
  
    [image: A Thorn in the Garden]
  


  
    
      A Thorn in the Garden

      
        THE TAKEN SERIES

        BOOK FOUR

      

    

    
      
        E. C. RODERICK

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sandy Pier Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by E. C. Roderick

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        TAKEN
      

      	
        Hummingbirds Know Where to Fly
      

      	
        The Pulse of My Heart
      

      	
        A Thorn in the Garden
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by E. C. Roderick

      Published August 2025

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, or for AI model learning without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, locations, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, things, locales, businesses, or events is coincidental.

      
        
        For all inquiries about this book, contact:

        E. C. Roderick

        1217 Wilshire Blvd.

        P. O. Box 3282

        Santa Monica, CA. 90403

      

      

      Cover Design: Mary Ann Smith

      Editor: Candy Leonard

      Library of Congress Control Number: 2025911102

      ISBN (Ebook): 978-1-7374357-9-2

      ISBN (Paperback): 979-8-9923020-0-4

      ISBN (Hardback): 979-8-9923020-1-1

      
        
        Publisher: Sandy Pier Press

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Quote

      

    

    
      
        
          I. The Return

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          II. A Little Honeymoon

        

        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Taigh Gràs

        

        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Splinters in The Bone

        

        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

      
        
          V. Bellwether

        

        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank You For Reading

      

      
        Enjoyed The Book?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger.
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      1768, August.

      

      My eyes flung open as I gasped for breath, drawing in as much air to fill my lungs. The air replenished me, and it was fresh, clean, and fragrant with the scent of pungent woodland. Nature bloomed and surrounded me. Sunlight fell intermittently between the heavy boughs above, blanketing my face in warmth as they swayed with rustling leaves from the dancing breeze moving the humid atmosphere over the earth. An innate feeling came over me that space and time had breached and sealed. A sharp sense of panic and terror electrified my blood as my consciousness coalesced. Once again, the world had suddenly changed and what I had left was no more.

      I felt Leif’s chest rising and falling beneath me while lying on top of him as he lay over damp vegetation, realizing something had happened. Lifting my gaze to see his face, our eyes met as he looked at me through the slits of his eyes, and my fear began waning. The solid grip he held around me slightly loosened, and he, too, seemed more at ease now.

      “Are ye alrecht, ceisdein?” he inquired carefully in a low, calm voice.

      “Yes, I think so,” I replied mindfully also as I newly felt the extreme aches in my body.

      “Guid,” he groaned, surely feeling the same way. “It appears we have been transported by the manner in which I feel. I reckon our experimentation with yer new instrument a success.”

      “Yes, it would seem so,” I agreed.

      “This bodes weel fur our future endeavors across time.”

      “It is optimistic. Now we can monitor the phone’s usage for every opportunity we leap to gauge when it’ll wear out to prevent us from being stuck without any way to return.”

      “Aye. We shall carefully record its usage tae impede the predicament,” he agreed. Then, he drew in a deep breath and said, “Yet, fur the present, let us untwine ourselves.” He promptly loosened the binding rope from our position on the ground and awkwardly began unraveling the cord, withdrawing it from us.

      “Did you leave your horse here?” I asked, remembering Blaze and hoping that he was nearby.

      “He instead remains at the fort,” Leif answered. “Once we have arrived at it, we shall acquire my horse and be fully awaur of the current state of affairs.”

      “I don’t remember exactly, but how long of a hike will it take us to arrive there?”

      “It lies not far from haur. ’Tis not too burdensome a trek.”

      “All right,” I accepted.

      Once the rope had been loosened and nearly removed from us, he mindfully shifted me off to his side and leaned upward to sit. He then proceeded to unravel the rope completely, wrapping it into a tight bundle and shoving it into his traveling parcel as I pushed myself upward to sit also. As he was organizing and fixing his parcel, closed, I took a minute to regain my orientation. When he soon finished and was satisfied with it, he carefully got to his feet and stood tall before me, ready to leave the area. Proffering a hand, I slipped my palm into his, and he assisted me from sitting to standing, sturdy.

      “We must proceed tae Fort Hoosic before nichtfall,” he said, glancing up at the sky and gauging the position of the sun. “Micht ye be fit presently tae trek?”

      “Except for a bit of a headache, I’m okay. I think.” I lightly rubbed my brow.

      “A pity yer head ails, I weel ken,” he sympathized, placing a gentle palm over my shoulder and caressing it. “Hold fast. ’Twill pass, however.” I nodded, agreeing, knowing it would. “Alrecht, let us go.” His hand slid from my shoulder, and he turned, starting to pace slightly ahead of me in the direction we must go.

      Turning away from Crazy Eye, we began in the opposite direction, hiking between the primitive woods. Moving amid massive trees whose limbs reached the sky like skyscrapers along city streets. The humid air felt extremely warm as we trekked, particularly while dressed in many layers of garments to which I was no longer accustomed. But as we made our way, I admired the earth glowing from the bright yellow sunlight falling between the trees upon our proceeding feet while the rays radiated down on us and illuminated patches of surrounding vegetation. The summer season was evident, and I thought how odd it was that the world could so abruptly transition from one weather period to the next and appear incredibly transformed from the dense, spindly woods and snowy winter season we had immediately left.

      With no horse to benefit our journey, I had forgotten how arduous hiking on foot through this wooded mountainous region could be. I wondered about the actual length of our trek, having no idea if we’d arrive at the fort in merely minutes or if we were facing hours while we had now settled into the rhythm of our hike. However, approximately an hour from where we experienced our temporal leap, we entered onto a small but cleared, desolate dirt path and hiked southeast to some relief from the more arduous ground covered by thick vegetation.

      I kept staring at the massive trees surrounding us. Their aged impressiveness struck me like the last time I was here, and the abundant sound of unfettered wildlife encompassing us also impressed me. While I enjoyed the singing birds among the forest and other small, harmless fauna and flora carpeting the woodland floor, I also hoped there would be no surprise from a hungry, ferocious animal to interrupt our safe journey.

      It had been many years since I’d seen this country, and the memory of it suddenly came rushing back like a tidal wave, overwhelming my mind and heart. The instant memory of being here was vivid. My initial impressions and all the following things that had happened to me remained as if I had never left.

      “Are ye alrecht, ceisdein?” Leif asked, noticing me as we hiked the path.

      “I’m just remembering everything—that’s all. It’s all so clear,” I answered.

      “Och,” he realized. “’Twas many years ago.”

      “Yes. But I remember it as if it had just happened.”

      “The memories bode precisely within my mind as weel. I clearly recall all of our days together. I have endured the haunting of our rift and persevered with hope fur our reunion fur numerous years,” he said. I glanced at him as he was retrieving his timepiece from his waistcoat pocket. As he held it, I immediately recognized it. It was the one I’d given him as a gift for his birthday when we were first married. “And now, my prayers are answered,” he continued as he returned his eyes to mine with perceivable deep gratitude that was particular to our reunion and for the time we now shared.

      “Mine too.” I smiled diffidently at him as I reciprocated the truth in his gaze.

      “A blessing without reservation or question.”

      “Yes.” I nodded gently in agreement, then paused thoughtfully. He glanced down at his timepiece again and promptly closed its face as we continued walking. “What did you tell everyone when you had returned without me after I’d disappeared that spring long ago?” I resumed asking him, curiously wondering while observing him tucking his timepiece back into his pocket. He turned his eyes toward me again and met my gaze the moment his timepiece was concealed.

      “’Twas a most injurious experience when ye vanished from me,” he remembered solemnly. “I wisnea certain how I micht explain it entirely tae anyone. I was greatly grieved tae have lost ye. ’Twas akin tae when Abenaki had stolen ye from me, originally. The feeling eviscerated my being. Yet ’twas worse—inexplicably so—fur this occurrence left me at a fundamental loss. I had nae notion whatsoever how I micht retrieve ye. My impetus was tae seek immediate assistance from others tae aid in my search of ye. Yet, it swiftly came tae mind that the notion was futile.”

      “Why?” I asked curiously.

      “I wouldnae have been assisted by anyone if I had disclosed the truth. The truth would have marked me a lunatic or a sorcerer who had disposed of his wife. I would have been cast a leper and expelled, at best, should I instead not have been condemned tae death.”

      “I see…” I realized horribly. “So, what did you say, then, as a result?” I wondered still.

      “I reckoned tae relay a partial truth micht serve best than saying naught at all in order tae prevent suspicion of me. I had abandoned the Hoosic in tormented spirits on the fateful day of my loss. All perceived the grief I had borne upon my arrival in Boston. So, I explained tae all who had inquired that ye had been stolen from me once more,” he expounded, looking grimly at me.

      “Who did you say stole me?” I responded, returning his unsmiling gaze.

      “I wouldnae say.”

      “You didn’t even blame a fabricated kidnapper?”

      “Such a falsehood would have garnered a posse tae seek ye. As ye would have never been discovered and returned tae me, aspersions waur certainly tae take form, and suspicion would have been cast upon me, inevitably.”

      “Oh.”

      “Instead, ’twas sensible fur people tae construe from the partial truth which I had told without any further enhancement.”

      “I understand,” I replied, nodding a little. “So, what’s the general belief about my disappearance that people believe?”

      “Many believe Indians abducted ye from me again,” he informed me.

      “Oh.”

      “I let the tale lie. It places their inquiries tae rest.”

      I nodded a little in response, clearly remembering my experience with the Abenaki during the massacre at Fort William Henry and all the accompanying terror as I was taken to their territory.

      I let my eyes fall away from his poignant gaze when I heard him unintentionally kick a pebble in the dirt trail while we walked. I glanced at it, watching it as it bounced off to the side into the vegetation. I felt his eyes lingering on me, still. So, I returned to looking at him, feeling the familiar devastation he had experienced when we lost each other to time’s unfair whim and hardship. I reached for his hand and slipped my fingers among his, lacing them together. His hand contracted around mine, securing them, and his eyes turned from me as he resumed looking ahead. Silence ensued between us, and my thoughts remained unspoken as I knew he was thinking also.

      We continued hiking over the trail for a while without speaking, letting our concentration fall to our walking path before us. Although our silence was comfortable, my pondering returned to fixing on the many years I had been absent from him while he lived in this century.  He said it had been ten years since he’d last seen me. The four years since I had missed him, according to my own era, left me devastated as I lived empty days without him also. I imagined how much more amplified the heartbreak must have been for him as he lived tormented days that had multiplied beyond my own, leaving him utterly broken. I was fortunate and blessed to have living memories of him wrapped in the form of our children to keep, hold, and love. However, the trauma for him, I was sure, was nearly unbearable as he was relegated to intangible memories of us in his mind, along with the visions of paintings he had commissioned of me that hung in Taigh Grás’s halls, and the imagining of my death along with our unborn offspring haunting him.

      Aware of the weight he felt in his being, I sensed the feeling of our thoughts, both unmistakably running parallel as we continued hiking the trail. While my mind wandered, I found myself thinking of all that he was missing, in addition to his extended family, whom I had grown to know and love so well while living here with him years ago.

      “Leif?” I started, breaking the quiet spell between us as we moved over the inclining path.

      “Aye?” he responded simply as he concentrated, guiding me carefully along with him.

      “What do you think people will say when they suddenly see me again?” I wondered.

      “Certainly, they will be full of wonder. They will be beside themselves with happiness tae see that I have found ye, at last,” he said, glancing at me and steadying his gaze to mine. “Ye have been sorely missed by all, ceisdein.” The expression in his eyes and the tone in his voice were wholehearted, grave, and true.

      “I’ve missed everyone very much, too. I’ll be so happy to see them again,” I said, reciprocating his feelings. He mindfully clasped my elbow and gave me a soft, heartening look, then proceeded to return his attention to assisting me up the steep incline we were now climbing in companionable silence.
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      Fort Hoosic was finally seen through the trees in the clearing. Now, being late in the day, Leif checked his timepiece and informed me that it was half past four o’clock and that we had reached our destination in time before the sun went down. Here, his horse, Blaze, was stabled, and this is where we were also to lodge the night. Additionally, provisions from here were going to be granted to replenish us for continuing our journey the next day as we made our way toward meeting Beth and her family, far away in Concord.

      The small fort was a mere blockhouse with one minuscule barrack and stockade outfitted with a skeletal militia regiment. When we neared the fort, men were staring and gawping at us as their eyes fixed on me. Given the peculiar looks on their faces, questions, and intrigue, they were astonished. Feeling self-conscious as I glanced around at them while entering behind the stockade with Leif, I had forgotten how much I’d felt like a misfit in general by being here. Particularly in the presence of men. Men here had no reservations about ogling women as they pleased or openly commenting about women’s appearances and their wishes for them to suit themselves, regardless of whether the woman referred to was in their presence. The idea of subtly for the sake of indiscretion alone was certainly a foreign concept to these men, underscoring my insecurity while Leif and I moved toward the stockade.

      Despite being appropriately dressed and escorted by Leif through the grounds, I was especially aware that I was the only woman on the property, which highlighted my discomfiture overall. Careful not to return the men’s curious stares to avoid being bold or rude, I was conscious to remain modest with my gaze and ignore their looks as Leif steered me past the stockade and started us through the open quad into the fort.

      The moment we continued moving behind the stockade into the courtyard, the captain of this outpost was seen rushing out from the only barrack toward us. Promptly arriving, he respectfully saluted Leif by clicking his heels together and bowing, obviously recognizing him. When the captain straightened from his bow, Leif returned a polite verbal acknowledgment. After briefly but politely addressing each other, the captain turned an inquisitive eye toward me and oddly stared for a second before returning his attention to Leif.

      “Might this be your long-lost wife, Your Grace?” the captain asked in his New England accent, seeming patently hopeful.

      “She is, indeed, Captain Nichols,” Leif said, appearing indescribably relieved, determined by the clear, joyous look on his face.

      “What wonder! Thanks be to God. ’Tis a blessing,” Captain Nichols expressed gladly while looking astonished through his gaping grin and wide eyes, genuinely impressed.

      “Quite. Praise God. He has bestowed His blessing upon us, indeed,” Leif agreed undoubtedly.

      “Quite, indeed.” Captain Nichols nodded accordingly. “Pray, might I have the honor?”

      “Certainly. I present tae ye, Her Grace, Duchess of Monteith,” Leif replied, politely introducing me to the captain.

      “A certain pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your Grace,” Captain Nichols courteously greeted, dipping his head accordingly toward me.

      “Thank you, Captain Nichols. It is very nice to meet you as well,” I replied politely.

      “The pleasure is mine, indeed. We have long prayed for this day. I cannot say how devoted His Grace has been in your retrieval, for he has been as predictable as the spring season in his venture to have you returned to where you belong. I am certain you are most pleased to be restored.”

      “Yes, it’s wonderful. I’m extremely grateful. Thank you, Captain Nichols.”

      “Indeed. Indeed.” The grin on his face lingered as he transiently scanned our unblemished appearances, then faded slightly. His brows also faintly drew together, giving him a wondering look. “It appears you are untarnished by the elements,” he noted freely, returning to looking at Leif with a weird and remarkable expression.

      “Aye, ’tis a further blessing we are fortunate tae have remained unscathed. I was prepared tae bring my wife new clothing in my search fur her,” Leif replied easily, appearing unfazed by the captain’s blatant curiosity.

      “Wise, indeed,” Captain Nichols said, agreeing.

      “Aye.”

      “Of all this time, how might you have discovered your wife at last, Your Grace?”

      “She was discovered amongst the Iroquois at a trading post.”

      “A friendly nation,” Captain Nichols acknowledged, despite the sudden scandalous and unfortunate expression on his face.

      “They are our allies,” Leif said.

      “Of course.”

      “I merely traded fur her and ’twas done. Now, she is within my possession once more at last.”

      “Quite a wonder! You are further blessed, indeed, Your Grace. ’Tis miraculous,” Captain Nichols responded, maintaining the remarkable look on his face, letting his amazement be known. But he shortly composed himself while gazing at Leif’s deadpan face. “Pray, do come indoors and have some nourishment. I am certain Your Grace must be famished presently and weary from your travels, nonetheless.”

      “Thank ye, Captain Nichols,” Leif replied appreciatively. The captain acknowledged Leif with a final bow, then promptly turned from us when he proceeded to lead us through the courtyard toward the barracks from where he had come.

      As we entered the barracks, Captain Nichols invited us to sit in chairs at a stretched pine table in the middle of the room. Finding places at the table, and while we were seating ourselves, a Huron woman, whom I immediately learned had been captured as a slave, entered from another door within the room. She promptly served us plates of salted venison, boiled cabbage, and carrots with hard cider. My natural inclination was to smile and thank her for the food when she served me. But I abruptly abstained from doing it as I realized my response to her would be misconstrued by the other officers at the table. I was aware of being keenly studied by their observant eyes as they drank and proceeded to eat their food. As a result, I didn’t want to bring any unusual attention to myself like I’d unwittingly done before in my previous visit to this era.

      Reticent to engage these strange men, I instead sat quietly, simply eating my food. Being carefully observant also, I listened to the conversation Captain Nichols was having with Leif concerning the latest occurrences between the Crown and Massachusetts Bay Colony.

      Later, after completing our meal and when the discussion between Leif and Captain Nichols had ended, Leif and I were kindly shown by the captain himself into his cramped quarters to rest for the night. Though it was protocol, he graciously relinquished his bunk to us on the pretense of having the need to attend to other matters waiting inside his adjoining office, and that he would occupy that room for the night, instead.

      Once we had settled ourselves inside the captain’s quarters for the night, I was grateful that we were going to sleep in the security of the fort with a roof over our heads tonight instead of being forced to camp outdoors in the forest, as I nestled with Leif over the hay mattress. I was happy to be here with Leif while reflecting before finally closing my eyes, when suddenly homesickness began emerging earlier than anticipated, awakening a pang in my heart. The thought of our children and my family swept into my mind and overshadowed the thought of every modern-day convenience that had existed, that was no more now. As my mind centered on our children before going to sleep, the ache in my chest was present and was sure to expand the longer I remained away from them. So, I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope with this.

      I released a little sigh, trying to quell myself, and shifted in Leif’s arms as I sensed him drifting toward sleep. Despite being thoroughly depleted from our hike to arrive here and from the effects of quantum leaping, I struggled to relax and drift off to sleep. Guilt over my decision to be here with Leif compounded my emotions, and I wished to hug and kiss our kids once more before finally submitting to unconsciousness.

      “Try tae rest, mo leannan,” Leif said softly in a mollifying tone against my ear as he kissed it. “We have a long journey set upon us fur the morrow.”

      “I’m sorry for keeping you awake,” I apologized.

      “Nae matter. Sleep tight.” He pressed his lips over my crown, and I decided to close my eyes despite my wakeful mind. But as I forced myself to settle, my body ironically began relaxing, and I found my thoughts quieting. Soon, I drifted and peacefully fell to sleep.
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      The next morning, Leif awakened me to the dawning sun. As I groggily removed myself from bed, I noticed that he had already dressed himself and was ready to leave the fort. Still half asleep, though, as I moved to dress myself, I was having difficulty and found myself growing frustrated with my garments while attempting to lace my pair of bodies around my torso. I was surely out of practice with this manner of dressing and wished to simply have a bra to put on without petticoats and laces instead.

      Leif suddenly appeared, standing closely before me, and gently gathered the lace from my fingers. Letting him take the string from me, he mindfully proceeded to entwine the front holes of my pair of bodies with it for me. Tightening the garment snugly around my torso as he laced it, my breasts were now securely supported, and I was glad to receive his help.

      “Thank you,” I said, observing his careful fingers working the lace through the upper holes now.

      “Yoo’re welcome, ceisdein,” he said softly as he was paying close attention to what he was doing. The warmth from his steady breathing breezed over my brow as I sensed the close proximity of his lips near my crown. When his fingers arrived at the top holes, he worked the lacing through them and tied them securely. “Waur micht yer stomacher be?”

      “It’s on the bed,” I answered, pointing to it beside us. He quickly lunged for it and carefully slid it behind the front laces he had just tied over my shift against my breasts.

      “Thaur we are,” he said in a soothing voice, observing his work with satisfaction.

      “Thank you,” I responded again, grateful to him.

      “Aye,” he replied simply and snatched up my short-gown from the same location on the bed, holding it open for me. “Permit me.” I smiled at him, perceiving the tenderhearted look in his gaze, and his lips gently curved upward. Stepping toward him a little, I turned and slipped my arms through the sleeves, and he proceeded to pin it closed down the front for me. Within a minute, I was nearly completely attired after the final pin went into the fabric, concealing my torso. As I gathered my muslin apron, he withdrew it from me and tied it perfectly around my waist, finalizing my appearance.

      His careful thumb and forefinger clasped my chin, and he tilted my head back, forcing my gaze to meet his. Fusing his eyes to mine, he merely stared at me, soft and warm, and my cheeks began to burn. I thought he was going to say something or give me a little kiss, but he didn’t. Instead, he held my gaze for a second in silence. As I returned to looking at him, I perceived his admiration for me in his eyes. His thumb brushed my bottom lip, faintly parting it, and then his fingers slipped from my face, leaving me slightly lost.

      “We must depart,” he said alternatively. I nodded, aware of our readiness now. He lightly gripped my elbow, prepared to guide me out the door, and we left the room.

      When we entered the courtyard, the dawning light had transformed into new lemon-yellow and cadmium-orange hues across the awakening sky, as the large, warm-glowing sun climbed above the eastern horizon. Continuing through the quad together, Blaze was detected a distance ahead, already saddled and prepared for journeying, waiting by the stockade entrance with a soldier tending to him and Captain Nichols beside him also. As we arrived at his tall ebony stallion, Leif seized my waist and easily hoisted me into the saddle when the captain proceeded to greet us.

      “Good morn, Your Grace,” Captain Nichols cordially initiated, looking at Leif.

      “Guid morn tae ye as weel, captain,” Leif politely replied.

      “I pray your accommodations were suitable, Your Grace?”

      “They waur fair, captain. I thank ye.”

      “Quite good, Your Grace. Have you acquired your necessary provisions?”

      “Aye.”

      “Very well. Then, Godspeed, Your Grace.”

      “Thank ye, kindly, captain.”

      “As you will be missed in these parts, forthcoming, we are grateful that you will remain soundly with Her Grace. ’Tis been an honor to serve Your Grace whilst within our company.”

      “Yer assistance tae me, Captain Nichols, will forever be remembered.”

      “I wish you well, Your Grace.”

      “Ye as weel, captain.”

      “God bless you.”

      “May He bless ye also.”

      “Farewell, Your Grace.”

      “Farewell, captain,” Leif concluded, then proceeded to secure his pistols inside his holsters at his hips. After he swiftly finished, he adroitly tossed himself high into the saddle snug behind me and wrapped an arm around my waist, making sure to hold me in place.

      Clicking the inside of his cheek, he started Blaze through the stockade out of the fort, beginning us on our journey again. As we came across the clearing, we returned to the lone path heading due east.
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      From Fort Hoosic, we soon passed Fort Massachusetts when the road grew lonely away from soldiers and with just the two of us traveling on the Mohawk Trail through the forest. We followed the trail for hours, with rest stops taken along the way to relieve ourselves and snack by bubbling streams. By dusk, we entered the small settlement of Shelburne Falls, where we lodged at a homestead for the night. It took us two more days from there before reaching Leominster, when I realized we were completely bypassing Northampton, where Beth’s sister, Suzanna, resided with her family and where Beth’s and Leif’s other properties remained, along with his cousins.’

      “We’re not going to visit Northampton?” I curiously asked Leif.

      “Nae. We are tae arrive at Leominster, instead,” he disclosed simply behind my head as we rode along on his horse.

      “Why are we missing it?”

      “I huvnae any business tae which I must pertain in the area.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I rent our property in Northampton tae tenants, presently.”

      “You do?”

      “Aye.”

      “Oh.”

      “Since I have already collected their dues early this spring before arriving at Fort Hoosic in search of ye, thaur isnae any need fur my sooner return.”

      “I see,” I understood. “So, we’re headed straight toward Boston, then?”

      “We shan’t arrive thaur punctually.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have acquired anither property that I wish fur ye tae see before our arrival at Taigh Gràs.”

      “You have more land?” I expressed surprise.

      “Aye. I reckon that ye will be fond of it as it lies by the sea. ’Tis named Sàmhchair.”

      “Sàmhchair,” I echoed. “What does it mean?”

      “It means tranquility.”

      “That’s a pretty name,” I admired as his lips lightly brushed my ear, and the warmth from his breath caressed my skin as he spoke.

      “It pleases me that ye fancy its name. I hope that yoo’ll find the property equally suitable.”

      “I’m sure I will. How long ago did you acquire it?”

      “Before we waur first wed. When Fin had taken his leave from us fur Boston whilst we remained in Northampton at Taigh Bheinn, I had given him money tae purchase the land fur me,” Leif explained.

      “You did?” I responded, greatly surprised as I wasn’t aware of this.

      “Aye. When we had traveled tae Concord fur our wedding day, I had given orders fur construction upon a new hoose upon the new land.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “I meant fur yer ignorance of it.”

      “Why?”

      “I had intended it as a surprise, fur ’tis my wedding gift tae ye. This different location was meant fur our retreat from Boston… ’Twas completed the spring of yer disappearance…” His voice became soft as it trailed into silence. He leaned his warm cheek against the side of my head and rested it. The short stubble on his jaw gently scraped my cheek, and the sensation was familiar and comforting. I inhaled a little, leaning my back into his chest as he was holding me while on his horse. “My affection fur ye is boundless as the sea,” he returned, gently speaking into my ear.

      “Mine is too,” I whispered and moved my hand over his as he held the reins with his other hand and caressed my fingers over his knuckles. He switched the reins into his other hand and took my palm into his, enfolding it as he wrapped his arm around my waist again. His fingers contracted over mine, securing them, and I felt the highlighted bond between us.

      “Where is Tranquility located?” I wondered.

      “She lies in Nahant just beyond Lynn,” he said.

      “Oh. How long will it be before we arrive there?”

      “Within two more days. We shall reside thaur fur the duration of whit remains of this season before our retirement in Boston.”

      “Oh. I’m sure that will be nice.”

      “Aye, I imagine it as weel.”

      “But, when will we see Amity in that case?”

      “She will be collected from Beth at the commencement of October before we shall depart fur Boston.”

      “So, we’ll wait a while before seeing everyone?”

      “Aye.”

      “I’m anxious to see all of them. I’ll be happy when the time comes.”

      “I greatly anticipate our visiting them as weel. With certainty, they will immediately rejoice upon laying eyes upon ye again,” he said.

      “It’s been so long.”

      “Indeed. Beth and her husband, Patrick, are currently blessed with three bairns if I huvnea already informed ye.”

      “Three?” I responded, significantly surprised.

      “I gather that I huvnae told ye already by yer response.”

      “No.”

      “Forgive me.”

      “Of course, it’s okay. There were so many other things we talked about, as you had informed me when you found me again.” Aware of the three girls Beth previously had, along with her niece, I couldn’t imagine how much fuller her hands must be with a number of extra children.

      “I reckon thaur waur many topics tae discuss, which preoccupied our attention.”

      “Yes, certainly.”

      “Weel, now, tae have ye fully informed, Beth has laddies in addition tae the lasses with which she has already been blessed.”

      “My goodness. Sons?”

      “Aye.”

      “Her hands are full. I can surely imagine,” I joked a little. Leif chuckled, knowing the mischief all too well.

      “She and Patrick will soon have anither bairn,” he informed me.

      “Another?”

      “Aye.”

      “How amazing.” This was all I could say since I was in sheer astonishment. “Is she happy?”

      “She must, of coorse.”

      “Yes,” I imagined that she was happy after all that she’d experienced in suffering Finley’s loss. “I’ve prayed for her happiness.”

      “I, too.”

      “I keep thinking about her girls also. How old did you tell me they are now?” I wondered again.

      “Mairie is eighteen years of age, Doireann is seventeen years, Alice is thirteen, and Amity is twenty-one at present,” he reminded me.

      “I can’t believe it,” I gasped, exceptionally surprised by the large amount of time that had passed between us all. “It seems like yesterday when I last saw them.”

      “I reckon it must.”

      “I’ll hardly recognize them anymore when we see each other.”

      “They are certainly tae recognize ye, fur ye huvnae been changed the merest wee bit,” he assured. “The laddies will be pleased tae meet their aunt as weel.”

      “What are their names? And, how old are they?” I asked interestedly.

      “Timothy is nine years of age, Earnest is seven, and Henry is five.”

      “A nice little brood,” I acknowledged.

      “They are a hearty lot indeed,” Leif agreed.

      “Does Beth’s sister still live in Northampton?”

      “Aye, she does. She has anither laddie and a lassie, presently, as weel.”

      “She does?”

      “Aye. Her William is ten years of age, and Liza is six.”

      “That’s so nice. It sounds like she’s doing well also.”

      “She and her family have been quite weel, indeed. All have been blessed.”

      “Yes, I believe so. What about George and Henry? How old are they now?”

      “They are strapping lads now, nearly as old as Beth’s eldest lasses.”

      “Really?”

      “Quite.”

      “It’s all so hard to believe how much everyone’s grown.”

      “Certainly, a difference, I ken. Time is a mysterious element.”

      “Yes, it really is.” I fell quiet as I was left suspended in thought, finding it difficult to believe that the children I had known only four years ago were now young adults. The timeline that I found myself in now was mind-boggling.

      I sensed Leif laying a kiss on the side of my head behind my ear, and he became silent, too. The silence that descended on us was gentle and companionable while the sound of the horse’s hooves clopped over the dirt in the trail as the animal rocked us along the way. Leaning my head against Leif’s shoulder now as he secured me with an arm around my waist, I closed my eyes, thinking about the differences in our eras and how much time we’d lost with each other before letting the horse’s relaxing sway drift me into a nap.
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      Two days later, just past sunset, we arrived in the village of Lynn by the seaside. The air smelled fresh and pungently salty. A breeze lightly stirred from the nearby ocean, but the atmosphere remained warm and uncomfortably humid this evening. The horse’s hooves clopped over cobblestone streets as we passed collections of lantern-lit windows from surrounding dwellings. In a matter of minutes, as we proceeded through town, the navy blue Atlantic Ocean fully came into view. Sparkling beneath the moonlight as the moon hovered over the water, the moon appeared as an enormous blood-orange orb suspended in the dimmed ultramarine sky.

      Ocean waves audibly crashed over rocks and sand against the sides of the causeway when we crossed the peninsula into Nahant, known as the island. After entering the island, we followed a single path, veering left until it forked, heading us right onto a narrower trail. Continuing along the path, I wondered how much farther we had to go; traveling on horseback for days now was taking its weary toll on me, and I dreamed of having the comfort of a reclining passenger car seat in which to ride for the time being since I was ready to dismount only to rest. Instead, I had leaned my head against Leif’s shoulder miles back and sank into his solid chest in order to relax for the rest of the journey toward our final destination. Now, I found that I could barely keep my eyes open as my head began bobbing against him, and sleep was all I craved.

      As we continued curving along the road, we soon cleared the last group of trees, and a field glowed beneath the moon. Emerging in the clearing and also illuminating in the moonlight was a large, dark, three-story, four-gable house resting on a sea-blown bluff. Not too far from the house, a barn and a coach house were detected, and a paddock remained beside them. As I noticed we were advancing toward these extra structures, it seemed this was where Leif was heading us first.

      When we arrived at the paddock, I raised my head off his shoulder and straightened my posture as he finally halted Blaze. Promptly dismounting Blaze, Leif reached around my waist and easily pulled me off his horse, mindfully placing me onto my feet over the grass. When I came to the ground, my legs felt like gelatin, and my posterior was too sore. To lie on a cushy mattress was what I desired most, and I couldn’t wait to sink my head against a nice, soft pillow. As Leif’s attention turned to Blaze, I patiently stood near the gate he had swiftly opened and watched as he led his horse into the enclosure. After he removed the saddle and unbridled him, Blaze now freely relaxed and lay on the grass inside the fencing.

      Securing the gate again, Leif gathered the saddle and reins into his arms and strode toward the barn with me walking beside him. Pushing the large barn door open, he entered inside, and I followed him into the pitch darkness. He abruptly stopped near the entrance, causing me to shortly bump into him as he proceeded to rummage by the dark wall. Curiously wondering what he was doing as I stood close, he promptly returned forth into the moonlight, entering at the opening, holding something in his hand. He knelt on the ground, and I observed him starting a flame from the tinderbox he had retrieved from inside. Taking a moment to start a flame, when the match was lit, he straightened to his feet and lit a hanging lantern on the front wall beside the barn’s opening with it. Extinguishing the match, he snatched the flaming lantern’s handle, unhooking it from the wall, and turned toward me with it swaying in his clutch.

      “Hold it fur me, ceisdein,” he requested when he faced me. I gathered the lantern from him and observed him return to the tinderbox left on the ground. He quickly organized its contents, then shut it closed and collected it into his hand. After returning the box where he had found it, he turned toward me, and I suddenly gasped when I was unexpectedly scooped up high off my feet into his powerful arms, completely caught off guard.

      “What are you doing?” I inhaled with a little nervous giggle.

      “Carrying my bride into her new abode, of coorse,” he said obviously.

      “Oh.” Another giggle eluded me, and I suddenly felt strangely shy. He grinned, and I caught the pearly gleam of his teeth in the pouring moonlight, inspiring my own smile. He started pacing with me in his arms from the barn’s opening, forgetting to shut the door behind him, and trekked us across the grass clearing toward the house.

      As we advanced over the illuminated field, the salty breeze from the ocean wafted around us, and the night sky was brilliant with inundating, brightly shining stars. Except for the nearby sound of the breaking ocean and the breeze rustling the tall grass around us as it also caressed us, the atmosphere was melodic and soothing.

      Within five minutes, Leif was climbing granite steps to the front door of the house. Now standing beneath the portico, he tried the door, and it immediately opened. Still holding me, he moved indoors into the large foyer and easily shut the door at his back with the heel of his foot.

      “Welcome tae Sàmhchair, mo leannan,” he said quietly into my ear. I turned my gaze toward his in the shadows to thank him. But before I could utter a word, his lips warmly came over mine in a tender kiss. “I hope it pleases ye,” he muttered against my mouth.

      “I’m sure it will. You’re so sweet. Thank you,” I whispered between his kisses.

      Withdrawing his lips from mine, and while I still held the lit lantern, he mindfully continued through the dim foyer into the corridor until he rounded a staircase to his right and conscientiously climbed the steep steps as I propped the flickering lantern in my grip before us to guide his path. When we arrived on the second-story landing, he turned left, strode through a different hallway, and entered the first room on the right. Lowering me now, he eased me back down to my feet and took the glowing lantern from me. I observed him proceeding across the room as the wood planks creaked beneath the heels of his boots and placing the lantern over a large, white, alabaster mantelpiece above the fireplace. As the lantern was set over the mantelpiece, the flame in it settled, and the room was subtly illuminated in orange and yellow hues. Shadows were cast and bounced over the walls and furniture, animating them among the darkness.

      “It seems very nice in here,” I remarked pleasantly as I glanced around our new surroundings, taking stock of the elegant décor in the bedroom. He smiled in response, observing me.

      I noted the many tall, narrow windows that would let in an abundance of sunlight during the day. Snowflake white wainscoting bordered the yellow ochre, distempered painted walls, which I was sure were going to make the room appear cheerful as daylight filled it. A large crimson Oriental area rug covered a portion of the wide-planked oak hardwood floors, enhancing the room’s warm scheme. A Chippendale writing desk and chair, along with a pair of Queen Anne armoires, a dresser, a dressing table, and a gilded free-standing looking glass, added to the inviting décor. And lastly, but certainly not least, was the master mahogany four-poster canopy bed at the back of the room, luring me to instantly fling myself over it and sink my head into the plush-down pillows.

      “The bedchamber pleases ye, then?” Leif inquired after a moment of watching me acquaint myself as I carefully moved around the area.

      “Yes, very much,” I replied gladly, returning my gaze toward his.

      “I’m quite pleased that it does,” he said, smiling at me. I began toward the bed to sit, but before I had reached it, he caught my hand in his as he stood near me in the middle of the room, apprehending my steps instead. “Permit me.”

      “Yes, of course. Thank you,” I realized suddenly as he indicated his wish to undress me. Giving me a little wink, a smile swept my lips before he started.

      Remaining still and quiet before him, I watched his fingers gently come beneath my chin and mindfully begin removing my fichu from around my neck. When it was withdrawn, he let the delicate muslin material slip from his fingers to the foot bench at the end of the bed. Then, his fingers moved to the front of my short-gown, and he carefully proceeded to unpin it. The air was silent between us, except for the faint sound of our breathing as we stood closely facing each other while he mindfully worked the pins loose from the cotton fabric, and I patiently observed him.

      After a moment, my short-gown was fully unpinned, and he removed it from my shoulders. When the garment came off my arms, his hand lightly tossed it onto the foot bench with the first garment. Then, his fingers returned to me and began untying my petticoats. Once completely untied, they slipped from my waist to the floor, and he moved to unlace my pair of bodies from the front of my torso.

      While watching him disrobing me, I sensed his intentions as I anticipated our time in bed tonight. When my pair of bodies was being loosened from around my torso, freeing my breasts, I was aware of his warm breathing escaping him, caressing my brow as he worked the lace away from its lower holes. Soon, the lace had come completely undone, and he pulled the undergarment away from my torso, dropping it onto the rest of the accumulated pile of clothing on the foot bench. Simply attired now in my pair of stockings and shift, I stepped away from my petticoats puddled at my feet, and he bent to scoop them up, lightly tossing them finally with the other loose garments on the bench.

      Taking the initiative in kicking my slippers off with my toes, I leaned to untie my garters and removed my stockings. As I was withdrawing them from my calves, Leif thoughtfully gathered them from me and added them to the bench. With bare shins and a shift, I was ready for bed at last. So, I started from him again, intending to comfortably slip myself into bed, when he caught my wrist in his clasping hand, preventing me. Our eyes returned to each other’s, and I sensed him reaching for the hem of my shift. Gathering the hem, he raised my final garment over my head, completely removing it from my body.

      “Remain as ye are,” he wished in a soft voice. I gave him a little smile and stood before him entirely bare. His eyes slowly rolled over my nakedness, and I felt the heat from his stare burning my skin. An inspired grin eased over his face, slowly curling his lips, and the amorous look in his eyes was doubtlessly perceived.

      With his gaze adherent to mine, my coursing blood began heating me, and the strange warmth in my stomach began kindling as the urge to be with him distinctly emerged between my thighs. Without a word, emoting from his adherent eyes, he commanded my attention as I watched him begin to undress himself directly before me.

      In silence, I patiently observed him remove his coats from his shoulders as he watched me look at him. I knew not to falter from my natural instincts of modesty and glance away from him as I perceived a brazen craving in his gaze. But the subtle nervous smile curving my lips betrayed my diffidence, and his lips indolently tilted into a licentious smirk, conveying his awareness of me.

      Deliberately undressing, he had finally removed his breeches and now appeared in his billowing flounce linen shirt. He then pulled the shirt over his head and easily tossed it with the rest of the clothing pile, revealing his nakedness with unfettered pride. Hard and erect, fully ready to proceed to conclude the evening, he reached for me and scooped me off my feet high into his robust arms, moving us toward the bed where he placed me, at last.

      Then, his lips came over mine, and he began kissing me. Returning his kisses, the heat in my blood began to rise. My lips parted for him, and he thrust his tongue deep into my mouth, kissing me with ardor. His tongue moved zealously within my mouth, and I thought I might faint from his final momentum before going to sleep tonight. But not ignoring my own hunger for him, I lightly scoured his back with my raking nails, wanting desperately to be with him.

      As we kissed each other, I knew he needed me, all of me, too—underscoring my own need for him also. He pushed a solid knee between my legs and spread my thighs apart, and I sensed his formidable shaft brushing between my cleft, seeking my entrance. Then, in one vigorous thrust, he surged into me, filling me to the end, and he moaned as he joined us together. My breath was stolen from me at the sudden, powerful sensation of him plunging into me. Taking him in, I adjusted my hips more comfortably, wrapping my legs snugly around his hips, completely receiving him to the hilt, welcoming him.

      He drove himself with escalating force. My body opened and closed as he boldly moved between my thighs, and he began swallowing me whole in an ocean of advancing euphoria. My body, inviting him on each thrust, begging him to return as my walls became slick, pulled me closer toward the height before the fall.

      I began tightening around him. My flesh, gripping him, beckoned him to remain—to savor him for as long as we existed before our dissolve. The sensation of our union compelled me to ascend higher, where I felt the reward advancing closer. I was imminently going to be hurled from this distance and crash into a swirling abyss of ecstasy. So, I held onto him as he vigorously drew us closer to this summit.

      Helplessly, he thrust deeper and with more vigor, penetrating me to a new end when I believed all had already been discovered. But before he had reached the barrier of this unfamiliar depth, I was brought to the crest right before the fall when he surged in one last uncontrollable, insatiable thrust, and I tumbled off the ledge.

      I began shuddering in his arms. My chasm thundered as it violently pulsated around him. The sensation of my depths gripping and squeezing him, begging to keep him, sent shockwaves throughout my nerves as they were electrified and launched me into pure ecstasy.

      “Leif!” I cried out, soaring on a plane of joyous delirium. He released a guttural roar into the curve of my neck, and his breath burned my skin. I was scarcely aware of him expelling himself, throbbing between my thighs, as his essence poured into me.

      He suddenly collapsed, nearly suffocating me while fully embracing me in his arms, satisfied. My legs slid from around his hips as I held him also. His seed escaped me while we embraced in silence for an undetermined moment, listening to each other’s breathing finally settle. And I could hear our hearts pounding in synchronicity until their rates slowed, returning to normal pulses.

      Lessening my grip over his shoulders, I gently stroked his back while remaining affixed, still resting, unspoken. He grew flaccid in my arms, and my flesh began closing, forcing him out. Leif shifted and rolled onto his back, and I felt empty inside once more. Wrapping an arm around me, he drew me against his chest, holding me securely.

      Stillness came over us now as silence did, too, and we simply rested together, consumed in bliss as sleep finally took us away.
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      The brilliant sunbeams entering the windows of our new bedroom as dawn broke the next morning awakened me. I glanced over my shoulder among the pillows and noticed Leif’s bedside was empty. He was also nowhere present in the room as I glanced around after yawning and rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I assumed he must have risen before daybreak as he so often did to begin his morning.

      Feeling rested, I decided not to lounge in bed this morning and removed myself from the quilt covering me. The mattress was raised high off the floor, and I carefully climbed out of bed, down the large step until shortly planting my feet onto the rug. As I stood for a second, scanning the room and absorbing my surroundings once more, the bright sunlight illuminated the charming décor, enhancing its cheerful impression. But I immediately noticed the already warm air and realized the morning heat was only a sample of what was surely to be another sweltering and humid day as it grew later.

      Barefoot, I started crossing the floor and discovered the privy closet at the back of the room. Entering it, I curiously glanced around and was suddenly pleased to see how relatively spacious it was by colonial standards. There was even a dry sink made of oak with a washbasin, a full pitcher of fresh water, a small bar of soap, and a cotton towel next to it. Additionally, I discovered an unused pair of wooden boar bristle toothbrushes and a small jar of tooth powder, which was made from ground pumice stone, charcoal, oyster shells, and salt. I remembered then that I needed to concoct a paste made of baking soda and crushed mint leaves for our oral hygiene instead of using this corrosive toothpowder. Opposite the sink was the chamber pot in a corner, on which I instantly sat and gladly relieved myself.

      When I had finished, I approached the sink, poured water from the ewer into the basin, took the bar of soap, and proceeded to wash my hands and freshen the rest of my body for the morning, without using the copper tub, which needed to be filled by hand. Afterward, I returned inside the bedroom and proceeded to don a fresh dressing gown that I had found hanging in one of the armoires, along with several other unworn gowns meant for me. While dressing myself, I noticed that the fabric of this gown appeared newly fashioned, but the scent of the ocean had subtly settled into the fibers as my petticoats brushed against my nose when I brought them over my head to position them at my waist. It suddenly occurred to me that this wardrobe had been prepared and waiting for me to wear for many years while I was absent.

      Once I had finished fully dressing and was satisfied with my appearance, I came out of the bedroom into the hallway facing the banister. I glanced from one end of the corridor to the other when I noticed bright sunlight shining through an open door to a room at one of the ends. Drawn toward the glowing daylight lighting a portion of the hallway, I naturally began pacing in that direction. When I arrived at the end and crossed the threshold, I entered into a spacious room, which by all accounts was a nicely arranged library with rich, well-fabricated Chippendale furniture and other lovely décor. Another crimson Oriental area rug was laid over the wide floor planks, embellishing the Prussian blue wainscoting and snowflake white painted walls that were embellished with landscape and seascape paintings.

      “Och, guid morn tae ye, mo ghaol,” Leif greeted warmly, suddenly noticing me entering the room. He was seated behind his desk, preoccupied with a letter he was in the midst of composing, as he promptly tapped the nib of his quill on the parchment and inserted the quill in the holder on the inkstand.

      “Good morning,” I said pleasantly, pacing toward him as he was now giving me his undivided attention. When I arrived, standing close to him, I leaned and pecked my lips over his, happily greeting him.

      “Yoo’re quite dear,” he responded affectionately as I withdrew my lips and straightened myself again. I smiled at him, and he reached for my hand, taking it into his. “Tell me, how ye micht have slept?” he asked, grinning benignly at me. His other hand slipped around my waist, and he easily drew me over his lap to sit.

      “I slept really well, thank you. How about you?” I replied, gazing closely into his dark blue eyes, glimmering like gems as the morning sunlight caught their crystal-like luminescence from the bold rays entering the window beside his desk and chair.

      “I slept as the dead,” he said, winking at me. I giggled, and his lips discernibly curved into a knowing smile that spread warmly across his face, bolstering the playboy look in his eyes.

      “Then, you’re certainly well rested,” I teased.

      “Inarguably,” he chuckled lightly.

      “Good. How long have you been awake?” I wondered simply.

      “Och, I have been roused since five o’clock this morn.”

      “Why so early?” I looked at him, somewhat surprised at the unusual time.

      “I have a few matters tae which I must attend and reckoned my start tae see them completed early in order that I may spend the rest of my time with ye later.”

      “Oh. What are you focusing on?”

      “Och, I merely toil upon matters that ye are certain tae find dull.”

      “I see.”

      “However, now that ye have come, shall I acquaint ye with the hoose before we take our breakfast?”

      “But I interrupted you while you were still working. Wouldn’t you like to finish with what you were in the middle of doing first?”

      “I fear not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ye tempt me. I am not willing tae proceed with matters whilst I presently prefer tae weel acquaint ye with yer new hoose, instead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      “Well, if that’s what you wish.”

      “Indeed.”

      “All right.”

      “Very weel. Once we have had our meal afterward, I shall return haur tae resume my duty.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. Still holding my hand, he brought it to his lips and pressed a gentle kiss on my knuckles.

      “I pray this hoose micht please ye,” he continued when he drew my hand from his supple lips.

      “I’m certain it will.”

      “Yet, I must make ye awaur that we huvnae any servants tae aid us whilst residing haur in the interim fur the remaining season. They wait at Taigh Gràs as this visit fur us is impromptu,” he apologized.

      “That’s okay. Please don’t be concerned. We’ll be just fine on our own.”

      “Shall we?”

      “Of course we will. Remember how much I enjoy it when we’re all alone with each other without any help, anyway?”

      “I do recall ye having mentioned a bit of the sort once before.”

      “Our first Christmas together is when I told you that.”

      “Ye dismissed the servants without my permission.”

      “Only because I wanted to be alone with you,” I said, obviously. He smiled at me, and I saw that he was amused.

      “Tell me again why ye must be secluded with me, " he asked specifically, keeping his smiling, mining eyes fastened to mine.

      “But you already know why,” I replied softly, suddenly undermined by bashfulness. His grin slanted, and the corner of his mouth lifted higher. He simultaneously arched an eyebrow, prodding me, and gave a taunting, devilish look that was knowing.

      “Not precisely. Now tell me,” he elucidated, keeping the roguish look on his face. I felt my cheeks abruptly warm, and the heat in them began to burn. The goading smirk on his face deepened, creasing his masculine cheeks until his lustrous incisors were exposed. I knew he perceived the blushing hue on my face, making me further flush as I was unable to avoid answering him.

      “Being alone together…” I started, faltering in my response as I paused and wondered how to express myself without sounding brash.

      “Aye?” he prompted.

      “I was just going to say that we don’t have to worry about the attention of others when we’re alone,” I suggested.

      “Ye mean whilst we fornicate?” he replied candidly. My eyes suddenly widened. “Ye may speak plainly, Your Grace, fur not a soul can hear ye but I.”

      I suddenly arched an eyebrow at him, too, with a coy, little smile out of surprise and embarrassment. I didn’t know why I was reacting to him this way.

      “Fine,” I forced myself to say as I agreed.

      “Fine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aye? In whit regard?”

      “I’m agreeing with you.”

      “Are ye?”

      “Yes.”

      “How precisely do ye agree?”

      “Precisely that I like it because no one can hear us fucking,” I blurted, surprising myself for boldly stating it. His eyes abruptly widened with his brow lifting high, and a brisk chuckle escaped him. “Well, you can’t get angry at me for saying it because you wanted me to tell you.”

      “I bear the responsibility of coorse,” he said, chuckling some more.

      “You’re so noble,” I teased.

      “But ye amuse me,” he responded, now smiling clearly at me after laughing.

      “I’m glad that you find me entertaining,” I giggled.

      “Ye quite delight me, indeed. I am stirred already before the day has merely begun.”

      “That’s not my fault.”

      “How is it possible when ostensibly it is yer doing?”

      “I don’t understand how it can be because I’m actually rather innocent, to be honest,” I replied sincerely, giving him a quizzical look.

      “Mmm,” he considered. “Mayhap, ye are that.”

      “I am—comparatively.”

      “Yet, ’tis not an excuse, however.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ye lure me. Despite yer innocence, ’tis yer doing.”

      “How?”

      “By yer beauty and yer heart,” he said.

      “That’s really nice of you to say. I’ll admit.”

      “I’m quite sincere.”

      “It seems that you are, which is why I think you’re so sweet,” I replied, perceiving the truth in his playful expression.

      “Also, by yer cunt,” he remarked bluntly.

      “Leif!” I suddenly gasped as I chastised him. I gaped and unbelievably shook my head at him. He chuckled again, clearly entertained.

      “Why, I enjoy yer cunt tremendously. It satisfies me greatly. It is supreme.”

      “You’re absolutely unthinkable,” I scolded again.

      “Yoo’re glorious.” He smiled shamelessly at me. Despite him, my own lips helplessly betrayed me as they curled into a guilty little smile. The crowfeet at the corners of his smiling eyes were enhanced, and the warm, rakish look on his face was distinctly visible as we gazed at each other for a lapse.

      “Well, if we’re speaking plainly, Your Grace—” I resumed, except I paused for a second as I reconsidered being too bold with him, careful not to encourage him at the moment.

      “Aye?” he urged, looking expectantly at me.

      “I was simply going to say, rather honestly, the same thing about you,” I replied.

      “In whit regard, precisely? Again, dinnae be coy with me, Your Grace.”

      “If that’s what you really wish.”

      “Indeed, it is.”

      “All right, then. I meant to say that your big, powerful cock sends me beyond the stars. Is that better for you to know?”

      “Och!” His brow shot upward, and his eyes widened as he abruptly laughed. “Ye have taken me. Yet, I am not at all a wee bit guilty fur it. I merely remain intrigued about whit I have caused.”

      “Only you would know, Your Grace,” I giggled.

      “Indeed,” he agreed, nodding and grinning simultaneously. “My, how far we have come from the days of Northampton.”

      “Yes, we have, Leif,” I replied quietly as my modesty returned.

      “Ye scarcely stood tae gaze at me when I caught yer eyes with mine. And when I smiled at ye, ye turned from me. Why had ye?”

      “You made me feel shy and nervous. That’s why.”

      “Had I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why do ye reckon?”

      “Because I liked you—and I was attracted.”

      “Waur ye?”

      “Couldn’t you tell?”

      “Ye waur bashful of me,” he acknowledged.

      “Yes, I was. And, you know that I was.”

      The corner of his mouth tilted, and the smirk was telling. “Micht ye be so, still?” he asked mildly, looking genuinely at me now. I nodded a little, noticing the soft grin curving his lips. “Why micht ye be? Ye ken me weel, presently.”

      I shrugged a bit again, not able to articulate the exact answer, and hesitated. But he gave me a little encouraging look.

      “I don’t know, honestly…” I started as I thought about it. “Maybe it’s because you might frighten me a little. When we’re together—the way you touch me—it’s intense… and I want to do everything to please you because I love you. It makes me feel wonderful to be with you. I’d do anything for you.”

      “As I shall fur ye.” The smile on Leif’s face remained tender, and the look in his eyes deepened with further affection. I sensed his fingers wrapping around the back of my head and seeping into my loose ringlets. He compelled me toward him as he drew my lips toward his and pressed his mouth over mine. He began kissing me with gentleness and warmth, conveying his deep and abiding love. As our kisses escalated, his breathing became unsteady, and so did mine. I parted my mouth, allowing his tongue to slide inside and dance with mine. His lips emitted the heat rising within me as we carried ourselves to another place. Suddenly, he pulled away, breaking our kisses, and leaned his brow against mine, panting.

      “Ken that I shall forever loove ye, Sylvie, more than ye will ever loove me in return,” he expressed unevenly as his steamy breath caressed my lips. Grasping my waist with both hands, he urged me off his lap to my feet again and straightened himself from his chair. I stepped away a little, giving him some clearance as he stood before me now. He reached for my hand, took it into his, and pressed a meaningful kiss on the inside of my wrist. “I shall acquaint ye with Sàmhchair at present, lest I bed ye instead.”

      “That’s something to consider,” I accepted demurely.

      “Come,” he said, leading me out of his library while keeping my hand in his.
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      Returning with him through the corridor, he proceeded to introduce me to the rooms surrounding the master bedroom on the second floor. When we crossed the hallway on the other side of the staircase, we entered one of the final rooms on this level. As I stood in this particular room with him, I noticed this one was slightly smaller than the two previous ones, and compared to our room, it was even smaller. But with a full four-poster bed closely facing us, including the beautiful Chippendale oak armoire, matching dresser, and nightstand furnishing the room, it was appealing. And, with the same Prussian blue painted wainscoting, light yellow ochre distempered painted walls, and large windows letting in abundant sunlight, the atmosphere was bright and cheery.

      After acquainting me with this bedroom, Leif guided me toward an adjacent doorway, and we stepped past the open door into the final bedroom. This room mirrored the one before it, and I thought this current one was another lovely room also. When I had finished absorbing this bedroom, he guided me back through the hallway somewhat farther in the opposite direction until we soon came to a narrow flight of stairs. Climbing up the winding stairwell, we arrived at the third level and proceeded through a short hallway. Two other rooms were located here, and we faced one of the two doors leading into the separate rooms. Leif reached for the door handle closest to us and led me inside this new bedroom, which had vaulted ceilings and was furnished like the previous vacant bedrooms seen on the second floor.

      After he showed me this bedroom, I followed him into the last bedroom inside the house, which was positioned across the hallway from us. Although it resembled the previous room with its vaulted ceilings, this one had two alcoves instead, one of which had a window seat. Also, unlike the last room, this one faced eastward and received the morning sun as its brilliant beams entered the windows, illuminating the space with cheer.

      “This is a large house,” I commented while pleasantly examining the current room in which we stood.

      “Suitable fur the family I longed fur us tae have,” he responded with a gentle grin. I smiled, and he reached for my hand again, ready to lead me out of the room.

      Leaving it, we returned downstairs from the third and second floors. He toured me through the drawing, sitting, and dining rooms, all of which had large, slender windows and beautifully crafted flooring painted in geometric black-and-white checkerboard designs. From the sitting room and kitchen windows, I loved that I could see the beautiful, expansive, unobstructed navy blue Atlantic Ocean, with the beach below the slope from where we were perched.

      Finally, there was a second privy closet hidden in the corridor, replicating the one upstairs in our master bedroom, but this one lacked the copper bathtub; I concluded my tour through the entire house. As we returned to the kitchen, I thought that I would very much like it here. The house was warm and picturesque with a lot of charm.

      “How micht ye fancy it?” Leif asked as he observed me gazing out the kitchen windows at the animated ocean glinting beneath the morning sunshine.

      “I love it,” I said, turning my gaze toward him. He grinned, and I smiled also.

      “I shall present the remaining property once we have had our breakfast before I return tae business.”

      “Okay.”

      When I glanced away from him and looked around the kitchen again, I noticed the cupboards were empty. I suddenly wondered what we were to eat this morning and returned to looking at him, intending to inquire.

      “Thaur is dried cod and fresh eggs tae eat,” he said, noticing the question on my face before I had the opportunity to ask.

      “Oh.” I nodded, realizing.

      “Later, I shall drive us into the village tae acquire bread and ingredients fur yer cooking.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “Yet, fur the present, ye may find the cod in the pantry.” He moved across the kitchen toward a door and pulled it open, revealing the nearly empty food storage room with only a few bags of flour and oats, along with the dried fish. “We shall have it stocked once we return from town.” I nodded again in response, and he winked at me with a subtle grin. “Presently, permit me tae collect eggs fur ye from the coop.”

      “But where do we get fresh water?” I asked, suddenly realizing there wasn’t any of it around.

      “Of coorse. Come with me.” He began leading me from the kitchen through the connecting mud room until we came outside by the back door and showed me a large freshwater trough where rainwater collected. He also pointed to the small well only steps away, past the gable just beyond the nearest corner of the house.

      After he showed me where to get fresh drinking water, we returned inside the house. I watched him promptly snatch up a basket from the counter by the large dry sink and return through the mudroom on his way outdoors again. While he left to collect us eggs, I began familiarizing myself with the kitchen more intimately.

      Once I had familiarized myself, it wasn't too long afterward before he came back with plenty of eggs in the basket for me to use. Instead of returning to his library to quickly finish his correspondence, as I believed he would, he stayed in the kitchen with me, slicing the salted cod into small portions after skinning the excess skin and cutting the tail away. Collecting a bowl from the cupboard, I began cracking eggs into it as I watched him grab a bowl for himself to place the fish into. He reached for the pitcher and poured fresh cold water into the bowl with the cod, soaking it to leach the excess salt from it.

      While it was soaking, he moved to the stove and hunched over the large basket beside it. Gathering some kindling from the basket along with some wood, he opened the oven door to the cast-iron stove and began arranging them inside. As I started scrambling eggs at the counter, I glanced over my shoulder at him when he reached an arm over the nearby counter and snagged the tinderbox off of it. Opening the box, he retrieved its components and placed them on the floor before setting the beeswax candle upright in its tin holder. Snatching up a piece of flint in one hand and the flint striker in the other, he proceeded, striking it several times downward in the direction of the box with char-cloth in it.

      Then, seizing one of the many brimstone matches, he dipped it into the box, and it flamed at the tip. Promptly covering the smoldering char-cloth with a tin plate that fit perfectly inside, he took the flame and lit the candle. As it now burned, he retrieved the jute match resting by his foot and lit it with the candle’s flame. With this new match steadily burning, he stuck it into the oven and proceeded to light the tinder with it. Quickly catching fire, the tinder around the wood began burning, igniting the small logs on fire in the oven, and the stove started heating.

      Afterward, Leif promptly drew up the narrow copper tube over the flaming match, immediately extinguishing it, and proceeded to return the box’s contents inside. After everything had been collected inside the box, he closed it and placed it back beside the stove on the counter as he stood, now checking the burner plates.

      Soon satisfied that the stove was nearly ready for cooking, he turned from it and approached me at the counter, where I was removing the remaining skin from the softened fish.

      “I shall go tae the cellar and retrieve a bit of lard and wine,” he said.

      “All right,” I replied simply, nodding a bit. He turned from me and left the kitchen, and I started deboning the cod.

      When Leif returned, I had just finished deboning, and all the ingredients were prepared for use. He took the cast-iron skillet off the counter in the corner near the stove and placed it on one of the burners, warming the pan. Within a minute, the pan was hot, and I cut a bit of lard to place in it. The skillet immediately started sizzling, and I gathered the fish into it.

      The cod quickly cooked along with the scrambled eggs, and as I was preparing our plates for eating, Leif placed silverware for us to use on the table instead of the simple flatware I’d found in the hutch before pouring us glasses of Madeira. With small wine glasses now filled, he proceeded to seat himself at the head of the stretched maple table as I placed a full plate of prepared food before him. Seating myself close beside him, we began eating, enjoying our morning meal together, staying comfortable in the kitchen, instead of in the formal dining room.
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      After breakfast, Leif brought me outdoors and toured me around the anchorage for a while. It was an expansive property as I gazed around the landscape once we had climbed down a rocky trail on the bluff onto the beach from where the house overlooked the ocean. Strolling now over sand, I observed small nearby waves calmly crashing onto shore while admiring our new location as we leisurely paced along.

      The animated water, sparkling beneath the shining sun, was a mixture of cobalt and ultramarine blue. It was pristine and clear, with flecks of turquoise as it rolled over the golden sand. As I took in my surroundings, it seemed we were the only ones inhabiting the peninsula. The air was hot and uncomfortably muggy, but the sky was a crystal-clear cobalt blue without a cloud to be seen.

      We came to a cove surrounded by large rocks, but the shaded sand was smooth as my bare feet pressed into it. When I glanced over my shoulder past the surrounding rocks, our burnt sienna house with lampblack shutters could easily be seen up on the bluff, with beachgrass around it. It sat near the rocky slope, not too far from where we were walking.

      “Do we have any neighbors?” I asked curiously, gazing around our secluded location and enjoying the view from the cove.

      “A Master Welles and his family reside on the west end of the peninsula. He is a tenant of ours,” Leif answered, turning his gaze toward me.

      “Are they the only ones?” I inquired with surprise.

      “Aye. This is all our land,” he informed me, pointing around our location as far as the eye could see as the peninsula curved away from us from the cove.

      “My goodness!” I was thoroughly amazed. A grin eased over his face in response, but it was suddenly tempered. He appeared meditative instead as he looked at me, making me wonder about the change in his expression. “What is wrong?”

      “Naught.” He lightly shrugged.

      “But you’re no longer smiling.”

      “I’m merely recalling my moments haur.”

      “Oh. Did something bad happen here?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Then what are you remembering?”

      “I frequently visited this place.”

      “You did?”

      “Tae gaze upon the sea in my melancholy,” he disclosed, seeming glum as I suddenly realized him referring to his time spent alone during our separation. “’Tis tranquil haur…”

      “Yeah, it is tranquil here,” I agreed softly, observing that his expression had become nearly unreadable now. He shifted his gaze from me toward the ocean ahead and silently gazed at it for a moment, simply watching the water flow and ebb over the sand. The sound of the waves caught my attention, and I also turned my gaze out to sea, listening and watching in silence.

      “As time passed to nae avail, thaur waur many a day I believed that I micht never lay eyes upon ye again, Sylvie,” he resumed in a temperate voice, breaking the lull between us and revealing his deepest fear that had been hidden until now, and that was the raw truth. “’Tis strange, fur although such a thought had entered my mind, I equally believed ’twas not tae come tae pass. A flame within my breast granting me faith never snuffed, yet merely grew when in doubt and forced my belief that I shall hold ye once more.

      “I visited this place tae bathe in the sea, aplenty. When I had come tae do so, my spirit lightened with the restoration of hope—that I would find ye one day. So… I never relinquished faith. Nor, ever relented my search of ye. Yet, distantly, I kent that if it never meant tae pass during my living days that we should reunite before perishing, I would meet my end knowing my effort wisnae in vain as my loove fur ye remained boundless and true within the pit of my being. The pulse of my heart that ye are.” He shifted his solemn gaze toward me again, and I glanced up at him, meeting his eyes. A knot formed in my throat, and a sudden tear slipped down my cheek. He mindfully raised a palm to my face, and I sensed his thumb gently stroking the droplet away. “Not anither tear, mo ghaol,” he semi-whispered. “We have shed enough already.” I swallowed down the knot in my throat while gazing into his tender eyes, realizing again my acute elation that we were blessed to exist together again. An affectionate smile gently eased his lips, returning contentment in his expression while gazing quietly into my eyes for a moment. “Join me, tae bathe.”

      “I would like that,” I whispered from the hoarseness in my voice.

      “Grand,” he replied, still grinning softly.

      Attired leisurely in a simple linen shirt and breeches and without any stockings and boots, he stood beside me barefoot in the sand, proceeding to remove his shirt from himself. As he undressed, I glanced down at myself, merely dressed in a shift and an underpetticoat for the sweltering heat, and began untying my skirt. When it was briefly untied, I let it slip from my waist, and it puddled at my feet. Then, stepping from the pool of fabric at my toes, I withdrew my shift as he was now bare-chested and taking his breeches off his legs.
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