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        He touched me, so I live to know

        That such a day, permitted so,

        I groped upon his breast —

      

      

      

      
        
        It was a boundless place to me

        And silenced, as the awful Sea

        Puts minor streams to rest.

      

      

      

      
        
        And now, I’m different from before,

        As if I breathed superior air⁠—

        Or brushed a Royal Gown⁠—

        My feet, too, that had wandered so⁠—

        My Gypsy face—transformed now⁠—

        To tenderer Renown⁠—

      

      

      

      
        
        Into this Port, if I might come,

        Rebecca, to Jerusalem,

        Would not so ravished turn⁠—

        Nor Persian, baffled at her shrine

        Lift such a Crucifixial sign

        To her Imperial Sun.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Emily Dickinson
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      Friday, November 26, 1756.  Concord.

      

      This morning, the house was a bustle with many special preparations taking place. Evidently, this was going to be an extraordinary event, given all the considerations happening around me for today’s wedding. It was proving to be an experience like I had never known, as I watched what was occurring to me. I had awakened to maids waiting on me hand and foot like I was royalty. I wasn’t used to this sort of attention at all, and as I was being primped, I modestly recoiled when my shift was taken from me and pulled over my head, baring my nudity as a fresh one was being replaced on me.

      It was somewhat bewildering to me as I sat sipping my tea and eating crumpets with cranberry preserves at the dressing table, having my hair preened and curled in perfect ringlets into a pleasant coiffed style that wasn’t too high over my head. It was arranged loosely, pulled back in a series of three tiers until it tapered down the middle of my back. Pretty little glimmering garnet and gold jeweled pins were placed around my head at every row of ringlets, finishing the labor-intensive hairstyle. I had to confess, I was rather impressed with the way I looked, since it sort of reminded me of some of the hairstyle images I remembered seeing in antique Vogue fashion magazines from the nineteen sixties of women’s beehive hairstyles.

      Once my clocked stockings covered my legs, and a beautiful pair of gold buttercream, silk brocade two-inch heel slippers covered my toes, my rose embroidered stays were laced securely, supporting my torso. As the strings to my matching rose embroidered pockets placed at my hips were being tied around my waist, I felt like a mannequin being decorated for a high-end clothing boutique window storefront. I fleetingly imagined this must have been what a high fashion model felt like as the particulars of various fabrics were well placed accordingly on her body.

      Next, a lightweight hoop came over my head and was fastened at the back of my waist, followed by an under-petticoat. When I saw the next petticoat come around me, I was mesmerized by its intricate beauty. It was the same gold buttercream color, perfectly matching my shoes. The skirt was separated into two tiers from mid-calf to my ankles, among two rows of large, intricately handmade, lace rosettes embellished with elaborately sewn-in pearls positioned around the lace petals on each tier. The silk dupioni material was gathered into pleats beneath the extraordinary lace on the first tier and finished by another row of petite, fine lace, interwoven with rose buds. The second tier had a band of pearls and garnet beading, and completed the hem at my ankles just beneath the wide band of white French lace.

      Then my stomacher, in the style of echelle de rubans, was attached to the front of my stays. I recognized the tartan of the supple silk ribbons climbing the length of the stomacher: Royal Stewart.

      “Ouch!” I winced. I was suddenly pricked by one of the maid’s needles while she completed pinning the gown to the bodice before securing it further to the gown petticoat. My daydreaming thoughts abruptly flew from my head, calling me back to the reality occurring before me.

      “I am terribly sorry, my lady,” said Harriet, the maid who pricked me. Her expression didn’t seem all that heartfelt as I noticed her exchanging a certain glance with Elizabeth, who was assisting her.

      “Oh no,” I said worriedly, observing a bit of blood seeping onto the seam of the bodice.

      “Never you mind, my lady, nothing is spoilt. It will cover nicely once I conclude the attachment,” Harriet assured politely.

      “Here,” Elizabeth said as she tucked a sprig of beautifully dried, white heather tied together around a pastel blue satin ribbon at the top left side of my bodice between one of the decorative tartan bows.

      When Harriet had completed attaching the gown, I stood in front of the looking-glass, primarily awestruck while studying my own transformed image staring back at me as an eighteenth-century bride. The gown was unmistakably breathtaking. The dupioni silk gleamed over my frame and offset the more uniform sheen of the buttercream gold silk brocade of my gown’s petticoat. Lucious crimson, petite rosebuds had been embroidered throughout the skirt and bodice of the gown. The gown’s skirt opened at the front from the bodice before the stomacher, separating widely over my beautiful under petticoat, and enhancing my gown petticoat with a buoyant row of lace and glimmering pearls on each side. Flounce sleeves followed a series of four tiers of extravagant French lace until they reached the middle of my forearms. In addition, on each arm, a tartan ribbon was stitched just above my elbow before my ruffle sleeves. The Royal Stewart red plaid remarkably complemented the gleaming gold cream material.

      Lastly, a choker of matching lace and pearls was fastened around my neck, finishing my transformed appearance.
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        * * *

      

      The house had emptied as my bridal party arrived at the front door, where a silky mink-lined, white velvet cape had been draped over my shoulders, adequately shielding me from the cold. I noticed how unimaginably soft the mink fur felt against my neck and cheek as I was given a matching fur muff for my hands.

      Mr. Pulst, the footman, opened the door for us, ready to lead us to the waiting carriage just beyond the front door in the snow.

      “Right foot first, deah,” Mrs. Buckingham said to me the minute I had raised my left foot to step over the threshold into the frigid air.

      “Of course,” I replied unknowingly and proceeded outside into the freezing, white, quilted landscape on the right foot along with the six pence that had been slipped inside my shoe. I spotted the gray horse that would pull the carriage waiting directly in front of us. It appeared like a beautiful ghost against the icy winter backdrop as it waited in the snowy road in front of the house.

      I was rather surprised to see all the onlookers on the side of the road as I rode with my bridal party through town toward the church. It seemed like a significant portion of the population stood on the sidelines merely to catch a glimpse of us when we passed by them. As I peered from my window, I was curious to see the crowd moving on foot following us along the way, and my stomach fluttered with butterflies from anticipation. Remembering to breathe, I took several deep, long breaths to control my breathing and curb my nervous anxiety.

      It was only a matter of minutes until we had arrived at the front of a quaint whitewashed clapboard chapel called First Parish Church that was not an Anglican parish but a Puritan one. It was the only church in town, and for this wedding occasion today, the parish granted the small Anglican minority population the use of its chapel.

      Once I had been carefully and properly unloaded from the carriage, Finley promptly approached and lightly took hold of me around the elbow. His unfaltering light blue gaze skimmed me over with scrutiny. After a fleeting minute, he nodded approvingly and gave me a discreet wink. He then proceeded, guiding me along the short path toward the stairs and mindfully assisted me up over the stone steps.

      When we reached the top landing of the church’s entrance, the droning sound of bagpipes erupted from behind us. The harmonizing music interrupted the muted winter atmosphere, and Finley began steering me between the open doors inside the church. Although it was a moderately sized chapel, it seemed unexpectedly enormous as I realized all the spectating faces staring at me from the pews. I curiously wondered who all of these parishioners were as my nerves jittered with expectancy. Again, I strove to measure my breathing in order not to become lightheaded and faint, like I’d done yesterday, from the pressure of the impromptu marriage ceremony that I’d already undergone.

      In a moment that seemed to have fast-forwarded, I had arrived at the front of the church before the pulpit with the clergyman standing before me. Elizabeth had appropriately stolen my cape from me as I caught a glimpse of Leif already staring at me when I was positioned beside him at his right. His flushed face beamed like the sun when I saw a soft smile spreading over his lips. My own lips tilted automatically in response as his extraordinary appearance completely struck me. He was stunningly handsome in full Highland British military dress. His glimmering golden hair was perfectly tied back in a carmine silk ribbon at the nape of his neck, and two rows of flawless, pin-tucked curls were horizontally rolled on each side over his temples.

      His clean-shaven face allowed his expression to radiate full force among the starched white stock peering from the top ridge of his waistcoat and military coat. His gold gorget reflected the sunlight coming through the side window and glinted in my eyes. The white baldric over his right shoulder matched the lapels on his scarlet coat and contrasted brightly as the brass buttons lining the edge gleamed like gold nuggets beneath the sunbeams radiating through the windows.

      The black cross-belt exposed beneath his coat over his waistcoat joined with the belt around his waist, making him appear commanding and stately. I noticed the intricate, gold-fringed officer’s knot dangling from the grip of his Highland basket broadsword above the throat of the scabbard mount while it hung from the black belt around his waist over his kilt. The shiny black hide sporran that was fastened around his waist was beautifully crafted from the soft gusset. A nice panel of pleats on the sporran radiated from a decorative, scalloped, punched hide apron with matching soft leather tassels tied in Celtic knots toward the end of the sporran was attractive. Finally, the flounce sleeve cuffs that hid a portion of Leif’s knuckles as he collected my left hand in his right palm finished his impressive appearance.

      So, the service began with Reverend Stansfield opening with a prayer as I carefully arrived before him and attentively stood to Leif’s right.

      Despite my trying to pay attention to what was happening around me, my mind kept wandering in and out of the ceremony, taking place as flashbacks from my past entered my mind. I kept seeing the ghost of my dearly departed Matt’s animated image inside Santa Barbara Mission Church on our wedding day as we knelt before Father Sanchez and all of our family and friends. I remembered the way Matt looked: he was brimming with great pride, much like the way Leif was looking now as he attentively gazed at Reverend Stansfield speaking in front of us.

      The happy and loving life I had spent with my late husband played like a video in my mind. It was an odd feeling, because I remembered how I used to be. I never dreamed that I would ever marry anyone else after he died.

      I sensed a braided cord binding my wrist over Leif’s. When the knot was being tied, Leif proceeded with his vows and placed a simple gold band above the ring he had placed upon my finger yesterday. I noticed this beautiful gold wedding band had been engraved around the face of the ring: Leif & Sylvina. Then, it was my turn to place a solid gold band that Finley had passed to me to place over Leif’s left ring finger with the same engraving.

      Afterward, Reverend Stansfield continued with more stoic words and prayers. When he had finished speaking during this section of the ceremony, I observed Finley come around before me. He proceeded in pinning a Royal Stewart tartan sash over my shoulder with a large, circular, silver badge. The badge was a belted circle enclosing a thistle, and on it read: Virescit Vulnere Virtus: Courage Grows Strong at a Wound.

      Next, Leif turned aside, slightly away from me. He abruptly heaved as he sharply retrieved a substantially large, very dense, and threatening-looking broadsword from the baldric over his back. My heart skipped a beat as I lay anxious eyes on the glimmering blade when he swung it over himself and carefully placed the tip of the blade upon the chapel floor just between his toes. His voice carried coarsely as he whispered a few words in Scottish. Then, he kissed the cross-guard before laying the weapon flat directly before my feet. I stared with apprehension at the mesmerizing Claymore sword as it gleamed directly before my toes from the encompassing sun rays entering the windows above our heads. I pondered the gesture as my eyes roved absorbedly over the endless Celtic knotting engraved throughout the cross-guard and at the end of the grip around the pommel.

      Finally, Reverend Stansfield had concluded the ceremony. After Leif picked up his sword from off the floor and slid it back into its scabbard, he began leading me through the center aisle as his lawfully wedded wife toward the back of the church, among the sounds of following bagpipers. As we paced along the center aisle just before crossing the threshold leading outdoors, I was met by a pretty toddler boy who placed a horseshoe over my wrist. I smiled at his cute little face, thinking it was a strange gesture to do as I gladly received his gift.

      When we were leaving the church, I noticed Leif reaching inside his sporran and pulling forth his coin purse. He began tossing gold coins into the snow, and the children rushed to collect the sparkling pieces. I didn’t understand many of the wedding traditions here, but found them interesting and merry, as did everyone else who was familiar with them.
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      It seemed all of Concord had turned out for a wedding celebration despite the cold. Both of the Buckingham houses were overflowing with celebrating guests. Even some of the neighbors had opened their doors for the festivity. Not surprisingly, the British troops quartering in town for the winter partook in the celebration with some wary concerns from the locals.

      The grand dining room had been sufficiently prepared for loose dining, since the center of it had been cleared for music playing and dancing. Leif and I sat squished together while eating and drinking among family and close military companions over a stretched table. My conversation with the women beside me was filled with kind and thoughtful advice spoken in minimal suggestive terms regarding my wedding night and how to best submit to serve my new husband. I found it interesting that Suzanna was so considerately dispensing her sisterly advice to me as if I had no idea what to do with a husband in spite of her awareness of my previous marriage experience. Still, it was a bit entertaining to listen to her modestly chirp like a bird about it.

      While I half-listened to what Suzanna had to say about her husband and their wedding day, the conversation the men were having with Leif caught my attention and shocked me with some consideration. I thought I had been suddenly thrown inside a guy’s locker room, forced to listen to a bunch of jocks talk shop about women.

      “Nae, Seamus, dinnae listen tae a single word Cole has told ye—he has merely ridden bags,” Angus joked roughly in hushed tones, and half the left side of the table erupted in coarse laughter.

      “Och! Come, now, lads! They are all the same tae me—ye had one, ye had ‘em all is whit I say,” Cole rebuffed confidentially.

      “Pfft! Whit does Cole ken in truth? He is fortunate tae have a bag tae ride at all!” Liam ribbed. More coarse laughter erupted on Leif’s side of the table.

      “Och! Shut yer yaps!” Cole protested.

      “It has been quite a while since Seamus had a lass, however. ’Tis likely that he has forgotten whit tae do with one,” Roy teased, and chuckling, snickers flew around them. Leif’s ears went hot pink.

      “Should ye need any reminding upon whit tae do with yer bride cousin, I shall gladly instruct ye,” Liam joked.

      “I’ll need nae reminding from ye, Liam. Or, from any one of ye other lads fur that matter,” Leif responded modestly, although his face had turned beet red from embarrassment.

      “Merely be certain ye dinnae wear the poor lass out, Seamus,” Finley said under his breath.

      “A bonnie face like hers, I would bed the poor lass till she never walked again,” Liam laughed some more with the rest of their cousins down the table.

      “She would be fortunate tae ken whit a guid ride is all about with ye, Liam,” Lachlan joked sarcastically, messing around like the rest. Some more hearty chuckling broke out when he continued to say, “May I also grant ye a bit of advice, Seamus?”

      “Hold yer tongue, Lachlan. If ye ken whit is best fur ye,” Leif lightly threatened, inspiring abundant laughter to break out loudly between his cousins, embarrassing him further.

      I suddenly cleared my throat as I glanced at Leif’s scarlet face and shot his cousins a certain disapproving look. Their mouths stretched ear to ear like multiple jokers as they respectfully raised their rum glasses to me. Leif grinned abashedly at me with his crimson cheeks glowing and took a large swig from his glass tumbler. I thought that wasn’t a half-bad idea and turned toward the glass of port facing me. At the rate my life was going at this point, I felt I could use a good drink right about now anyway. I touched the rim of my wineglass to my lips and began sipping away.

      After several wine glasses full, I soon started feeling a lot different, and suddenly everything seemed funny. I started giggling at the wig over Mr. Maxwell’s head, thinking how very odd that I was in a place where men wore wigs, and at the irony of my new setting. Noticing Mr. Maxwell’s wig tipped haphazardly to the left with the part off-center, I wondered if he usually wore it that way or if it was a consequence of him being plain drunk and having accidentally pushed it to the side. In any case, I started imagining how my own family back at home in the twenty-first century would all appear in wigs, and the thought struck me with such hilarity, tears emerged in my eyes as I simply started laughing.

      Next, Mrs. Bunt caught my attention when I noticed her portly finger discreetly lift a ladyfinger from an arrangement of food on a table over to one side of the room. She eagerly stuffed the baked treat into her mouth, smiled, and nodded her head. I wondered if she was going to do it again, so I waited with an anticipatory eye. I watched her like a hawk as she quietly paced among the presentation of baked desserts while deciding the next one to sample. Finally, she stopped before a pie, retrieved a tiny bit of rhubarb from it, and quickly plopped it inside her portly mouth as she glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone was noticing her.

      I couldn’t help it; I was giggling for no apparent reason at all. It was amazing how everything around me—my circumstances and all—seemed so ridiculously funny; this twist of fate happening to me was inconceivable, and the irony of it cracked me up into complete laughter.

      “Whit is raither amusing?” Leif inquired properly as he noticed my silly giggling.

      “Um… Well, I was just thinking that I would like to try some pie,” I laughed, trying to control myself. He turned a discerning eye on me.

      “A bit of pie?” he responded doubtfully.

      “Yeah,” I giggled.

      “Ye dinnae say?” His eyes bounced from me to the wine glass between my fingers.

      “Um-hm, I think it might be really, really, really good,” I replied happily.

      “I dinnae doubt it micht be quite delicious,” he said while skeptically looking at me.

      “What?” I asked guiltily.

      “How much wine have ye had already?” he inquired.

      “Ooh, c’mon, Leify-poo, I’m just enjoying myself, that’s all,” I giggled, teasing him a little. He gave me a quirky look that I thought was funny, and I laughed some more.

      “Weel, dinnae enjoy yerself too much as we still have some time yet before we may depart,” he warned. His fingers slipped around my wine glass, and he confiscated it from me, placing it beside himself opposite me. “Furthermore, I mean tae bed ye whilst ye remain of wit.”

      “Okay, buddy,” I snickered. “Can I call you buddy? Because we’re buds? You know, buddies? Right? We’re friends, right? Pals?” His eyes abruptly widened, and he briskly chuckled with a look of unexpected amusement while lightly shaking his head.

      “Aye, we are friends,” he agreed quizzically.

      “Good. Because you know what?”

      “Pray tell.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Nor, I,” he said with an entertained expression and sincere tone in his voice.

      “Fan-tastic!” A strange grin curled his lips as he looked at me, making me giggle more. “Do you want to know something else?”

      “Aye. Tell me.”

      “I think you and I are going to get along just swell!”

      “Swell?”

      “Yeah, splendidly—we’re going to get along splendidly!”

      “I do agree.”

      “Good! And you know what else?”

      “Aye?”

      “You’re a great guy.”

      “A great guy?”

      “Yeah, a great man, you know?”

      “Och! Am I now?”

      “Yup!” I replied and gave him a wink. He laughed and his face flushed.

      “Weel, thank ye fur saying so. I’ll have ye ken that yoo’re a grand lass,” he said frankly and winked back at me. I giggled some more, and he smiled. Music commenced playing around the room: three fiddlers, a bagpiper, a drummer, and a fifer. “Come along, loove,” he suggested as he enfolded his hand over mine and started standing from his seat at the table.

      “What for?” I asked curiously, while inspired by the happy look on his face.

      “We must dance. Ye ridiculous bird,” he said cheerfully as he urged me from my chair.

      “Right…” I said, suddenly filled with caution. “But wait a minute!”

      “Aye?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Whit do ye mean?”

      “I don’t know how to dance.”

      “Whit do ye mean that ye dinnae ken how tae dance?” he asked unexpectedly.

      “That’s what I said—I don’t know how,” I repeated worriedly, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Surely ye must ken.”

      “Nope. Not at all.”

      “Ye truly dinnae ken how tae dance?” he asked, apprehending himself before he took me any further away from the table. The look of surprise on his face was obvious as he stared at me with a raised brow.

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head absolutely. I suddenly felt very hesitant.

      “Nae matter, merely follow my lead,” he insisted.

      “No! I can’t! If it’s not a waltz, then I can’t do it,” I told him apprehensively.

      “A waltz?” he questioned as his brow briefly furrowed.

      “Yeah, I know how to waltz, but I don’t know your dance.”

      “Never ye mind. Simply follow my lead, and ye will be fine,” he insisted again. Without any more consideration, he tugged me to my feet and led me from around my seat at the table. Hearing the musicians play a reel in the background, I dubiously followed him as he led me by the hand toward the center of the room before all our happily celebrating guests. As there was absolutely no other choice but for me to comply, we faced each other a few feet away and stood in the center of the room while I nervously anticipated his lead. He bowed, I curtsied, and so the reel began…
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        * * *

      

      After abundant eating, drinking, and dancing among family and friends, along with town wedding guests, we sampled the wedding cake, which closely reminded me of those grocery store holiday fruitcakes found at Christmas time. Except, this one was clearly much better. I’m sure it had to do a lot with the fresh and authentic ingredients, not to mention the percentage of sugar and rum involved in making it.

      By this time, the day had grown quite late since dusk had come and gone, leaving the late hours in the night to linger. Leif finally stole me away from the guests, and we started out from the lively venue into the cold, silent snow. I wondered about the handful of Leif’s companions following behind us at a slight distance, along with the reverend leading the way.

      The guest house was overflowing with merrily drunken men from a Highland military company when we arrived. Just as we had reached the doorstep to the front door, Reverend Stansfield prayed at the threshold. Then, Leif swooped, lifting me up high into his formidable arms before passing through the doorway into a foyer full of noisy, cheerful salutations and congratulations from a multitude of soldiers.

      “Och! How we all admire yer position, Your Grace!” shouted some faceless rowdy soldier among the crowd.

      “Micht ye require any assistance, I shall be honored tae provide my service, Your Grace!” yelled out another. Rounds of laughter swarmed us as Leif continued carrying me through the intoxicated party.

      “Sedition will run amongst the ranks, Your Grace, if ye dinnae afford the lads haur screaming entertainment!” someone else shouted, and roaring laughter howled throughout the crowded hallway as Leif was making his way through the packed house with me in his arms. More obscene hilarity roared jocularly everywhere around us, and all I wanted to do was shrink away.

      “Can you believe that?” I said appallingly, looking at Leif, completely shocked as he now carried me up the staircase unfazed.

      “Pay them nae mind. They are merely drunkards,” he replied, excusing them. I noticed some of the men following the reverend behind us when I glanced over Leif’s shoulder.

      “Why are they following us?” I asked with uncertainty.

      “They are witnesses,” Leif said.

      “Witnesses? For what?”

      “Dinnae worry.”

      Of course, I was worried; I had no idea what to expect with all these strange, rowdy men hanging around inside the house.

      It was a matter of seconds when we arrived at Leif’s bedroom door, along with some followers behind us, in addition to the reverend. The reverend began offering prayers at the doorway to the bedroom, then moved aside so that we could pass through. When we entered the room, Leif proceeded to place me at last upon my own two feet. He turned toward the crowd peering around the reverend’s shoulders at the entrance and politely, but certainly, closed the door in front of their drunk faces.

      Suddenly alone now, Leif turned from the door, facing me once he had shut us inside the bedroom, and we simply looked at each other a little blankly. There was a certain level of palpable anticipation between us, and the moment quickly became awkward. Sordid talking, joking, and laughing audibly came from behind the door, and things regarding what was to take place next between us this evening, unexpectedly, seemed oddly contrived. I began feeling discomfited as I stared back at Leif’s reddened expression full of expectation.

      “Shall we make ourselves more at ease?” he suggested thoughtfully.

      “Um-hm,” I muttered self-consciously, too aware of the entire house full of celebrating men just outside our bedroom door. He reached for my hand and guided me away from the door toward the chaise lounge chair, where we ceased. We unfastened our capes, and he gathered mine from my shoulders. I watched him lean slightly as he placed our outerwear over the chaise cushions, wondering how we were going to proceed.

      “May I?” he offered solicitously, suggesting to help me unpin my stomacher from my gown.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said bashfully.

      “Very weel,” he responded quietly, and gave an inhibited little grin. He carefully placed his fingertips over the front of my bodice and mindfully began removing the pins to my stomacher. I stood there close before him with our heads nearly touching as I watched his shaking fingers slowly move to undress me. His ears were extremely pink, I noticed, and I could feel his steady breathing breeze warmly among the lace surrounding my breasts.

      After nearly five minutes, my gown had been freed and pulled from my shoulders away from me. The color of his face, while he remained silent, intensified as I now stood still in front of him with my stays and gown petticoat fully revealed. He stepped behind me, proceeding to unlace the cords binding my stays, and in a minute, I was able to pull it from my torso. I reached around my waist to untie my gown petticoat, then started removing my other petticoat when he decided to unfasten his sword belts from around his waist. He turned and placed his sheathed swords over the chaise, then withdrew his scarlet coat from his square shoulders. He hung it in the Queen Anne armoire, then proceeded to unbutton his waistcoat as my hoop fell to my ankles.

      Leif’s gaze silently turned toward me as I stepped from the hoop around my toes. I didn’t think I had ever seen his expression so flushed as I had witnessed at this particular moment. I nervously dropped my gaze from him and sat on the edge of the bed to remove my toes from my shoes. When I had finished rolling my stockings from my legs, I automatically folded them in my hands and moved to place them neatly on the chaise above my shoes on the floor.  The stillness in the room between us was thick with perceivable expectation. And, the fact that the house was full of jovial men anticipating outside our bedroom door did nothing to soothe matters. Instead, I felt like a bumbling jitterbug inside, filled with insecure angst.

      As I started away from the chair after placing my stockings down, I discovered Leif observing me, and I stopped. His crystal ultramarine gaze was mindful and soft.

      “What?” I asked uncertainly, gazing back at him.

      “Yoo’re bonnie,” he said warmly, as he perceived me now standing before him simply clothed in the sheerness of my shift.

      “That’s very sweet of you to say, thank you,” I replied. I felt a draft in the room and caught a chill over my skin. I shivered and ran my hands down the goosebumps over my arms.

      “Och! Forgive me, let me git the fire,” he said abruptly and moved toward the hearth. I hopped into bed among the pillows beneath the covers, pulling them up high to my neck like a mummy to warm myself, and quietly watched him stoking the flames in the fireplace from the blankets. When he was finished, he straightened and caught a glimpse of me buried to my neck under them. “Are ye as a bit of ice?” he chuckled lightly.

      “I feel like a snowman,” I joked.

      “We mustn’t have ye like so,” he replied.

      “I never have liked feeling like an icicle,” I admitted. A brow arched slightly over one eye as a gentle grin spread evenly over his face. He started pacing across the room toward the bench at the foot of the bed.

      “I guarantee ye will presently nae longer feel frozen as long as I’m about tae warm ye,” he said expectantly.

      “Is that right?” I replied sheepishly, witnessing him pull the stock from around his neck. The collar of his shirt opened, and I could detect the bit of blonde hair peeping from his chest.

      “It most certainly is correct,” he promised.

      “Well, we’ll see about that,” I teased nervously.

      “Aye, ye will indeed see precisely whit I mean.” He unfastened the large shiny brass buckle around his waist, and his kilt suddenly unraveled away from himself.

      “Uh, I don’t know about that,” I mentioned unevenly. The same golden eyebrow immediately arched over his blue eye again.

      “I reckon that ye are the sort who must have things proven so that ye will believe it,” Leif asserted definitely. He stood tall at the foot of the bed, peering down at me. His bright white, fine linen shirt billowed out and hung long around his solid, masculine frame at mid-thigh. In one simple motion, he pulled his shirt up over his head, and suddenly I realized my first row seat in front of him as he boldly stood completely naked before my very surprised eyes. I couldn’t help my unwitting eyes as they compulsively skimmed over his broad, well-defined chest. He was sculpted and beautiful. My gaze passed his navel down to the blonde tuft of hair at his groin, and I noticed him.

      There was no wonder why I had unexpectedly responded the way I had during the instance he had me intimately on the sitting room floor the other day, as I could see the reason why plain as day right before my eyes. No question about it. He had not been overlooked in this department in the slightest. He was very well endowed, and to view his shaft, which had not yet reached its fullest extent, lent some fear to its final potential.

      Leif caught me blatantly staring at him, and he smiled widely, exposing the pearly gleam of his teeth. I abruptly looked away, totally embarrassed, and sensed his smile widen further. He started around the edge of the bed and slid in close beside me beneath the covers, naked and warm, ready to begin the next phase of our evening.

      Suddenly, a knocking was heard from behind the door.

      “Come!” Leif responded expectantly, and I shot him a very ill at ease look as the door began opening. I quickly tugged the blankets higher until they were smothering my face, and only my eyes could peer forth to see. It was the reverend striding beyond the threshold, entering our room with the door remaining wide open for anyone else to enter.

      “What’s he doing here?” I whispered anxiously to Leif. He gave me a strange look as he noticed the way I was tucked under the blankets.

      “He is haur tae bless our bed,” Leif answered, obviously.

      “Oh,” I replied uneasily. I further heard, to my apprehension, a group of rowdy, nosy onlookers pouring in through the doorway into our room, surrounding Reverend Stansfield. “But, why are they all here?” I murmured insecurely.

      “They are haur tae witness,” Leif informed me.

      “Witness what?” I was extremely reluctant about this.

      “The blessing,” Leif answered, obviously again.

      “And then they have to go!  Every last one of them!  Do you hear me?” I chimed back. Leif stared quizzically at me as the reverend began to speak. We promptly turned our attention toward Reverend Stansfield and listened to his blessings.

      Thankfully, the reverend’s speech didn’t run for too long when he finally turned to leave us. However, unlike Reverend Stansfield, the interfering spectators were slow to leave on cue in their merry drunkenness and loitered some moments afterward with jesting taunts toward Leif. I also caught some teasing directed at me over the way I was appearing with the covers over my head.

      “Dinnae worry, lass, if he disnae ride ye weel, try me fur a stallion!” shouted one man.  Rounds of laughter shot out across the room.

      “Mayhap, a pony ride is whit the lass prefers!” someone else joked obnoxiously.

      “She is about to have a stud such as myself! Now, the lot of ye—remove yerselves! Or, I shall have every one of ye horsewhipped!” Leif snapped half kiddingly as he abruptly sprang buck-naked from the blankets without any consideration and began shooing the hullabaloo from the room and out the door.

      He quickly shut and latched the door after the last troublemaker retreated behind the threshold, sealing us both alone securely inside his room.
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      “Now, that is better,” Leif said with approval as he easily strode back toward the bed.

      “A lot,” I agreed, completely mortified. I withdrew the blankets from my face and propped myself more comfortably against the pillows. Still, I could hear plenty of racket coming from behind the door while I observed Leif pull back the blankets and slide beneath them next to me again. I was still not quite ready for him and felt very uneasy with a house full of wakeful, drunken men just outside our bedroom door.

      “Mayhap, we micht speak prior,” he suggested as I sensed him noticing me.

      “Okay,” I agreed, feeling a little relieved. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “I reckon I wish tae ken more regarding ye,” he said.

      “Oh,” I replied, thinkingly. I wasn’t sure what to tell him, or what I could tell him without sounding strange or suspicious. Or, raising questions that I felt I couldn't answer, fearing the outcome.

      “Ye may tell me whit ye like,” he encouraged.

      “Well…” I demurred softly.

      “Mayhap, I shall like tae ken about yer parents,” he suggested.

      “Oh, sure—well—my dad’s name was Leonardo Miguel Cielo Esperanza. But, everyone just called him Leo,” I disclosed.

      “Och—the reason fur yer knowledge of the Spanish language,” he responded interestedly.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Whit else will ye tell me of him?” he asked inquisitively.

      “He was a military man too,” I said.

      “Was he indeed?” he inquired, looking at me with noticeable surprise.

      “Yes, he was,” I admitted.

      “I see.”

      “He was a very good dad,” I remembered wistfully.

      “Ye waur fond of him, then?”

      “Yes, I loved him very much. I remember him being in a good mood all the time—in spite of knowing what war can do to people. I remember he used to take me out on outings many times when I was little—like to the beach or sailing for the day. Once he even took me to the circus—when they were still popular.”

      “The circus? Whit micht that be?”

      “Um, it’s a traveling company of acrobats, trained animals, and clowns who perform to audiences in tents.”

      “Yer father took you tae see gypsies?” Leif’s ultramarine gaze went round with astonishment.

      “No,” I laughed as I looked at the weird look on his face. “They weren’t Roma.”

      “Roma?”

      “Yes. They weren’t Roma. They were just performers. That’s all.”

      “Och,” he replied with a strange expression. “Such entertainment is common from whaur ye come?”

      “Yeah. Well, it was popular once—for many years it was.”

      “I see. Why is it nae longer common?”

      “People just began thinking that the animals weren’t treated humanely, and so the majority stopped patronizing the entertainers,” I answered.

      “Och.”

      “Yes, well, it was a lot of fun up until that happened.”

      “Hmm, curious… Tell me more about yer father.”

      “Well, my dad always made sure everything was right with us, just as it should be, you know…? He had a good disposition and always made me feel special. He could always cheer me up whenever I was sad, and he could always make me laugh.”

      “It seems he was quite pleasant with ye.”

      “He was…” I drifted for a moment as I fondly remembered my dad. “Once, he brought me a puppy for my birthday.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yeah. I had just turned seven. It was a black terrier, and I named him Mickey after Mickey Mouse.”

      “Mickey Mouse?” Leif chuckled quizzically.

      “Yeah.”

      “Whit sort of name is that?”

      “Well, Mickey Mouse is a fictional character in a story,” I explained simply. I couldn’t very well tell him that he’s Disney’s mascot; he certainly wouldn’t have understood.

      “I huvnea ever heard of such a character. And, ’tis a mouse ye say?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, gently smiling at him.

      “Is he a brave mouse?”

      “He’s witty, silly, and lovable—and, sometimes brave, I suppose.”

      “He seems a fanciful character.”

      “He is,” I said, and Leif smiled enchantedly at me.

      “Tell me about yer mother,” he wished.

      “Well… she was a really good mom. She was very busy, though.”

      “I see.”

      “Even though she was like that, she always gave me her attention when I needed her… Whenever I fell and scraped my knee when I was little, or if something was bothering me—especially when I became older—she always made it completely better—particularly when my dad was away on deployment. Or, if I got sick, she knew exactly what to do to help me… She was very easy to speak with, and she always gave me good advice if I had a problem that I couldn’t resolve on my own,” I recalled.

      “’Twas guid of her,” Leif acknowledged, intently looking at me.

      “Yeah,” I replied remotely, longing to hear my mom’s voice again.

      “Whit was her name?”

      “Bernadette.”

      “French?” he recognized instantly.

      “Her mother spoke the language,” I divulged.

      “Thus is the reason ye ken the language as weel,” he easily deduced.

      “Yeah.”

      “Engel is amongst one of yer names,” he commented curiously.

      “My mom’s dad’s heritage was German.”

      “Hessian?”

      “Bavarian,” I specified.

      “I see,” he said, more fascinated. “Then, ye are familiar with the German language as weel?”

      I shook my head a little. “He never really spoke it—so, I never actually learned it.”

      “I see… Did ye have any siblings?”

      “I had a brother.”

      “Whit was his name?”

      “His name was Kyle.”

      “Unusual. But, a guid Scottish name,” he said, musing for a second.

      “Yeah, I suppose…”

      “Waur ye fond of him?”

      “Yeah, we got along great.”

      “Quite fortunate.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who was eldest?”

      “He was six years older than I.”

      Leif silently nodded his head a bit. He stared at me, absorbed, and I perceived him pondering me. He paused, and his mild, deep blue gaze cast down on my bandaged left hand where it rested above the covers in my lap. His large palm gently covered my bandage, and his fingers lightly played with the rings he had placed upon my hand.

      “Sylvina… It means of the wood,” he recommenced gently.

      “Yeah,” I replied, amazed that he knew the meaning of my name. His eyes returned to mine, and a soft smile graced his kind expression.

      “Yer entire name is bonnie,” he complimented while his fingers continued gently stroking my new rings.

      “It’s all right, I guess,” I replied self-consciously.

      “Leilani—I huvnea heard of it till now. Whit does it mean?”

      “It means Heavenly baby girl.”

      “Does it?” He seemed rather impressed or surprised; I couldn’t tell the difference.

      “Um-hm,” I replied simply.

      “How bonnie.”

      “Thank you.”

      “In which language?”

      “It’s Hawaiian,” I revealed.

      “Hawaiian?” he echoed strangely.

      “Have you heard of Hawaii?” I inquired cautiously.

      “Nae,” he said, shaking his head a little.

      “Oh…” I suddenly realized, with some regret, that I had slipped in my conversation and had revealed a bit too much.

      “Is it a place ye have seen?” he asked peculiarly. I hesitated. I didn’t know how to proceed.

      “Yes, I’ve been there,” I decided to tell him anyway.

      “Och… Do ye speak the language as weel?”

      “Not really,” I said, shaking my head a tad.

      “Whit do ye mean?” he inquired curiously.

      “I just know standard things to say—like the way you say hello is, aloha,” I informed him.

      “Aloha,” Leif echoed, really fascinated.

      “It also means goodbye.”

      “Does it?”

      “Yeah. And, mahalo means thank you.”

      “Mahalo.”

      “Yeah. And, i lā maika’i means have a nice day.”

      “Is that reit?”

      “Yes.” I nodded a little. “And, the way you would say ‘I love you’ is ‘Aloha wau iā ‘oe’.”

      He smiled gently at me. “Tell me how tae say it again,” he requested interestedly. “Yet, say it slowly so that I may repeat it.”

      “All right,” I replied.“Aloha.”

      “Aloha,” he echoed.

      “Wau.”

      “Wau.”

      “Iā ‘oe.”

      “Iā ‘oe,” he repeated carefully.

      “That’s it.” I smiled at him. He grinned in return.

      “’Tis bonnie.”

      “That’s all I pretty much know. Except, I do also know how to say Merry Christmas.”

      “And how do ye say it?” he inquired, appearing very enthralled.

      “It’s said like this—mele Kalikimaka.”

      “How bonnie.”

      “Yeah.”

      “The language soonds quite pleasant.”

      “I think so too,” I agreed. Leif broke off a moment as he stared intently at me, seeming deeply mesmerized and wondering.

      “Whaur does Hawaii lie?” he inquired curiously.

      “It’s far away from here,” I hesitated.

      “Och,” he said while closely gazing at me. He paused for a moment again, appearing meditative. “Heavenly lass of the wood,” he said softly after a minute.

      “Hm?” I responded vacantly.

      “Yer name—’tis whit it means. Heavenly lass of the wood,” he repeated.

      “Oh, right…”

      I observed his eyes drop to the new rings on my wedding finger. He rotated them between his thumb and forefinger as he noticed them.

      “Ye switched yer other rings to yer right hand,” he remarked, lifting his gaze back to mine.

      “Well, I’m married to you now, so…” I said softly to him.

      “Aye. Yoo’re mine now,” he replied gently. “I shall like tae ken about yer departed husband.”

      “Well…” I paused thinkingly. “I guess—I guess I could say that he was somewhat like you, actually.”

      “Indeed?” Leif responded amazedly.

      “Yeah.”

      “In whit manner?”

      “I think you both kind of share some similar characteristics.”

      “Is that reit?”

      “Um-hum.”

      “How so?”

      “He was genuine, and honorable. His personal character was resilient, and he treated others with respect and dignity… He was always very sweet, loving, and kind to me,” I remembered. Leif drew my hand over his lap and held it securely in his as he gazed openly at me.

      “I vow tae always honor his memory. I shall never treat ye in any lesser manner, Sylvie. Ye are my wife, and ye honor me with the privilege of accepting me,” he expressed endearingly. “I am pleased tae live and lay down my life fur ye. I shall always be loyal and true tae ye, and I shall always hold ye dear tae my heart. Ye must ken thaur is nought that I wulnae do fur ye. I shall serve ye with my devotion and honor… and thaur will be nought that will separate me from ye until death⁠—”

      “I don’t want you to die,” I interrupted frightfully.

      “Nae, nae—I dinnae foresee that I shall any moment close at hand,” he comforted tenderly as he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me against him. I nodded my head a little in response. “However, whit I am about tae require of ye is severely grave,” he said staunchly.

      “What?” I replied curiously, gazing closely back at him, wondering with some uncertainty what he was going to expect from me.

      “Ye must swear yer oath never tae lie tae me. I ken occasionally when I have inquired something of ye, ye will tell me it is nought, or ye will hesitate—yet, I ken it is of a matter when ye say it is not. I respect that ye bear much within, and I understand that ye believe ye cannae tell me some things. I can abide by that. Yet never, ever lie tae me,” he expressed steadfastly.

      I gazed into his compelling expression and easily perceived the candid, serious intensity on his face. I thought his request was fair; I wouldn’t have expected anything less from him also.

      “I swear I will never lie to you,” I vowed.

      “Very weel,” he accepted completely.

      “Will you promise me the same thing?” I asked fairly.

      “Indeed. I have always been truthful with ye, and I vow that I shall always be true tae ye,” he said earnestly.

      “Okay,” I consented. I paused for a second, thinking. “May I ask you something?” I started carefully.

      “Aye?”

      “Do you still believe that I’m a secret agent?”

      “Nae,” Leif said flatly, shaking his head.

      “You don’t?” I was fairly surprised.

      “Correct,” he said, seeming very sure about it.

      “How come?”

      “Pardon?”

      “I mean why?”

      “Weel, I ken that if ye waur duplicitous, ye would have previously revealed yerself some time ago,” he said.

      “Oh.”

      “’Tis quite difficult to maintain the air of a spy fur some time without prior being discovered through certain behavior.”

      “Were you testing me?”

      “I have been genuine with ye.”

      “But, you were sort of testing me in order to find out.”

      “In a manner.”

      “So, you believe now that I’m telling you the truth about not being a spy, right? Because it’s absolutely the truth.”

      “I do believe ye arenae a spy. Thaur waur ample opportunities fur ye tae flee us, yet ye didnae. Additionally, I reckon that ye would have never agreed tae wed me if it waur true that ye waur underhanded, fur ye would have valued yer employer over me. Fur instance, ye wouldnae have refused Laird Vaudreuil and alarmed me when I had delivered ye tae him. Ye waur terrified tae be left with him. I also recognized yer air of innocence which disnae correlate with treachery but contradicts it, fur yoo’re too unawaur tae ken the tactics of a spy as yer honest decorum in this regard pervades yer disposition through yer mannerism,” he explained.

      “So, I’m too honest?”

      “Aye.”

      “Oh… Well—I have to say that I’m really glad that you believe me,” I said genuinely, feeling relieved.

      “I do,” he said frankly.

      “May I ask you another question?”

      “Aye?”

      “Why did you want to get married?” I inquired vulnerably.

      “I wed ye tae protect ye, certainly,” he said, apparently.

      “Oh…” That wasn’t quite the answer I was looking for, and I felt silently disappointed.

      “But, I desired tae wed ye also.”

      “Why did you desire it?”

      “I desired tae wed ye, fur I find ye immensely bonnie,” he flattered.

      “Oh, well, thanks,” I replied ironically. Then, I detected the color in his face begin to rise and sensed his warm palm slipping from my fingers beneath the covers. His fingers discovered the hem of my shift and gently moved beneath the soft material up over my bare calf and knee. He leaned in close, and I could smell the light aroma of port on his warm breath as he began tenderly caressing my neck and chin with his other hand.

      “Moreover, I wed ye fur I wanted ye,” he revealed to me with some discernible embarrassment.

      “You mean you married me just because you wanted to have sex with me?” I asked, slightly put off.

      “Aye, I desire tae couple with ye.”

      “But, we were kinda already doing it—if you catch my meaning—before we got interrupted, remember?”

      “Indeed, I recall. However, I meant tae bed ye and keep ye all tae myself whether before the wedding or efter it,” Leif replied absolutely.

      “Is that a fact?” I replied—a little thrown by his candor.

      “It most certainly is a fact,” he said precisely. “Yet, truly I didnae want tae live in sin with ye, so I wished tae wed ye before God.”

      “Oh…” I muttered. “Is that it?”

      He grinned at me, and I recognized the affection in his eyes. “I wouldnae have wed ye if I didnea care fur ye, àille dhubh,” he said.

      “Oh…” was all I could say, as I was aware of his anticipating lips closely hovering near mine and distracting me.

      “Now,” he said warmly, letting his hand wander down my neck over the lace flounces bordering my upper torso, and continued sliding between my breasts toward my stomach. I felt the hem of my shift rising higher above my leg until his hand found my pubic area and the petite tuft between my thighs.

      “Uhh,” I gasped unexpectedly when I sensed his finger spreading my labia apart and entering me.

      “Shall we continue whit we have started?” he whispered heatedly against my lips.

      “Uh, since you insist,” I whispered unevenly, incapable of denying my yearning for him.

      “I fear that I do insist.”

      “Then, I guess, what can I say?” I replied, succumbing to his massaging touch.

      “Not a contrary word, mayhap.” His lips expressively came over mine as his caress left between my legs when his hand began stroking my naked thigh instead. He kissed me with warm, tender passion when his shaking hands mindfully worked my shift up over my head, completely off of me.

      When his lips withdrew from mine, he stared at me as his palm gently cupped my breast and carefully began fondling it. I observed his eyes lowering toward his hand, gently caressing my areola and nipple. He curiously gazed at the nipple he was carefully catching between his fingers. Then, his palm started drifting downward toward my flat stomach, where it splayed and rested. I suddenly felt like I had been put on a bleak examining table as he overtly scrutinized me with roving eyes.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered, feeling immensely embarrassed as I shrank away from him and automatically covered my arm over my breasts.

      “Nae,” he objected warmly.

      “I don’t want you to look at me.”

      “Yet, yoo’re exquisite.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Without fault.”

      “But, I⁠—”

      “I want tae gaze upon ye.”

      “It’s not like you’ve never seen a woman before, though.”

      “Yet, I have never seen ye till now, and I want tae see ye,” he answered wondrously as I felt him coercing my arm away from covering my breasts.

      “Still, why must you stare?” I responded insecurely.

      “Yoo’re mine now—my very own, ceisdein, and yoo’re bonnie, that is why,” he replied endearingly.

      I didn’t say anything in response except that I relaxed my arm a bit, letting him remove it from my bare chest. He then softly lowered his lips and began trailing gentle kisses along my torso over my left breast. His tongue latched onto my erect nipple and ensued with suckling kisses. I instantly began feeling strange all over again. My temperature began rising. My blood turned hot and seared throughout my veins. My breath fluttered as his lips moved over my breast, and when I sensed his large, muscular thigh push down between my legs, separating them. His second leg moved, further parting my thighs to accommodate himself when he suddenly released his suckling lips from my breast. Then, he lunged over my mouth with fervent kisses, and dizziness spun my head.

      “Huh!” I gasped abruptly between his kisses when suddenly I felt his shaft spreading me completely open, entering me, and filling me from within. He carefully eased himself over me and sheathed himself to the root.

      “Och…” Leif groaned feverishly. I could feel the heat coming from his shaking breath over my brow as he thrust between my legs. He mindfully withdrew and surged deeply inside of me, enabling me to sense every detail of his formidable shaft pushing against the ceiling of my cervix. “Ceisd mo chridhe… ceisdein… mo ghaol,” he repeated in scraping tones as he deliberately pumped himself far inside me. He seized my gaze with his keen blue eyes and held me captive to his passion. “Say my name,” he grunted heatedly above my lips as he receded from me.

      I perceived him: he was powerful. He could be unrelenting. He was compelling me.  He was tender and loving. And, he could overtake me at any moment according to his whim.

      “Leif,” I panted breathlessly between my heightened arousal.

      “Aye,” he moaned coarsely while withdrawing and surging again. “Say it again,” he heaved scorchingly against my lips.

      “Leif,” I responded impulsively.

      “Aye,” he groaned thickly and plunged himself deeply once more.

      “Uh,” I wheezed unexpectedly. He seemed surprisingly farther within me when I thought he had already reached my end and could go no farther.

      “Again,” he grunted roughly upon his measured ebb.

      “Leif,” I gasped.

      “That’s it, mo leannan, ceisd mo chridhe,” he uttered coarsely as he deliberately thrust himself.

      Again, Leif passionately desired for me to call his name. I repeated it; so it went with every unhurried retreat and purposeful plunge. I realized as he moved deep within me that he would not have it any other way; he was silently speaking to me, and he wanted me to acknowledge him. The way he propelled himself was profound and stirring. He compelled me to see him; he induced me to be aware of his composition, to understand the nature of his gentleness, the reality of his raw openness, and the virtue of his uninhibited emotion as he freely abandoned himself to me.

      With every tender thrust he drove to the limit inside me, he was making me starkly aware of myself and awakening my senses to him. It felt as if the edge of his shaft was methodically pushing past the physical point of my uterus straight into the center of my heart as he was shamelessly making love to me—and he wanted me to love him back.

      “Have I hurt ye?” he whispered worriedly, unexpectedly ceasing in mid movement.

      “No—you haven’t—why?” I panted, half dazed.

      “Thaur are tears in yer eyes,” he observed, concernedly, as I sensed him tremulously hovering over me.

      “Really?” I whispered unknowingly.

      “Aye,” he confirmed softly. I felt the pad of his thumb gently stroking the corner of my lashes when I realized a teardrop existed.

      “Oh, I didn’t know,” I uttered breathlessly.

      “Are ye certain that I huvnae hurt ye?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Please—don’t stop.”

      He tenderly pressed his lips over mine, expressively kissed me with affection and care, and then resumed his visceral motion.

      Leif continually drew my consciousness toward his, and I instinctively followed him. My body intrinsically reacted to his swelling touch, and my hips began taking me over as I grew consumed by his intensity. My blood coursed heatedly throughout my veins. I began feeling tingly all over, as if an electrical charge shocked me and pulsed recurrently deep through my abdomen with each thrust. My legs naturally wrapped around his hips, manifestly welcoming him, and incited his response with elevated vigor and strength. I felt as if I were mutating completely into molten liquid inside.

      He surged enthusiastically far within, effectively pulling me with him along a vast escalation toward an imminent crevasse. I moaned desperately. I thought I was going to dissolve if I couldn’t be released. Instead, he kept me hovering right at the brink of blissful annihilation in a lapse of time.

      “Tha gràdh agam ort,” he heaved hoarsely above my feverish lips, and he pushed himself to the crest of my cavity. Suddenly, I felt like I was hit by a bolt of lightning from within, setting off a charge, stimulating a chain reaction of multiple sensations of convulsing contractions right through the lower portion of my body. An uncontrollable tidal wave overtook me without warning and washed over my senses, sweeping me out into a turbulent sea of rupturing ecstasy. My thighs irrepressibly quaked around his loins as pulsating contractions seized the entire hollow within me. Leif growled coarsely against the side of my neck upon the expulsion of his surging release, and I sensed his groin convulse wildly between my trembling thighs in the wake of our simultaneous climax.

      Instinctively, I tightly encircled my legs around him to keep him securely inside of me to receive the full intensity of the shockwaves encompassing me. He groaned again in the midst of his discharge, and I sensed him helplessly overrun just as I had become. We rode our thrilling pleasure-filled reverberations together as it diminished, which landed us both in a cushion of peace.

      As reality was emerging around us again, we remained heatedly entwined together in the scope of our aftermath. My breathing was shallow and irregular as I felt him heaving heavily when he collapsed over me. His skin was warm and moist with perspiration as I lightly stroked his bare, broad back. I lay there listening to his breathing and feeling the deep flowing expansion and retraction of his chest resting over me, wondering how this could all be true—staying as we were, lying together connected in ensuing contented, unbroken silence.
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      After a moment, Leif lifted his gaze to me and tenderly grinned. His lips affectionately pressed over mine, then he bestowed warm kisses over my chin and cheek. He returned, looking at me and staring keenly into my eyes, as I noticed his ruddy, masculine cheeks were bright red.

      “Did I satisfy ye?” he inquired sheepishly.

      “Yes, very much,” I whispered.

      “I am heartened,” he responded softly. His gently stroking fingers caressed my brow until they buried deeply among my loose ringlets. “It greatly pleases me that yoo’re mine now,” he uttered gratifyingly.

      “It does?” I replied mutually, still suspended in a dreamy afterglow while gazing back into his eyes.

      “More than ye may ever truly ken,” he said while sensing him idly fondling my lengthy curls between his fingers. “I wanted ye the moment I first set eyes upon ye—the day ye came from the wood upon the road as our company marched. I had tae have ye… I kent that I had tae take ye fur my own. So, I gave chase efter ye intae the wood tae steal ye back from the Huron who captured ye… I was determined not tae let ye vanish from me.”

      “Really?” I responded amazedly, noticing his absorbed expression.

      “Aye,” he said. “Now I have ye… all tae myself.” It seemed he did, and I couldn’t refute it. He paused slightly while maintaining his concentrated gaze on me. “Mo ghaol,” he murmured against my lips, gently kissing me again. He subsequently disengaged himself from me, and I felt myself emptying from him as he shifted off to the side. He naturally wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me snug against him, fitting me into his side.

      The new rings over my finger, glimmering in the firelight, caught my eye. I reached over and absentmindedly toyed with them while lying in his arms. I remembered the wound on my hand, and I turned my palm over, observing the dried blood that had leaked and drawn through the dressing. I wondered about it again. Leif’s hand moved over my injury as he mindfully enveloped my palm with his and raised it into view. He silently gazed at it for a minute.

      “What was this for?” I inquired.

      “I made us take an oath,” he said.

      “What kind of oath?”

      “One which bonds us till death.”

      “Oh… So, a verbal contract wasn’t sufficient?” I joked lightly. He shifted a serious glance toward me regarding my faint irony.

      “Nae,” he said absolutely. “It had tae be done in this manner. Whit is betwixt us had tae be sealed in bluid—it will never be torn asunder unless by God.”

      “Oh…” I replied contemplatively. “What did you say—in the oath?”

      He glanced back at my fingers and the stained dressing among his hand. He began uttering the translation of his words, and they flowed from his lips:

      
        
        “On this night, never longer two are we. You and I become one. With these words, transformed are we. With this blade, I shed my bluid fur thee.

        “Tae thee I pledge willingly: forever my fidelity, my truth, my armor, my service, my honor.

        “Never will I cause thee threat. Never will I cause thee harm

        by a traitorous arm. Never will I forsake thee; tae thee I make this vow from my soul solemnly.

        “My bluid tae thine. Thy bluid tae mine. Together we are ever one from this time henceforth.

        “Thus, I welcome death mine tae receive, if ever I pass falsely unto thee. For thou art mine tae have and tae hold through God’s will fur eternity.”

      

      

      When Leif finished telling me what was spoken in the oath, chills crept bizarrely over my skin. I was fundamentally struck by the literal core meaning of those pledging words. I found it extremely intense, unyielding, and gripping with personal conviction and intent—and haunting. I wasn’t exactly sure how to digest or interpret the frightening depth of his expression.

      “That’s pretty profound,” I commented dryly.

      “Marriage is profound,” Leif replied.

      “Yes, I suppose it is,” I acknowledged while observing him still examining my dried blood-stained bandage in his attentive hand. He carefully replaced my palm over my stomach and scooped an arm beneath me, effectively turning me over to face him.

      “Thus, yoo’re mine now, àille dhubh,” he declared, closely staring into my eyes.

      “I guess so,” I said nervously. I sensed his large fingers skimming the back of my hand up along my arm, over my shoulder, passed my clavicle until it rested possessively upon my breast.

      “I ken so,” he said unwaveringly.

      “You do?” I asked insecurely, feeling him fondling my nipple with pleasure.

      “I do,” he said warmly.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Weel, I have ye, do I not?” His eyebrow arched, and his lips tilted with a quizzical expression.

      “It looks like you do,” I replied nervously.

      “In which case, I can bed ye upon any occasion that I wish.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Aye.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mayhap at present fur instance.”

      Leif readily shifted around me, coercing me onto my back again. Looming over me with apparent desire, he wedged his knees between mine, separating them far apart.

      “Holy cow! You certainly don’t waste any time, do you?” I remarked with a little, insecure giggle.

      “Yoo’re culpable.”

      “How’s that?”

      “The way ye make me crave ye.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “By yer charm. Now, come haur,” he responded huskily as he gripped his hands around my hips. He abruptly tugged me away from the pillows toward him in the center of the bed and leaned over me, pressing gentle kisses over my face and lips. I suddenly gasped, and he groaned hoarsely as he pushed himself into me. He completely sheathed himself in my depths and filled me to the brim like before.

      He began stirring, ebbing and flowing with gentle ease far inside me. I moaned as he moved deliberately. He was arousing my deep emotional response, and we connected; our consciousness fused. We were innately aware of each other. With every thrust, my breath fluttered, and my hips responsively met his. He responded and drove himself further into me, endeavoring to reach my pleasurable response. He fed my reaction. I reflected his. I found myself in the midst of a swirling tide of elevating, enjoyable angst while he worked to gratify himself and bring about ultimate satisfaction. I spontaneously encircled my legs around his hips, and my palms artlessly flung tightly over his animated buttocks merely to savor the raw sensation of each wanting plunge of his filling shaft.

      Suddenly, my depths began rocking my awareness in consuming rapture. My body quaked uncontrollably, and I drowned as my vaginal walls clamped down on him, madly convulsing. He groaned thickly as he buried his face into my long ringlets upon the climactic expulsion of his blissful end. I sensed him throbbing intensely between my thighs and filling me with his essence as it poured from him. I pulsated wildly from within and held him close while interlaced in his seizing embrace, riding the abating shockwaves together.

      When reality descended, he collapsed over me, breathing heavily into my neck. I enfolded my arms around his shoulders and sensed his heated, damp skin as I hid my fingers in his loose, long, silky, golden strands at the nape of his neck. I kissed his shoulder and listened to his warm breathing as it caressed my neck while we lay there together in our silent afterglow.

      “I’m certain ye will be the death of me,” he uttered hoarsely against my neck after a passing moment. “Yet, I shall die a blissful man.”

      “Well, you’re a young enough guy. You seem like you’d be able to handle it,” I teased brazenly.

      Leif’s gaze suddenly popped up over mine. He lightly chuckled and shook his head in disbelief.

      “Till then, ye will come tae see how precise I can handle it, wife,” he forewarned jeeringly.

      “If tonight is any indication, then, I guess I’m really looking forward to your proving so,” I bantered back.

      “With pleasure,” he responded like a scoundrel and suddenly bent over my neck with a growl, playfully taking a fake bite like a demonic vampire as I squealed. Chuckling, he seized me by the waist and pulled me over him as he rolled onto his back. He raised his hands to the sides of my face and caressed his thumbs over my cheeks, tucking my obscuring ringlets and tendrils dangling over my face carefully behind my ears. Still engaged as I lay above him, his hands affectionately roamed down my back over the rump of my buttocks and thighs, then back up again. “Ceisd mo chridhe,” he said to me, “let’s rest now, mo ghaol.”

      “Okay,” I agreed softly. He smothered his hand in my curls at the back of my head and tenderly compelled my lips down over his for one more kiss. I shifted a little, making myself more comfortable over him, and placed my head on his chest just beneath his chin. He naturally wrapped an arm around my waist, securing me over him, and easily crooked his other arm behind his head against the pillows.

      I closed my eyes, listening to the rhythm of his heart beating soundly within his chest, and I began drifting into a soothing, blissful dream with him still inside of me.
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      I awakened this morning to the faint touch of Leif’s fingers tracing a petite area at the small of my back just above the cleft of my buttocks. I drowsily turned my head from the pillows and faced him. He smiled warmly at me, causing me to smile in return.

      “Guid morrow,” he greeted gently.

      “Good morning,” I replied.

      “Have I awakened ye?” he asked as his hand lightly stroked my buttocks.

      “Um-hm, but it’s okay,” I said sleepily. He glanced at the area where his fingers were languidly tracing above my tailbone.

      “How bonnie ye are,” he stated, then mindfully urged me onto my back so now I faced him, hovering over me. “Yoo’re unique.” He seemed struck with intrigue, and I smiled at him as I sensed his knees pushing my legs far apart while he maneuvered himself between my thighs.

      “Why do you suppose I’m unique?” I inquired.

      “I cannae say. Yoo’re a mystery tae me,” he answered heatedly above my lips.

      “Am I?” I uttered with bated breath when he purposefully adjusted himself and sensed the tip of his shaft at my entrance right before he surged deeply inside of me.

      “Ye are indeed mysterious. The only notion of that I am awaur, is I merely ken that I am spellbound by ye, and I want ye—always,” he said hoarsely as he rested over me without stirring. “I yielded tae my weakness fur ye the nicht we embraced in the cave when I first pressed my lips upon yers… I kent then that ye understood whit I felt fur ye. Do ye recall?”

      “Yes, I remember,” I whispered breathlessly.

      “Aye…” he groaned as he began moving within me. “As I kissed ye thaur in the cave, I thought ye also wanted me at that moment…” He attentively fixed his gaze on mine, holding my attention captive. Locking his eyes to mine, he drove himself unbound deep within me, causing me to feel things I never thought I’d ever feel again. Assorted emotions began swelling inside of me that I couldn’t arrange or reason with while he unrestrictedly expressed his physical emotions for me. “Do ye want me now, mo ghaol?” he heaved warmly, kissing my cheek with meaning.

      “Yes,” I panted. My hips responded to his motion, and the deep-seated aching for him ensued, burning inside me.

      “Tell me so again,” he desired coarsely. He pushed himself with careful ease, reaching farther into my depths with each deliberate surge, compelling me to further release myself to him and forget my mind.

      “Yes…” I scarcely uttered.

      “Aye, whit…?” he pursued the question as he expressively moved. I was beginning to buckle and surrender beneath him as he intentionally meant for me to subside.

      “Yes, I want you, Leif,” I admitted, acknowledging my need for him.

      “Aye,” he groaned hoarsely, searing my ear.

      Suddenly, my thighs started uncontrollably quaking, and my insides sharply convulsed like crazy amid his moaning as he expelled his hot essence into me. Usurped by my own trembling climactic release, my thighs shook wildly as my cervix pulsated. Contractions radiated in distinct, blissful currents as I sensed him throbbing forcefully between my legs.

      Subsequently, Leif abruptly gave way and collapsed over me, succumbing to lifelessness by the peacefulness that overcame him immediately afterward instead.
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        * * *

      

      “Sylvie…  Sylvie… mo leannan…”

      I suddenly roused from slumber in a fog, realizing Leif was leaning over me with concern on his face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked confusedly as I drowsily gazed up at him.

      “Ye waur weeping in yer sleep,” he said softly. He gently cleared my ringlet strands from my brow and stroked the side of my face.

      “I was?” I asked strangely.

      “Aye.”

      “I’m sorry. Did I awaken you?”

      “Nae matter,” he disregarded.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you,” I regretted, feeling silently troubled now.

      “Shhh,” he hushed and drew me close to him. He fitted me snug against his warm, naked body, securely spooning me with him.

      I felt like crying, and I tried subduing it, but a silent tear crept from my lashes and rolled over my cheek.

      “Please don’t ever leave me,” I beseeched him under my breath.

      “I shall perish before ever leaving ye,” he said in a soft tone close to my ear. He squeezed me tighter against him and kissed the back of my head.

      “I was five months pregnant when Matt died,” I sniffled. “I never told you that.”

      “Ye didnae.”

      “I—I don’t talk about it at all. It’s just too hard for me to have to remember.”

      “Och… mo ghaol… I am heartbroken fur ye.”

      “He risked his life to save me from being run over as we were crossing the street together… He pushed me out of the way so that I wouldn’t have gotten hit by the oncoming vehicle… I fell… I didn’t realize he had died until after the doctor had told me about my miscarriage,” I sniveled as I recalled my worst life experience.

      “Ceisdein…” Leif lightly clasped my chin between his thumb and forefinger, turning my gaze to meet his benevolent expression. “I can merely imagine the forlorn sadness that has been brought upon yer heart. I ken whit it means tae have lost a loov’d one once my father passed away. Ken that I shall always be with ye. Pray, remember it. Yoo’re safe with me. Do ye understand? Yoo’re safe. I shall never leave ye,” he guaranteed.

      He dried away my silent tears from my cheeks with his thumb, then repositioned me on my side. He fitted me close to himself and cradled me in his secure embrace. The knot in my throat began to dispel, and I lay there quietly encircled by him with his arm stretched over mine, realizing that I felt comforted, safe, and sound with him.

      I lightly sensed his fingers mindlessly playing with my new wedding rings on my finger, and I relaxedly observed his large hand covering mine as he laced his fingers among my own.

      “They’re really pretty,” I commented appreciatively, regarding the rings he gave me.

      “Do ye approve of them?” he inquired.

      “Yes, very much,” I said.

      “I’m pleased,” he said close behind my ear.

      “This one has our names on it,” I recognized as I admiringly touched the top band.

      “I wished it so.”

      “That’s nice. I like it.”

      “I had it fashioned in Boston in time.”

      “Boston?”

      “Aye, when Fin departed us in Northampton tae travel tae Boston. I gave him my request tae do so when he was going tae have the papers drawn fur our wedding efter his meeting with Governor Shirley.”

      “Oh, how nice.”

      His thumb continued lightly rolling over the rings, and the sensation was soothing. “This one was given tae my father by my grandfather,” he disclosed as his index finger touched the ruby one.

      “It’s really lovely,” I acknowledged admiringly.

      “I received it upon my father’s death,” he informed me.

      “Oh—I’m sorry that your father’s no longer living,” I said compassionately.

      “I as weel.”

      “So, you had a good relationship with your father, then?”

      “We waur fond of one anither. He was a guid father tae me, and I an obedient son tae him.”

      “That’s really good. You’re fortunate.”

      “I am.”

      “When did your father die?”

      “’Tis eleven years now since his death.”

      “How did he die?”

      “He was murdered.”

      “Murdered?” I suddenly shot up from Leif's embrace, starkly astounded and alarmed. I sat among the blankets staring at him with a bizarre, far-out expression.

      “Aye, he was murdered at nicht whilst he slept in his bed,” Leif revealed to me.

      “Are you serious?” I asked unbelievably, studying the sober look on his face now.

      “Unfortunately—quite earnest,” he replied gravely.

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing. I mean, I have—but I’ve never known anyone to be a victim of such a heinous crime. My God—that’s insane. What happened?” I was staggered by this information, and I blatantly gaped at him with incredulity.

      “It was fur political purposes,” he said.

      “Political reasons?” I questioned unbelievably.

      “Aye,” he replied and took a considerable breath. He sat up from the blankets and repositioned himself better, propped against the pillows. “Ye must understand. My father was reared favorably by the Duke of York, James Stewart, as an illegitimate son of his… and, as he was treated fondly by the duke, he often traveled with him tae visit his uncle, the king⁠—”

      “Wait a minute,” I interrupted indelicately, “please excuse my naïveté, but are you telling me you’re related to a monarch?” I was stunned, because in spite of Leif’s title, nobility did not mean anything to me and carried no weight in the society from which I came. So, I never really considered his position before now.

      “I’m related tae several sovereigns, in truth,” Leif replied, actually. I looked at him incredulously, wondering how this was possible.

      “Okay, so, would you be related to Henry the Eighth?” I inquired curiously.

      “He is my great, great, great uncle,” Leif disclosed. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing as I stared at him. It was a surreal feeling.

      “I see,” I replied in spite of my ignorance.

      “Why are ye surprised when ye ken that I am a duke?” he asked curiously. I shrugged my shoulder a little, not wanting to tell him the reason for it. He thoughtfully stroked my bare shoulder with a gentle forefinger before he started to say, “My bluid-line is as far traced tae Robert the Bruce through my father and grandfather, as my grandfather chose tae recognize my father as his son upon his birth in the year of our Lord sixteen seventy one, October thirty first,” Leif revealed to me.

      “My goodness,” I said under my breath in mere disbelief.

      “Upon my uncle, King Charles the Second’s death, my grandfather, his rightful heir, succeeded the throne as King James the Second of England, Scotland, and Ireland,” Leif continued explaining. I nodded my head in acknowledgement, trying to seem historically aware. “Ye see, whilst at times my uncle’s reign might have been contentious with parliament, he was a Protestant and treaded lightly tae maintain peace betwixt Protestants and Papists. Thaur was much Protestant suspicion over Papists—as it still remains… My great uncle was a religiously tolerant king, and he tried tae have it so that all would be tolerant. However, once the plot tae have him and my grandfather murdered was discovered, the king dissolved parliament and preferred absolutism tae rule with order.”

      “Um-hm,” I replied, closely listening to Leif with interest.

      “Hence, when my grandfather succeeded the throne upon his brother’s death, he was soon deposed merely three years later by a union of parliamentarians who didnae agree with his primary belief in the Divine Right of Kings, and that he was a Papist amongst other concerns… My father was a loyal son of King James’s—he supported and fought with him in battle against William of Orange… But, the king was defeated… and William and Mary took the throne, as ye ken.”

      “Right.”

      “Thereafter, my father fled tae France with the king and his many supporters.”

      “I see.”

      “Yet sometime later, my father returned tae the Highlands as a silent emissary fur his father tae acquire support fur his return.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye. Efter a number of thwarted attempts tae restore the Stewarts, my father continued tae pursue support fur the Jacobite Cause. A missive had been sent from the Highland lairds that they would unite, and the battle took place at Culloden in forty-five, but the Cause was defeated… The next year, my father was discovered in his bed with his throat slit,” Leif solemnly explained.

      I stared at him, speechless. I could not believe what I was hearing, and it took me a moment to process what he was telling me.

      “So, you’re a prince?” I asked, suspended in amazement. Leif smiled gently at me.

      “Aye,” he responded modestly.

      “Wow,” I muttered.

      “Yoo’re truly surprised, fur I can plainly see.”

      “Yes, of course. I never knew. You never told me anything about your parents.”

      “Aye, I reckon not.”

      “Yeah—you didn’t.”

      “Yet, ye ken that I am a duke.”

      “Yes, well—but, still, your title never really registered with me… I just assume that people are simply people regardless of social class. Those sorts of things don’t influence me.”

      “Do they not?” Now, he was the one looking at me with abrupt astonishment.

      “Not at all.”

      “I see…” he replied thinkingly, still appearing quite surprised. “Weel, ’tis just as weel.  I’m pleased that ye waur ignorant of my being a prince.”

      “Why?”

      “I would raither have a lass wed me fur the man that I am than fur my wealth and position alone.”

      “Right. That’s very understandable. I would want that too.”

      “Aye.”

      “So, do you know who killed your father?” I asked, feeling parched.

      “An illegitimate son of the Duke of Argyll,” Leif said.

      “Was he apprehended?”

      “Aye.”

      “Did the case go to trial?”

      “He was never tried.”

      “Why not?”

      “He openly admitted his guilt in the MacDonald court upon his capture whaur the trial was tae take place… and whaur he challenged me in public.”

      “He threatened you?”

      “Aye. He said that I was next tae meet my father’s fate.”

      “Oh, my goodness!”

      “Aye… Weel, now, as it was, the guilty man was never tried due tae a MacDonald clansman who rushed him from within the Great Hall before I could reach tae slit the murderer’s throat myself. The clansman took the opportunity tae pierce him in the heart instead with his own dirk. My father’s murderer dropped dead on the instant, and that was the end of it,” Leif remembered.

      “Holy cow…” I whispered meditatively, utterly shocked. “So, where were you and your mother when your father was working on your grandfather’s behalf?”

      “I never kent my mother,” Leif replied.

      “You didn’t?” I was surprised.

      “She passed away once I was born,” he said.

      “Oh, I see—that’s really sad. I’m so sorry to hear that,” I said sympathetically.

      “Thank ye. I have often wondered whit it would have been like tae have knoon her,” he said.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Whit I ken is whit my father had told me of her.”

      “So, what do you know?”

      “She was bonnie. She had golden hair.”

      “Like yours?”

      “Aye.”

      “What else?”

      “She was quite young when she passed away—merely twenty years of age.”

      “Oh! That is very young. But, wait—isn’t Finley older than you by several years?”

      “Aye, thaur is five years difference betwixt us.”

      “Really?” I responded with added surprise.

      “She wed at fifteen.”

      “Fifteen?”

      “Aye.”

      “That’s very young.”

      “Indeed.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Ceana Stewart of Atholl. She wed James MacLeod, her cousin, a son of the MacLeod chieftain,” Leif informed me.

      “I see… So, that’s why you and Finley have two different last names,” I realized, apparently.

      “Aye,” Leif said, nodding his head a bit. “My mother’s first husband caught a fever and perished three years efter she bore Fin.”

      “Yeah, I remember Finley mentioning that earlier.”

      “Aye. Weel, my father met my mother soon efter Fin’s father’s passing when he returned tae Scotland from France upon visiting Laird MacLeod as emissary… and, my mother’s uncle merely agreed tae the match upon condition their offspring be reared by him till school age.”

      “So, you spent part of your childhood with your uncle?” I inquired curiously.

      “Aye, I spent a portion of my youth at Donvegan Castle with Fin,” Leif said.

      “Then, when would you ever see your dad?”

      “Upon his visits whilst he pertained tae matters in the Highlands.”

      “Oh… Well, tell me about your grandmother—your father’s mother. Do you know anything about her?”

      “I do. Her name was Muirne MacLeod. I was told that she was a young bonnie lass when she met the Duke of York at his court… and, although she was already wed with a young bairn of her own, the Duke of York made her a lady in waiting fur the duchess. Not long efter, he took her as a mistress, and soon my father was born… she perished promptly efter bearing my father,” Leif explained.

      “That’s so sad,” I acknowledged sympathetically.

      “Aye,” he agreed.

      I broke off, and there was a slight pause between us. Leif smiled affectionately at me, and I noticed how his eyes always seemed to twinkle whenever he acknowledged me in this regard.

      “So,” I started again, feeling insecure. “You’re a duke—and a prince—obviously.”

      “By blood, I am a prince,” he replied with a gentle smile. “I own titles and lands—bequeathed by my grandfather tae my father and bestowed tae me upon my father’s death.”

      “I see—of course,” I responded awkwardly, and Leif nodded his head a bit.

      “Fin was granted Earl of Kneep upon his father’s death,” he mentioned.

      “Right,” I understood.

      “Aye.”

      “So…”

      “So…”

      “Yeah…”

      “Aye… Ye have wed and bedded the Duke of Monteith, who happens tae be a prince,” he said modestly. I paused momentarily, simply staring at him. “Ye are surprised, I can see,” Leif observed.

      “Well, yes—I just never imagined it,” I replied honestly.

      “Nae?” He continued looking at me with significant astonishment also.

      “No.”

      “Och.”

      “I never knew the details… You never really said anything to me about your family,” I said again.

      “Aye. I suppose that I didnae.”

      “You’re actually kind of understated about your social status.”

      “I reckon that I try tae be so.”

      “Why?”

      “I dinnae fancy flaunting my nobility.”

      “It seems like most people in your position present their social level without any reservation. But, you don’t see it that way?”

      “Nae… I find whilst my eminence grants me wealth and prominence above others, I feel that I am nae better than any other honest man of lesser stature… and, it has also brought me significant political and mortal peril… ’Tis a misperception tae believe thaur is liberty amongst the landed aristocracy. If I could have the reit tae my wealth and privilege without risking my honor and liberty, then I should be pleased tae have it,” Leif explained.

      “I can understand that,” I acknowledged.

      “I believe all men have the reit tae honestly pursue liberty and prosperity without risk of imprisonment or death.”

      “I certainly agree with that.”

      “Aye, weel… Do ye realize this discussion betwixt us would be considered treasonous by the Crown?”

      “Why? Because we’re simply expressing our opinion?”

      “Aye—and, I’m a Stewart expressing it.”

      “Oh… Well, would it shock you if I not only told you that I believe in freedom of speech without reprisal, but also in the right to religious freedom without punishment?”

      “Aye, somewhat it does surprise me,” Leif replied with a slight grin. “Now I certainly ken that I have a wee rebel upon my hands.”

      “Maybe so,” I joked lightly. A brief chuckle escaped him as a quizzical look on his face lingered.

      “I reckon ye and I have been quite informal with one anither upon our first meeting,” Leif recognized.

      “Yes, I think so…”

      “I had made ye an exception once I first laid eyes upon ye in the wood.”

      “You did?”

      “Aye.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted ye, that is why.”

      “Oh…”

      “I admire that we speak plainly with one anither.”

      “Yeah, I like that very much too.” I paused for a second as he maintained his steady gaze on me. A little grin crept over my face as a self-conscious thought entered my mind. “But—does this mean that I have to call you my lord? Because I haven’t been calling you that.”

      Leif’s blonde eyebrow arched high above his sparkling blue gaze, and the corner of his lips slanted upward.

      “As well ye ought not. Regard me as Your Grace, and I am indeed yer laird and master. As such, ye will serve me as I deem fit,” he said as he slipped an arm around my waist and coerced me back against the pillows.

      “Well, um, what do you deem fit?” I replied coyly. He suddenly rolled over me, causing me to release a nervous giggle while I sensed him pushing my thighs apart with his knee.

      “I reckon this fit,” he said affectionately as he shifted himself above me. My breath caught when he took his ready shaft and parted my cleft, easing himself fully extended inside of me. He remained still between my legs, purely gazing into my eyes with adoration as the pad of his thumb lightly caressed the ridge of my lips.

      “What is it?” I wondered.

      “It has presently occurred tae me that I dinnae reckon that I ken yer proper age,” he said thoughtfully.

      “I’m thirty-three,” I told him.

      “I beg yer pardon?” Leif’s eyes suddenly widened as he gazed at me with a gaping expression mixed with utter wonderment and astonishment.

      “I’m thirty-three,” I reiterated sincerely.

      “That cannae be,” he responded with sheer amazement. I couldn’t help it, but his goofy expression of stark surprise displayed sheerly across his face made me giggle.

      “Why? How old did you think I was?” I asked, amused.

      “Weel,” he started, seeming a little embarrassed.

      “C’mon, tell me,” I encouraged.

      “I reckoned ye were eighteen,” Leif admitted abashedly.

      “Eighteen?” I repeated remarkably and suddenly cracked up laughing hilariously. “Holy cow, you’ve gotta be kidding me!”

      “Quite honestly, it is whit I believed,” he responded genuinely.

      “I’m sorry—I’m not making fun of you. It’s just—that’s really funny, since no one’s ever told me that before. Wow—I have to say that you’ve really made my day! Thank you!” I said, trying to control my laughter.

      “Yoo’re welcome,” he replied bewilderedly. “When is yer birthday?”

      “It’s December twenty-fourth.”

      “Christmas Eve?”

      “Um-hm.” I nodded my head while smiling at him.

      “Why, it is merely less than a month from the present,” he calculated keenly.

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” I was suddenly amazed by how quickly time was passing since my arrival here, and I stopped smiling.

      “Then, we are closely a year and a half apart,” he computed swiftly.

      “Who’s older?” I asked.

      “I am eldest.”

      “So, you’re thirty-five?”

      “Aye.”

      “When’s your birthday?”

      “The day of Beltane.”

      “May Day?”

      “Aye.”

      “How nice.”

      “I never imagined that we are so close in age.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “On the contrary—I have a wife who appears as young as a bonnie maiden, but has scruples as a mature lass. So, I shall not complain,” Leif expressed delightedly as if he had scored big and hit the jackpot. I felt his warm hand sensitively stroking the side of my face. His fingers caressed my jaw and chin, down my neck, across my clavicle, and around my shoulder along the length of my arm. “How is it that yer skin is smooth as silk?” he wondered marvelously.

      “I don’t know,” I said quietly. His hand moved up toward my face again, and his fingers gently caught my ringlet strands splayed over the pillow.

      “Yer tresses are soft as mink—mirk as ebony, and glisten like water beneath moonlicht… and thaur isnae a single flaw upon yer bonnie face,” he examined. “Yer eyes smile even when ye do not, and they are as green as fresh spring leaves… It is truly mesmerizing… Yer teeth are perfectly aligned and whiter than pearls—like none I have ever seen—and ye huvnae lost a single tooth… Such fine features thaur are upon ye…Yer bonnie lips are full, soft and round… and the color of yer skin is swarthy, but not like a Negro’s and lighter than a mulatto’s—thaur is red in it, however yoo’re not like the Indian lasses of these parts either. It seems yer coloring is more like golden sand by a desert sea… My word—ye are the bonniest lass upon which I have ever laid eyes.”

      Leif proceeded, moving freely and deeply inside of me with real emotion. He zealously drove himself, and I moaned. I craved him. I wanted him all and completely to myself, too. So, I consumed his giving kisses. I eagerly received each distinctive aching thrust he measuredly drove into me.

      “Och,” he heaved heatedly, brushing his lips over mine. “My bonnie, bonnie lass—wife of mine… Ye will not be content unless I award ye with whit ye wish, is that not so?”

      “Yes…” I panted very much in escalating need.

      “Mmm,” he groaned in rasping undertones. I was growing anxious and greedy, but he held me gently at bay with every deliberate surge under his control and forced my patience. “Do ye see now how ye long fur me…?” he grunted coarsely.

      “Yes…” I panted, catching my breath.

      “It will never vanish—we are bonded… I shall have and keep ye. Yoo’re mine now—entirely mine, mo ghaol.  Do ye understand?” he groaned thickly as he plunged himself so far into my depths that I lost my breath.

      “Yes,” I whispered unevenly, half aware as my thoughts floated away from me.

      “Aye,” he uttered in a gravelly voice and pumped himself with further zeal, encouraging the physical urgency beginning to consume me.

      My breath escaped me as my hips instinctively rocked with his ardent movement. The crescendo was within reach. A little whine fluttered from my lips, and Leif groaned roughly against my feverish neck. All of a sudden, my depths quivered as I was sent into flight filled with ecstasy, and my thighs began uncontrollably shaking during Leif’s throbbing release as his essence pumped from him and filled me. In a moment, he collapsed limp, breathing heavily over me.

      “Aye… Ye and I agree weel with one anither,” he muttered once he returned his gaze to mine. He gave a tender kiss on my lips and withdrew between my legs as he shifted beside me. His arm wrapped possessively around my waist when he gently tugged me close and tucked me against him. His hand rested peacefully over me as it naturally cupped my breast, and I lay there relaxed among the blankets and pillows, spooning safely with him in shrouding calm.
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      Sometime later in the morning, I awakened from my slumber with my head comfortably resting on Leif’s shoulder, still encircled in his arms. He remained sleeping, and I lay there quietly looking at him. A portion of his golden head caught the silent winter sunlight entering the window, and the loose strands cradling his face shimmered like gilded foil. I was tempted to lift a finger to the long strands perfectly amassed over his shoulders. His strands were straight, smooth, and soft as they lightly flipped between my observing fingers, perfectly supple and lovely.

      

      I glanced past the beautiful hair around his head and observed his broad, gently sloping brow. There were already several faintly inset lines stretching across his forehead, which only became apparent when he appeared surprised. His silky, soft eyebrows matched his yellow locks. Except, the eyebrow hair seemed to darken slightly toward the glabella, the part of the forehead just above the nose between the eyebrows, which made his eyebrows seem petite. His closed eyelashes were thick and oddly lighter than the hair upon his head that resembled platinum. Crow’s feet were detectable at the corners of his eyes and showed distinctly when he laughed or smiled, brightening his expression with distinguishable heartfelt warmth. I lightly traced my forefinger down the ridge of his flawlessly straight, narrow nose. He had a prominent nose bridge raised high above his face and attractively sloped at a gentle gradient like images of Augustus Caesar’s.

      My finger carefully rounded the tip of his nose and gently sank into the deep groove of his Cupid’s bow just above his upper lip. His lips were slightly full and soft—and rather pink, I noticed. I found them to be very attractive as I continued to trace downward past his bottom lip, across his stubbly cleft chin. His jaw was rugged and square, and complemented his high cheekbones.

      His chest was large, square, lean, and noticeably cut with muscles. A thin patch of blonde hair covered his upper chest and felt soft between my fingers. I traced his sculpted arm muscles and sensed the smooth, slightly long hair over his forearm tickling my palm.

      “Hullo, àille dhubh,” Leif muttered softly with his eyes scarcely opening. He smiled languidly at me.

      “Hi,” I said gently, smiling back at him.

      “Yer tooch feels lovely,” he murmured, gazing at me through the slits of his eyes.

      “It does?”

      “Mmm, aye… ye indulge me.”

      “That’s nice,” I said, sensing the favorable touch of his hand tenderly stroking the side of my naked hip and upper thigh.

      “Is it not?” he said sleepily.

      My stomach suddenly gave a little rumble, and I realized how hungry I was. The wound on my hand also began to feel sensitive, and I sat up from the covers.

      “Ye must certainly be ravenous at present,” he recognized, also stirring from the blankets.

      “I could probably eat a horse,” I acknowledged casually as I started unraveling the soiled dressing from around my hand.

      “Fur mercy’s sake! We dinnae wish fur that tae occur,” he said bizarrely.

      “No,” I replied, amusedly.

      “Whit a horrid notion.”

      “I didn’t mean literally.”

      “I pray not,” he said. “I shall prevent any such occurrence and return with a hearty meal fur Her Grace.”

      “How sweet, but I don’t mind getting something for us to munch on,” I offered freely while watching him remove himself from bed.

      “Nae, nae—I shall be the one tae gather us a meal,” he insisted, now standing naked near the edge of the bed.

      “It’s really no big deal for me. You just woke up, and you were so comfortably lying in bed.”

      “Thank ye all the same, ceisdein. However, I dinnea believe ye will much appreciate being seen by the lads,” he informed me as he proceeded, wrapping himself in his banyan.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked unexpectedly.

      “The lads, of coorse,” he replied, obviously.

      “Yeah, I heard you. How can those guys still be here?” I was clearly shocked as I observed him tying the belt to his banyan around his waist.

      “They had a festive celebration.”

      “Obviously. I thought they would’ve all gone by now.”

      “Scarcely—they are tae billet haur fur the winter.”

      “You’re joking?”

      “I fear not.”

      “Oh, my gosh…! Well, then I guess we’re just not going to have any privacy.”

      Leif gave me a pitiful grin as he moved to sit on the edge of the bed next to me. I felt his large hands gently coming over my shoulders and caressing them.

      “I promise ye shall have ample discretion once we arrive in Boston,” he guaranteed understandingly.

      “Boston?” This was somewhat of a surprise as I gave him a strange look.

      “Aye.”

      “When are we going to Boston?”

      “We shall depart in less than a fortnecht.”

      “Why?”

      “I have property thaur, and I reckoned ye might better prefer the city. We shall come tae reside at Taigh Gràs.”

      “Oh… I guess I would like that. I didn’t know that you had property in Boston,” I said, considering the nice idea.

      “Aye. I acquired it as an investment once I first arrived haur in the colony,” he informed me.

      “Oh. But what about Amity? She’s made a lot of progress in her learning, and I’d hate to see that suddenly interrupted.”

      “I shall speak tae Fin regarding it.”

      “Okay.”

      Leif smiled warmly at me and affectionately stroked the side of my cheek. My eyes dropped from his to the dressing in my hand over my lap among the blankets still partly covering me. The wound was slightly red and a tad swollen. It hurt only a little, to my surprise, given the depth of the cut. He cupped his palm around the back of my hand and carefully stroked his thumb over the clotted blood along my palm. He lifted the injury to his lips and pressed a tender kiss on it.

      “Does it ail?” he asked.

      “Not really,” I answered.

      “I’m pleased.”

      “I just need to keep it disinfected, and it’ll be good as new. We should do the same with yours and change your bandage,” I suggested.

      “As ye wish—once I have returned with a meal fur us tae eat. Nae wife of mine will wish tae devour a horse in place of a proper meal, or go tae waste without one so long as I’m alive tae forbid it.”

      He slid his forefinger beneath my chin and drew my lips to his with a tender peck. Releasing me from his little kiss, he then proceeded to withdraw from the room. Almost instantaneously after vanishing behind the bedroom door, an abrupt uproarious round of cheers and applause shouted brazenly throughout the corridor, with more echoing loudly from below on the first floor. The house full of men was unabashed and blatant in their clapping and cheering. Hearing their vociferous approval, I froze, sitting in bed. Sudden and deep mortification filled me while I listened to them boisterously praising Leif. I couldn’t believe my ears and wanted the earth to spare me by opening up and swallowing me whole.

      I swung my feet over the edge of the blankets and took my shift from the foot of the bed where it had been carelessly thrown last night. I tossed it over my head and pulled my arms through the sleeves, then stepped across the room. As I paced toward the privy closet, I sensed the dampness from Leif’s aftermath running between my legs, and it abruptly occurred to me that I had surely thrown all caution to the wind. I was fundamentally terrified of becoming pregnant in this hazardous day and age. There were so many perils to pregnancy, and the thought of becoming pregnant now deeply worried me.

      There was a real possibility that I could have become pregnant. It had only taken me once with Matt to conceive. I typically ovulated early after my menstrual cycle, and it literally only took the second day after my period for us to become pregnant. I swallowed hard, forcing my dry throat to gulp down the alarming realization. I wished that I could have remembered the date of my last period, but I couldn’t recall it. It must have been at least a couple of weeks ago, I speculated. If I were lucky, then I could experience my cycle again soon within the next fourteen days. So, I was forced to sit tight and wait on pins and needles before the end of the month, when I’d really know what was actually going on with my body.

      In the meantime, I thought it would be wise to exercise some kind of birth control outside of using sheep condoms, which were due to fail for certain, not to mention the fact that it would likely raise an issue with Leif. He seemed the sort of man who would be very disinclined to practice such caution.

      Instead, I needed something personal and discreet, and that was not likely to raise any questions. So, I thought of constructing a ring of cycle beads for myself in order to chart my fertility. It was easier to do it this way instead of having to record on paper via the calendar, since the days for me often became confused. Plus, there would be no paper trail to consider, which guaranteed privacy. Also, since I was familiar with using this natural method of birth control with previous success in preventing pregnancy with Matt before we had decided to get married, I presumed that I would have the same secure result in this case now.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned from the privy closet and proceeded to wash my hands in the washbasin over the dresser, I was surprised to see Leif stretched out over the covers already arrived with a large spread of food on a sizable ebony tray placed in the middle of the bed.

      “My goodness! It looks like we’re having a picnic,” I remarked, impressively gazing at the bounty beside him. He grinned at me in response.

      “Come haur, then,” he said and lightly patted the space next to himself for me to sit on the bed. I eagerly paced across the room and hopped onto the blankets beside him. He poured a mug of apple cider and held it out for me to take. I received it and promptly sipped. It felt warm going down my throat as I watched him carving slices of cured, salted ham, cheese—of which I still could not yet stomach the dung smell of it and remained hesitant to eat—and bread. He stuck the knife in a bowl of soft butter and spread it over slices of bread. He had even managed a nice, petite jar filled with lemon curd and pieces of our wedding cake.

      I gathered several slices of ham and placed them over a slice of buttered bread. Covering the top layers of meat with another piece of bread, I started eating my little concoction, tossing my manners out the window simply to satiate the famished growling in my stomach. Leif stared at me, somewhat amused, watching me as he tore into a hulking portion of bread also.

      “This is probably the best sandwich I’ve had in a long time,” I said with a stuffed mouth full of food.

      “Is that reit?” he said with a quizzical grin.

      “Um-hm,” I muttered, chewing the food swollen in my cheeks.

      “Ye call it a sandwich?”

      “Um-hm… only it’s even better with lettuce, pickles, and tomatoes.”

      “Tomatoes?” he suddenly questioned with surprise, grimacing at me.

      “Yeah,” I replied, obviously.

      “Yoo’ve eaten a tomato?”

      “Sure, I have.”

      “But, they are poison!”

      “No—they’re not,” I laughed.

      “Everyone understands they are poison!”

      “Well, I assure you they’re not. I’m living proof of that fact. Where I’m from, people eat them all of the time, and they’re really very good—especially when they’re nice and sweet, fresh right off the vine.”

      “Ye dinnea say?” He gazed astoundingly at me.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Curious.” He simply shook his head in amazement.

      “Perhaps, I might cook something yummy for you with tomatoes in it, and then you may see for yourself what you might think of it,” I suggested freely.

      “Aye—I reckon that I micht be interested,” he said hesitantly. “Ye ken how tae cook?”

      “Yes—I used to love to cook. It was one of my favorite things to do when I had time to devote to it.”

      “I see…” he said abstractedly and paused momentarily, musing as he gazed at me.

      “So, will you tell me some more about yourself?” I resumed after sipping a bit of apple cider again.

      “Certainly,” he agreed.

      “What part of Scotland are you from?” I asked curiously.

      “A place knoon as Skye.”

      “Oh?”

      “It is an island in the Highlands.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “’Tis bonnie. The air is cool and crisp, and the sky is boundless like the sea, which one can see fur leagues uninterrupted, and the land peaks and dips—rolling into grand glens along the way. Thistles garnish the land in the spring, and in August, heather blankets the earth all about.”

      “Mmm… sounds very pretty,” I commented, imagining the beautiful scenery.

      “’Tis bonnie haur as weel,” he acknowledged, looking directly at me as he said it. I smiled bashfully and broke a bit of ham from my sandwich, placing it delicately into my mouth.

      “Do you miss it a lot?” I inquired.

      “Aye—in the beginning I suffered a bout of melancholy… However, this is whaur I have come tae reside—and, I am raither fond of it.”

      “Are you?”

      “Aye, I am. Men are more free tae do as they please haur without terrible concern fur reprisals from the Crown should a man differ in opinion with English law.”

      “I see… Do you ever want to go back to Scotland?”

      “Mayhap I micht like tae return one day—tae see it again—with ye, my bonnie American wife.”

      “That would be nice. I would like that a lot.”

      “However, I micht be apprehensive over how ye micht fare by voyaging the sea. ’Tis a devil—voyaging the sea. I am not inclined tae ever risk it with ye. Aside from this, I fear all the lads in Scotland will become charmed by yer appearance.”

      “Don’t be so silly,” I chastised bashfully.

      “I am quite sincere,” he replied endearingly. I shook my head a little, feeling self-conscious.

      “So, you spent your primary years there, then?” I inquired, aptly sticking to the original subject of discussion.

      “Aye, at Donvegan—my uncle’s castle.”

      “Oh.”

      “He was laird of clan MacLeod. He is, however, departed, and ’tis my cousin who is now laird.”

      “My goodness…” I couldn’t help it, but I was very intrigued. “That part of your ancestry is through your mother?” I guessed.

      “Aye, my mother’s mother was sister tae my uncle who was chieftain,” he said.

      “I see.”

      “My cousin, Norman, is now chieftain upon his brother’s passing.”

      “Oh,” I responded interestedly as I began spreading some lemon curd over a piece of bread. “So, when did you start school?”

      “I was seven years of age when my father came tae take me away from my mother’s family and brought me with him tae France,” Leif explained.

      “That explains your ability to speak French so well,” I construed obviously. I smiled at him, and he smiled in return.

      “I was tutored by Benedictine monks,” he said, bringing a large mug of cider to his lips.

      “You went to a monastery?”

      “As a guid Papist lad who would have received a proper education,” he said after drinking from his mug.

      “Right,” I realized. My eyes landed on the burnished Claymore resting over the cushions in the settee. I remembered him placing the threatening weapon flat before me as I stood in front of the reverend in church yesterday during our wedding ceremony. “Did you always want a military career once you finished your education?” I asked curiously, returning to looking at him.

      “Nae,” Leif said, certainly as he replaced his mug on the tray.

      “You didn’t?” I was somewhat surprised.

      “I raither fancied the notion of being a gentleman farmer,” he admitted boyishly.

      “Seriously?” I automatically smiled at him, taken by the thought.

      “Aye, I’m quite earnest.”

      “Well, why didn’t you?”

      “I reckon that I didnae have much choice in the matter.”

      “How come?”

      “I was placed in the personal guard of King Louis of France upon the completion of my education by the king’s request as a sign of his affection fur my grandfather and father.”

      “Oh.”

      “I of coorse had tae accept the king’s bidding as it was a display of respect and loyalty as weel as friendship—most importantly—tae France upon my father’s behalf,” Leif explained.

      “Interesting.”

      “I otherwise would have been considered a traitor tae my grandfather if I went against joining the guard. I also would have been disavowed completely by my father if I had not done so.”

      “I see.”

      Leif broke off in contemplation. He seemed hesitant as I could discern him thinking when his glance fell toward the bread he was currently buttering. I waited patiently with my gaze steady on him as I licked the sweet lemon curd that had just fallen off my piece of bread onto my thumb. He lifted his deep blue eyes to me again, and I gave him an inquisitive look.

      “I also believed in the Cause,” he began pensively.

      “What Cause?” I inquired.

      “The one tae restore my grandfather tae the British throne,” he revealed mindfully.

      “Oh—right…” I stared at my new husband at a loss for words.

      “Aye,” he muttered.

      I cleared my throat. “So, there was really no choice—you had to pledge your allegiance to the King of France,” I said dryly. Leif slowly nodded his head a couple of times.

      “Aye.”

      “Well, that kinda puts you in a bit of an odd position now, doesn’t it?” I recognized.

      “Ye micht say so.”

      “Except, how is it that you’re serving in the British army, then?”

      “Aye—a bit of a long tale.”

      “I don’t mind—obviously,” I joked lightly in spite of the seriousness of our conversation.

      “Apparently,” he replied, grinning a little too. He took a sip of apple cider and replaced his mug on the ebony tray. “Weel, whaur micht I begin this tale…”

      “Start anywhere you’d like.”

      “I’ll tell ye from the moment my father set sail from France tae Scotland back in forty-five,” Leif decided.

      “Okay,” I responded attentively.

      “Ye see, I was granted leave from King Louis’s guard tae join my father in Scotland. Upon my arrival in Scotland, I discovered that the country was indeed perilously ill at rest. The reit of Stewart succession tae the throne was paramount… The country was divided. Although none will speak of it tae this very day, much of Scotland and Ireland remain loyal tae the House of Stewart. Nonetheless, the matter, as it was debated, divided men and tore apart families and clans,” Leif explained soberly.

      “Sounds like the emergence of a civil war,” I observed, feeling a little chill creep over me.

      “Indeed,” Leif agreed. I shuddered. He noticed, and suddenly I felt a blanket coming over my shoulders as he pulled it snug around me.

      “Thanks,” I said gratefully.

      “Aye.”

      “This is sounding like a dangerous situation.”

      “Quite.”

      “I don’t suppose there could have been a way to work it out judiciously through the courts?” I inquired as I placed a piece of bread in my mouth.

      “Nae.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “Justice is elusive. ’Tis an idealistic notion when absolutism is instituted,” Leif said.

      “That’s true,” I agreed, nodding my head a little, anticipating more of the story.

      “Men waur forced tae take sides. Nae man was spared from choosing a stand,” he continued grimly. My heart was sinking into my knotting stomach because of what he was revealing to me, and I suddenly wondered more about him.

      “Oh my God, you’re going to tell me⁠—”

      “I never conspired against the English Crown,” Leif interrupted abruptly.

      “Okay,” I sighed with relief, “I thought you were going to tell me that you were an anarchist involved in a coup.”

      “I never conspired,” Leif repeated definitively.

      “I believe you,” I replied honestly.

      “Guid,” he said, seeming satisfied. “Although, tae overthrow the Crown was in fashion at the time,” he added with a grim expression on his face. Suddenly, I felt my stomach clinch as a chill crawled over my skin again.

      “You were obviously sympathetic to your grandfather,” I said dryly. Leif silently nodded his head. “And, everyone had to choose sides, you said,” I echoed mindfully. He again nodded his head. My God! I didn’t know what to think—except, I was growing more shocked the more I was learning about him. “But, you never conspired…”

      “Nae. I never conspired. However, it didnae matter,” he said realistically.

      “Why not?”

      “I was a marked man nonetheless by the nature of my bloodline, and the knoon fact that I was also loyal tae the King of France,” Leif revealed.

      “An enemy of the state?” I muttered, astonished.

      “Thus I was considered, though I never conspired against the English Crown. Nor did I ever take up arms against England,” he swore.

      “I believe you.”

      “’Tis true, however—I am a dissenter. My opinions deem me thus.”

      “I see.”

      “I am awaur of being watched,” he stated straightforwardly.

      “By the government?”

      “Aye,” Leif confirmed.

      “But you said that you didn’t take up arms or conspire against the government.”

      “I have made my opinions knoon in certain circles,” he informed me.

      “So?”

      “So?” Leif’s eyes widened with surprise as he stared directly at me.

      “Well, everyone has a right to an opinion, right?” I said obviously.

      “The art of holding one’s tongue is a virtue tae master, lest it otherwise git ye killed,” he said certainly.

      “Can it?” I swallowed the cider hard down my throat.

      “Of coorse it can,” Leif said absolutely, looking at me with continued astonishment.

      “So, were you trying to start something dangerous, then?” I inquired.

      “I was a lad with a quick tongue,” he disclosed.

      “Most kids are quick with their mouths.”

      “’Tis not a favorable attribute fur one tae have.”

      “So, you said something some people didn’t like. It doesn’t mean that you, or anyone else for that matter, should be labeled a terrorist or an enemy of the state by a government because it didn’t agree with what you had to say.”

      “Yet, it does mean precisely so. The Crown may call a subject whit it will like.”

      “Well, then, I guess the Crown would have a problem with me, too. My opinions definitely would not be considered Kosher.”

      “Kosher? Yoo’re a Papist.” Leif grimaced blatantly at me.

      “Orthodox—my opinions, I mean, conventional according to the government,” I clarified.

      “Och!” he realized. “I micht have tae agree with ye on this account, lass. Ye are a bit outspoken on occasion, I have observed,” he said ironically.

      “Hey,” I scolded flippantly, making light of his words.

      “’Tis true, however. One must take care of whit one says, or it will indeed git one killed,” he warned.

      “Hmm…” I considered. “But, aside from slander and defamation of character, freedom of speech is a tenet I fully support. Whether I agree or disagree with someone’s opinion is immaterial by the very fact a person has a mind and mouth to express a thought, and that nature should be respected by the government no less, without fear of reprisal from it,” I disclosed honestly.

      “Indeed?” Leif looked at me wide-eyed.

      “Absolutely. It’s a fundamental human right,” I said, definitely.

      “Curious,” he replied, thinkingly. He paused briefly, keeping steady eyes on me. “I wonder whether I have wed a philosopher or a rabble rouser.”

      “Neither,” I answered self-consciously. He drifted into silence again, and I sensed his pensiveness as he gazed at me with his piercing eyes and deliberate grin. “What?” I finally inquired. He shrugged his shoulders a little.

      “I believed ye might have been an agent against the Crown when we first met,” he admitted to me.

      “I know that you thought that I was a spy.”

      “Aye.”

      I glanced down at the new piece of bread I was tearing. I was aware of him watching me. I placed the small morsel inside my mouth and slowly started chewing. Then, I lifted my gaze, and our eyes met again.

      “You said that you didn’t think that about me anymore,” I said.

      “Aye,” he said.

      “I’m not a spy,” I repeated.

      “I believe ye. I have told ye so,” he replied, undoubtedly. I nodded my head a little, certain that he did believe me.

      “But—you’re a dissident,” I realized coincidentally.

      “Aye.”

      “I never would have figured you for a renegade.”

      “Nae?”

      “No. Not at all,” I said, shaking my head. Leif paused briefly, appearing thoughtful.

      “I apologize tae ye fur it,” he resumed regrettably.

      “Don’t be sorry. I know that you’re not a bad man. You’re a good guy,” I said, really. Leif slightly leaned in close and gave me a gentle kiss on my lips.

      “Ye have a generous heart, àille dhubh,” he remarked in a soft voice.

      I smiled diffidently at him; he made me feel a bit shy again for whatever reason I couldn't explain. He then shifted back a little, sitting more comfortably in front of me once more over the blankets, and proceeded to tear apart a piece of sliced salted ham.

      “So, how is it that the government allows you to serve in the military?”

      “I dinnea choose tae serve England,” Leif disclosed carefully.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It is what I was beginning tae tell ye—about my father.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Once my father and I had returned tae Scotland, my cousin, the prince⁠—”

      “Prince?”

      “Charles of coorse,” he said, apparently.

      “Oh yeah, of course.”

      “Aye, weel, Prince Charles, was believed by now tae have landed in Scotland weel outfitted with arms, supplies, and French troops tae reinforce clans willing tae fight against England,” Leif started explaining.

      “Oh,” I said attentively.

      “However, since the ship with arms was lost tae the English en route, and although Prince Charles landed safely upon Scottish soil, the lad arrived with nae French reinforcements as promised by King Louis.”

      “Oh-no.”

      “Aye. As a result, thaur was little enthusiasm amongst the clans tae pursue the Crown.”

      “So what happened, then?” I inquired inquisitively.

      “My father and uncle, Norman MacLeod, quarreled.”

      “Why?”

      “’Twas over the loss of reinforcements.”

      “I see.”

      “A meeting took place with clan lairds who remained sympathetic tae the Cause. Weel, as it was—the lairds quarreled over what tae do… the risk was too great, some believed. Others disagreed and believed the risk was much greater not tae fight. Nonetheless, as it transpired, a portion of lairds refused tae merely meet with Prince Charles,” Leif continued explaining.

      “Really?”

      “Aye.”

      “What did Prince Charles say about it?”

      “He was outraged, of coorse.”

      “So, what did he do?” I inquired interestedly.

      “He intended tae fight, nonetheless.”

      “He did?”

      “Certainly,” Leif said, and then he paused. He glanced at me inquisitively. “Have ye never heard any tales about Prince Charles?”

      “Not really,” I confessed, shaking my head a tad. Leif’s brow lifted high as he stared at me, very much astounded.

      “Och… Weel, then, I shall tell ye a bit about him whilst I continue my tale.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now, ultimately, the lairds had decided tae forbid their clansmen tae battle since their lands and titles were jeopardized. It would all be forfeited in the event of defeat,” Leif informed me.

      “That’s frightening.”

      “Aye. However, men who waur supporters enlisted in secret, regardless of this fact.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then, you abstained? Is that why you still have your wealth?”

      “In fact, most of my wealth has been kept from me by the Crown till I have completed my service tae England.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Aye, ’tis the Crown’s insurance that I remain loyal tae England.”

      “Can they really do that?” I asked unbelievably.

      “The Crown can do as it wishes.”

      “That’s… I don’t know—unjust, I think.”

      “I shall agree.”

      “So, finish telling me—what happened?”

      “Weel, I shall tell ye that I did have the intention tae fight,” Leif revealed to me while appearing pensive.

      “You did?” I replied, astonished.

      “Aye. I remain a Jacobite tae this day.”

      “But, I thought⁠—”

      “I ken. However, my uncle, Laird MacLeod, continued quarreling with my father. He wisnae in agreement that we lads battle against the English as my father had intended.”

      “I see.”

      “Fin gave his word tae our uncle against my father that he wouldnae so much as peer across yonder from behind a wee crag tae glimpse at the battlefield. This further outraged my father. It appeared that not enough men would raise arms against King George… Thus, fur me, thaur was nae choice—I had tae do so.”

      “You were compelled out of loyalty to your father,” I realized.

      “Aye.”

      “And, Finley did so out of loyalty to your uncle, who fostered him.”

      “Aye…” Leif broke off in a meditative state of mind for a moment. “How could I abandon my father, my grandfather, and my cousin, Prince Charles—rightful heir tae the British throne?” he rejoined.

      “I imagine it must have been a very difficult position for you to have been in,” I fathomed.

      “The Cause was great… Countless Jacobites risked their lives and perished in this enduring struggle tae reit whit was unjust.”

      “I understand what you’re saying,” I said as I listened to him. He nodded his head a tad in acknowledgement.

      “I dinnae believe in absolutism as my grandfather. Raither, I merely believed in the House of Stewart’s proper reit tae succeed the British throne.”

      “I see.”

      “Thus, as it came about, Prince Charles persuaded enough men willing tae fight tae raise an army. So, the day I traveled tae meet with the prince tae accompany him tae Moidart, I was unexpectedly apprehended by a group of men. Clansmen had taken me and brought me back tae MacLeod lands, tae the Isle of Skye. I was promptly sealed within my bedchamber within the castle, having nae way out,” Leif explained.

      “My goodness! Who had them do that to you?” I wondered.

      “My Uncle Iain’s orders,” he said.

      I paused, placing the morsel of bread I had just dipped into the lukewarm squash pottage between my lips.

      “You were kidnapped and held hostage by your own uncle?” I responded in disbelief.

      “He meant tae seize the prince as weel, yet Prince Charles was quite weel ahead by a day and weel guarded,” he continued. I slowly shook my head in astonishment.

      “This is like a movie or something,” I remarked, incredibly.

      “A whit?” he responded, frowning a bit, obviously looking puzzled.

      “Never mind,” I said unimportantly.

      “As ye wish.”

      “Where was Finley when all of this was happening?”

      “I didnea ken whaur he was.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “He was forbidden tae see me.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye.”

      “What motivated your uncle to do that to you?” I asked curiously.

      “I reckon that I canna say, precisely,” Leif replied.

      “That’s weird,” I said frankly with a little grimace.

      “Weel, I truly dinnae ken. Though, I have my suspicions,” Leif disclosed.

      “Suspicions?”

      “Tae put it quite simply, my Uncle Iain ordered it on behalf of Laird MacLeod, my uncle also, as it was most likely done out of concern with securing his own coffers. Ye see, if I had gone tae battle fur the prince, then I surely would have lost all my worth tae the English Crown. Furthermore, if Finley and I had fought along with the lads, it may have been interpreted that my uncle, Laird MacLeod, also approved of the uprising tae which he would have risked forfeiting the clan’s lands and titles—all of its wealth,” Leif explained to me.

      “Ooh,” I understood.

      “Waur I killed or captured at Culloden, my inheritance bequeathed tae me by my father would have been tae the Crown’s benefit instead of returning tae my uncle, Laird MacLeod,” he added.

      “I understand,” I realized. “What happened next?”

      “Needless tae say ’twas a mess. Jacobites waur defeated. Those captured by the English waur executed, and England made its presence knoon in the Highlands.”

      “Oh,” I responded uneasily.

      “Aye… When my uncle decided tae release me, I learnt Finley had abruptly sailed tae America.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye. Our Uncle Norman had secured him a commission in the British army as collateral tae the Crown—and as a display of his loyalty tae King George.”

      “Wow,” I responded, somewhat shocked. “So, is that how you came to serve in the British military, too?”

      “Essentially.”

      “Amazing… That’s, um, some story—quite intense.”

      “Aye.”

      I fell quiet for a moment, thinking. I slowly swirled my spoon around in the porridge I was now eating, watching the trailing patterns emerging as I played with it.

      “Your situation must have been—still must be—hard for you,” I acknowledged finally after a second.

      “I dinnae much think on it, in truth. Not as I have before,” he replied as he gulped some cider. I lifted my gaze and looked at him again.

      “I sympathize with you,” I admitted.

      “Weel, I thank ye, lass,” he responded kindly, gazing steadily back at me. “I, however, dinnae seek your pity. I shall manage weel enough as I have always done.” I nodded a little, understanding him.

      “Do you resent it?” I asked.

      “Nae,” he said.

      “You don’t?”

      “I dinnae, since now that I have ye,” he said genuinely.

      “Oh,” I whispered, struck suddenly shy again.

      “Aye,” he said softly as I felt his warm hand gently slipping over my shoulder and around the side of my neck. He drew my lips to his and slid an arm around my waist, compelling me close toward him, causing me to knock the tray of food with my knee. He pulled me over him as he leaned back against the pillows and warmly kissed me with growing heat. He rolled over me, fixing me beneath him, and fully caged me with his brawny frame as he pressed desirous kisses over my lips. I sensed his knee unmistakably wedge my thighs apart, and I was well under his spell.
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