.”

He could see that she was trying to think of a protest that he might listen to so while she tried to find words, he lifted her from the saddle and set her before him on his own.

“There. It is done.” He lashed one of her charger’s reins to his own and resumed the fast ride through the rain. It was only a few moments before he realized what he had forgotten to consider when he put Caelia before him. The last time he had ridden with a woman like this he had been in armor and she had been old enough to be his mother, not his bride to be.

She was pressed firmly against him and he could feel her shivering and, may the lord help him, he was affected in ways he had never expected to be. She let her hood fall back slightly, his own cloak more than surrounded her, and he could smell the honeysuckled sweetness of her hair. He hoped that the rain hid the sound of his groan of arousal. The roundness of her buttocks was nestled intimately against his manhood, which was becoming increasingly aware of her proximity. He had not considered the length of her legs until her thighs were aligned with his own and now, when she was nestled so close Liam could not help but wonder what it would be like when it was his time to be between hers.

“Hold on to me.” He said when she started to slip. Instinctively he wrapped an arm around her slender waist and held her closer.

“I am sorry. I was reaching for the rein so you could concentrate.” She said, leaning her head back against him.

“That would be helpful, thank you.” He said carefully. He hoped that she did not realize how physically aware of her he was. He had to do something to distract her and himself from the sudden intimacy of the moment.

“We should be there soon, and I will ensure that there is a bath in your room so that you can get warm while the food is cooked.” He said, urging the horses to go faster.

“I would welcome that after this cold.” She replied cuddling against him further to avoid the whipping rain.

It seemed like hours later when they arrived in front of the lighted windows of the inn and Liam wondered if there was going to be enough rooms. The door opened and a few men stumbled out along with the roar of a crowd and the sound of songs sung around the fire.

“It looks like you may want to eat before the bath. It sounds like they are serving food already.” He tossed the reins to the young attendant who came out from the barn door to take the horses and swung off the horse before reaching up for her.

“It is just as well. I feel as though I could eat a boar.” Caelia said with a smile that warmed Liam through, despite the wind whipping down from the north. Holding her in his arms as they crossed the muddy, puddle filled yard he counted the darkened lights facing the yard and hoped that it meant that there were at least two rooms available, possibly three.

“Then let us see if they are serving it and see us both satisfied.” He replied, setting her back on her feet at the threshold before pulling open the door and stepping into the warmth and noise of the inn. “Good sir, I will need at least two rooms, three if you have them. There are three more in our party that are following behind with the cart.”

“I am not certain that I can accommodate your need, Sir.” He added when he saw the sword at Liam’s side and took in the quality of their attire. “There are only two rooms left, with four beds between them.”

“I saw three unlit windows above. Did I see wrong or are you lying to me?” He bristled. “My lady is soaked through from the rain and I will not have her catch her death with the draft down here. I will take what rooms you have, and we will sort out the beds ourselves.”

“As you say, m’lord.” He handed him a pair of keys and gestured for a girl of Caelia’s age to take them to their rooms.

“I would ask for hot water to be brought so that the lady may have a warm bath near the fire and supper for five, with
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